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To our old HOA.
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ONE
MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 7
LABOR DAY



CAMILA

Five-year-old Charlotte Sterling knows something she shouldn’t.

Her mouth widens as she soars backward on the swing, her small hands wrapped around its rubber supports. Her feet kick out, blonde pigtails soaring behind her as she dips her head back and sweeps through the air. I can hear her joy from where I stand.

Joy, I am about to ruin.

I lurk at the edge of the Belladonna Estates’ community playground, soaking up the end-of-summer heat. Dozens of kids are here, enjoying their Labor Day Monday, climbing over the jungle gym, sliding down slides, and digging in the large sandbox. Parents sit scattered on benches, chatting idly with one another.

I shouldn’t be here.

Everyone’s appearance here today is a performance. It always is. These doting fathers, cautious mothers, and loving grandparents are all hiding who they really are. I suppose we’re all pretending, aren’t we? Making conversation we don’t want to have. Smiling at things that aren’t funny. Pretending to care about the most recent parenting trend that’s hit the Internet.

Haven’t you heard, Camila? Freeze-dried strawberries are out. Toxic. Dangerous for the kids. The raspberries — they’re all the rage. And, wouldn’t you know it, they’re only $15.99 at Whole Foods!

I should be home with my own daughter.

Charlotte’s mother, Victoria Sterling, sits on a nearby bench, shaded by the massive oak tree behind it. She wears a large, wide-brimmed hat and oversized sunglasses that hide the hangover she’s likely nursing. She sips from a large beige water bottle. Is it water? Or a vodka cocktail? The world may never know.

Victoria is the visual epitome of our neighborhood. Her perfect blonde hair is tied in a neat bun at the nape of her long, thin neck. The sun doesn’t touch her white, unblemished skin. Any wrinkle that’s appeared has long since been smoothed by her monthly Botox treatments. She is poised. Polished. Stern and severe. Her lips are perpetually pursed, ready to spew devastating insults at any given moment.

She could probably kill me if she wanted to.

If she knew what I was about to do, she might do it in broad daylight.

But undoubtedly, that drink she sips will prompt a trip to the bathroom. And then I’ll seize my opportunity. Whether she likes it or not.

I roll my fingers down the side of my denim shorts, studying the fabric of the cuffed bottom. My throat is so dry it’s hard to swallow. I think of how fast I can run. What I have to say to Charlotte to convince her to come with me. How I plan to keep her calm.

There’s a chance she might not come willingly. And then? Well. She can’t be much heavier than my own daughter, can she? With her thin, pale arms and her impossibly small frame?

She looks so much like her mother.

Victoria shifts on the bench. She stores the water bottle in her large, oversized black purse. Dips her head to say something to the two women flanking her. The two women who pretended to be my friends. My fists clench at the thought.

No.

I can’t worry about them right now.

Charlotte jumps off the swing, running toward the sandbox. She pauses at the edge and carefully takes off her shoes.

Her mother stands up from the bench.

My heartbeat accelerates until I feel it in my throat. Blood pumps in my ears. My chest is so tight I can barely draw a full breath. The muscles in my thighs tighten as I prepare for the next few vital moments of my life.

At the edge of the sandbox, Victoria speaks inaudibly to Charlotte, who doesn’t look up. She is focused on building something in the sand, crouched down like a little frog.

I watch Victoria shake her head at her daughter, then walk the path toward the restroom facility in the distance.

It’s now or never, Camila.

Now or never.

I cross the grass and enter the playground.


TWO
THURSDAY, AUGUST 27
11 DAYS BEFORE LABOR DAY



CAMILA

It seems impossible that our entire lives fit in the back of a fourteen-foot U-Haul truck. I lift the last remaining box into my sore arms, squinting into the sun reflecting off the truck’s dented ramp. Sweat coats my skin, and I dip my face into my shoulder to wipe away the layer on my upper lip. Moving in the dead of summer could be my worst idea yet.

My husband, Alejandro, and I are the proud new owners of a two-bedroom condo nestled in the gated, highly sought-after community of Belladonna Estates. It’s a second-floor unit with an open floor plan, brand-new appliances, and, as our realtor so boldly put it while she eyed my uterus, plenty of room to grow.

Alejandro had to keep my arm in a tight grip throughout our entire tour.

We’ve come a long way from our cramped studio apartment, where the walls were so thin you could smell your neighbor’s dinner and feel you were joining them to eat most nights. The city was loud and filthy. Rampant crime, constant killing, needles in the street. That, among other things, made us realize that even though we’d grown up there, it was no place to raise our only daughter.

I slide through the open front door and up the flight of stairs into our joint kitchen and living room. Our packed belongings cover every last inch of space, but I find a spot on the breakfast bar to deposit the box in my arms.

A hand snakes around my middle, warm and familiar. I squeal in delight as Alejandro spins me around, pressing my back up against the bar. His hooded brown eyes sear into mine, prompting a wave of butterflies to escape my stomach as he tucks my hair behind one ear. His perfect lips upturn in a smile as he presses himself against me and captures my mouth with his. The whiskers of his trimmed beard tickle my face, and I melt under his touch as he kisses me gently, his smile enticing mine until we’re grinning into each other’s mouths.

“Yuck!”

My eyes pop open, and Alejandro leans back, playful mischief sparkling in his eyes. He grins at our daughter, who stands at the end of the hallway, her little fists on her hips, eyes narrowed at us. Her teddy, affectionately named Bear, is tucked beneath her arm.

“No kissing,” Valentina demands, walking toward us. “Bear doesn’t like it.”

“Ah,” says Alejandro, crouching down to her level. “But does mija like this?” His arms shoot out, and he snatches her. Valentina giggles wildly, wiggling in his grip as Alejandro peppers kisses in her hair.

“¡Papi!” she laughs, swatting him with Bear. “Stop that!”

“Okay, okay,” he says, releasing her.

She turns, wrinkling her nose at him. “I can’t find Bear’s blanket,” she tells us, desperation coating her voice. This is, as usual, a life-or-death situation.

“Oh, no,” Alejandro says, returning to full height. His voice insists that he is taking this seriously. “You know, I think I remember what box we packed it in. Want to try and find it?”

Valentina nods eagerly.

Alejandro turns toward me. “We’ll finish this later,” he whispers in my ear, brushing a kiss along my jaw. I have to hold the breakfast bar to keep my knees from buckling, and if not for him helping Valentina, I might demand we finish this right now. But his warmth fades, and he takes Valentina’s hand, and the two of them disappear down the hall.

I turn toward our box-filled kitchen.

My loopy handwriting labels each carefully packed box: silverware, pots, and pans, wrapped in newspaper. There are boxes for non-perishable food, sponges and cleaning supplies, fridge magnets, and serving spoons. It might not be as much as some people in this neighborhood have, but it’s ours, and it’s plenty.

Alejandro and I come from nothing. We grew up in a place most don’t escape from. Poverty, addiction, and racism are nearly impossible things to navigate and climb out of. But we did. Together.

And our new address in Belladonna Estates proves it.

Still, as I go back down to the truck to close it up, I can’t help but feel like an imposter. I know the residents here are mostly rich and mostly white. Their life experiences are very different from ours. They don’t know people like us, people who know what it’s like to feel hunger pangs or to only be fed at public school. They have never worried about having enough heat or clean clothes. They haven’t heard gunshots in the night, uncertain if they’re coming from the street, the hallway, or your own living room.

I linger at our front door, watching a neighbor walk her meticulously groomed dog down the sidewalk. Even the poop bag is fancy — purple with little designs, and likely some ridiculous scent like Pooptastic Plum!

I’m not sure if we belong here.

As dangerous and foul as it was, our old home was the only place we knew. It was a place full of memories. Of our history. Of our love story. But we left behind more bad than good.

We’re here now. Safe. Far enough away that no one will have followed. Fitting in might be a struggle, but we’ve dealt with worse. It’ll all be worth it for a fresh start. After all, it’s best to leave the past in the past.

Those things we left behind are buried, and that’s where they’ll stay.


THREE



With Bear’s blanket found, Valentina is now restless. She tugs on my sleeve for the fifth time in what feels like under a minute.

“Mami, can we please play hide-and-seek?” she begs, hopping eagerly from one foot to the other.

I look over at Alejandro, who is scrolling through his phone on the cluttered couch.

“Why don’t we go for a walk?” I ask Valentina. “Find that playground we saw on the way in?”

Her face lights up. “Yes, yes!” she says. “Can Bear come?”

“Of course, Bear can come.”

Alejandro looks up. “I’ll pick up something for dinner. What do you think?” He directs the question to Valentina. “Pizza? Lasagna? Chicken fingers?”

Her eyes light up. “And French fries?”

I pack a small bag while they decide between garlic bread and garlic knots, and we all leave the house together.

Summer lingers in the warm air outside, the sky a bright, cloudless blue. Valentina slides her hand into mine, the other clutching Bear, and we take off down the sidewalk.

The condos on Magnolia Court are modern stacked duplexes, with alternating brown, green, and white siding. The sidewalks are clean, beige concrete, complemented by trimmed grass and thin trees. Even the parking lot is pristine, the asphalt sparkling in the sun. The cars are all in working order — no open hoods, no smashed windows, and most importantly, no seedy characters hanging around looking for drugs…or little girls.

And yet, I feel a wave of apprehension. We’re away from the city’s danger, but that doesn’t mean we let our guard down. Valentina and I weave through the condo buildings until we reach the community pool. On the other side, a crosswalk feeds directly into the large park, Belladonna Estates’ community playground.

If the condos, the gated entrance, and the breathtaking lake and landscaping weren’t enough of a selling point, the playground might be. It’s made up of acres of land that back up to the elementary school where Valentina will be starting kindergarten in a few days.

Children’s laughter is audible before we even cross the street, and I can feel Valentina’s anticipation in her tightening hand as she pulls me toward the edge of the playground. Trees generously canopy the play area, shielding kids and parents from the relentless summer sun. The shade is a pleasant reprieve. A paved walking path cuts through the center of the space, leading deeper into the recreation area toward a restroom facility and sports fields beyond. There is a large sandbox, a handful of swing sets, and a massive jungle gym crawling with kids.

It’s crowded — more crowded than I expected. It sets my teeth on edge, and I can feel my hand getting sweaty around Valentina’s grip. But when I look down at my daughter, the number of people doesn’t seem daunting to her. If anything, she’s more invigorated, and I admire that deeply about her. Where I sense caution, she senses opportunity, and I would want nothing more than to preserve that for her forever.

But I know the world becomes crueler the longer you’re in it, and the thought never fails to break my heart.

That, however, is a lesson for another day. Today is not the day for her to learn that people can be dangerous and vicious. Today is a day for new adventures and possibilities.

She looks up at me, her brown eyes wide and shining with excitement.

“Can I go, mami?” she asks, pointing at the sandbox.

“Go, have fun!” I tell her, and she’s off and out of my grip before I can even finish my inflection.

Valentina finds a place for Bear in the sandbox, and I find a free space on an open bench. My daughter digs her hands into the sand, finding a shovel and a bucket to build something new. I watch the group of young girls beside her take notice of her presence and study her.

My heart squeezes, my body tense and on alert. I think of an excuse to pull her from the sandbox. What if they judge her tanned skin and dark features? What if they laugh at her? Call her an insult? Make her feel other and unwelcome? The fear runs rampant, and the anticipation of it is enough to lift me from my seat.

“What’re you building?” a fair, blonde girl with French braids asks.

“It’s a castle,” Valentina answers confidently. She points to Bear, and I inwardly cringe at how ratty he looks. “It’s for my teddy bear.”

“Hey, I have one too!” a small Asian girl interjects. She pulls a well-loved stuffed fox from her dress pocket. I am pleased to see he is missing both of his eyes and half an ear. “Maybe they can live together?”

“We can build a tunnel,” suggests a curly-haired girl. She produces a shovel and starts digging.

Tension slides from my shoulders. It is always a relief to see proof that, at this young age, children are not yet so cruel. They haven’t absorbed the hate and prejudice from the world around them.

But one day it will come.

It always does.

As I lean back on the bench, it’s immediately clear that no one here lives paycheck to paycheck. Everyone is squeezed into designer clothing, carting around expensive diaper bags or purses, pushing strollers that are worth more than our monthly mortgage payment. Their sunglasses and water bottles look brand new, bearing emblems and logos I have never seen before. Even the common footwear is spotless and effortlessly chic. And God help me, I want nothing more than to fit in. To be one of these parents.

I don’t want anyone to look at me and see my past.

A group of three moms sits on the bench beside me. The stern blonde woman is the spitting image of the girl sitting next to Valentina. A curly-haired mom looks identical to the girl helping my daughter dig the sand tunnel. And the fit Asian woman at the end’s eyes trail the last girl in Valentina’s small group, a way only a mother would.

Well, Valentina made friends easily today. Why can’t I? If my sweet five-year-old can introduce herself without fear, I owe it to her to try to at least acquaint myself with their mothers, don’t I? I visualize playdates at our new home. Walks down the street. Outings to this playground. PTA meetings, carpools, and wine nights together.

Suddenly, the next decade of my social life is reliant on getting to know these three women.

I swallow. Valentina’s laugh echoes high into the trees, and the other girls giggle around her. I smile. Turn toward the group of women to comment on our kids’ immediate connection. How thankful I am for how welcoming their daughters have been.

But before I get a chance to open my mouth, the blonde woman stands, abruptly collecting her belongings. The two other women on the bench beside her do the same.

I freeze in my seat, my introduction caught in my throat.

The blonde woman stomps over to her equally blonde daughter, grasping her sharply by the shoulder. She whispers something in her ear before she lets her sunglasses slide down her nose. Sharp blue eyes scan my daughter, then lift, meeting my gaze.

My brows furrow. I rub the bench’s smooth wood beneath my fingers, wondering if I need to insert myself in whatever this is.

The blonde girl smiles apologetically at Valentina. She turns, says something to her, then stands up in the sandbox. She eyes the other two girls, and they follow suit. Valentina waves at her ex-playmates as they dust the sand off their feet and jog obediently behind their mothers, who are already on their way out, walking fast, like they can’t wait to be away from us.

My stomach turns. My heart is pounding so hard I can’t breathe right.

What was that?

Valentina turns back to the small sand city she made with the girls and frowns, before her eyes search for Bear, who waits dutifully for her on the side of the sandbox.

Irritation clouds my chest as I scrutinize the group of women now standing at the edge of the playground. All three of them face us, their eyes narrowed, brows furrowed in — what? Concern? Annoyance? I thought it was bad when city folk were straightforward with their feelings, but this collective passive aggression feels way worse.

Twenty minutes into our new neighborhood, and my worst fears have already been realized.

Valentina’s gaze finds mine. I give her a smile, hoping she reads it as reassuring. But inside, I feel nauseous. Have we made a mistake? Are we trying to assimilate somewhere that will inevitably reject us? It’s a horrible feeling, and for a moment, I miss our home.

The home we can never return to.

Like a ship lost at sea, the world around us suddenly feels too big and frightening to navigate clearly. Are we forever doomed to feel like nomads? Will Valentina struggle? Will this world dim the beautiful spark she carries with her? Will we be written off before we even have a chance to try and fit in?

Of course, this was only a moment. A few bad apples doesn’t mean the whole bunch is bad. For Valentina’s sake, I need to remain positive.

But I can’t help but think this is a very bad sign.


FOUR



My worry is short-lived. In the next five minutes, Valentina makes a new friend, and they run off to the climbing structure in the distance to play.

The women are long gone, but I can’t stop replaying their departure. The more I think about how rude they were, the tighter my throat gets. My shoulders are so tense, I can feel the pull in my neck. I have to remind myself to breathe. To smile at Valentina when she waves at me as she circles the jungle gym.

There’s always a chance this was a simple misunderstanding.

Except I know it wasn’t.

I take a deep breath as a figure pauses nearby, blocking the filtered sunlight above the trees. I look up. A woman slides her sunglasses up into her red hair and peers down at me. I brace myself, expecting more of the same.

“This seat taken?” she asks, eyeing the empty bench space beside me.

I am wound so tightly that I have to unclench my fists. It takes me a second to find my voice.

“No,” I say.

“Great.” She breathes the word in relief and plops herself down next to me, so close I can smell her sweat. Her thin body is dressed in workout gear — but it’s not designer like the rest of the people I spotted here today. In fact, I spot a hole in her black leggings, showing the white skin of her thigh. There’s a bleach stain on her t-shirt, and the collar is loose and fraying.

I sit up straighter.

The woman leans forward, hanging her arms over her thighs. She breathes in. Out. Then she uses the inside of her shirt to wipe sweat from her face.

“I’m ready for this heat to move on,” she tells me, leaning back. She readjusts her sunglasses. I notice a red scar at her hairline, but look away before she can catch me staring.

“Yeah,” I agree. “It’s hot.”

“I’m Erin,” she introduces herself. “Erin Calloway. I’d shake your hand, but there’s nothing grosser than a sweaty handshake.” She smiles, and I allow myself to relax.

I laugh politely. “You’re not wrong,” I say. “I’m Camila Reyes. We just moved here.”

“Oh!” Her eyes light up in genuine excitement. “When?”

“This morning, actually,” I admit. I look back toward the climbing structures. Valentina and her new friend, a young boy, are taking turns peering out of the telescope set into the edge of the jungle gym. “My daughter needed to get out. Burn off some energy. It’s been a long day.”

“Ah.” Erin nods, understanding. “Well, this is a good place to do it.”

“Lots of families.”

“A ton.”

“How long have you lived here?” I ask.

“Oh, just a few weeks. I’m relatively new myself.”

My heart lightens. Maybe the issue with the other woman was that we were new to the neighborhood. The young girls might not mind, but adults are wired differently. In a neighborhood like this, where status matters more than anything, maybe they just wanted to keep to their familiar circle.

It’s an excuse I can live with, at least.

“Well, us newbies have to stick together,” I say.

She flashes me a grin. “You’re so right. Have you noticed how cliquey some of the people here are?” She stares back out toward the playground. “It can be so difficult to make friends at our age.”

It’s as if she’s reading my mind, and I can practically feel my heart lift out of my chest in relief. She gets it. She feels the same way I do. It almost seems like she understands what it’s like to feel out of place, too.

Who needs those other women?

Erin and I settle into comfortable conversation, talking about the neighborhood. She chats on about the lake, the walking paths, and the best times to visit the local grocery store. I tell her about Valentina and Alejandro, about his new job as Regional Manager of his construction company’s new branch, and our new condo. She explains how she moved here after her parents passed away, using her inheritance to buy a new house all for herself.

“But men,” she says, rolling her eyes. “Dating in your thirties is such a nightmare.”

“I can’t even imagine.”

“Anyway,” she says, slapping her thighs. “I should get a move on. Figure out what I’m making for dinner. I’m starving!” she says with a laugh. “Working out always gets my appetite going.” She pats her flat stomach like she’s Santa Claus.

I check my watch. Erin is right. It’s nearly six. Alejandro should be back with our food by now.

“Us too,” I agree.

“Hey. Would you…maybe want to come over for drinks tomorrow night?” she asks as she gets up from the bench. A pink flush rises in her cheeks. “I’d love to formally welcome you to the neighborhood. I really enjoyed talking to you, and I just thought⁠—”

“Yes!” I interrupt, eager. My heart pounds. “Of course. Absolutely. I’d love to.”

Her face widens into a smile. “Great!” she says. “I live at 43 Willow Bend Lane. How’s seven? I’ll order us some food.”

“I’ll bring a bottle of wine.”

“That sounds perfect.” She grins. “I’m really glad I met you, Camila. See you tomorrow!”

She takes off toward the sidewalk, and I settle back into the bench, feeling weightless. Valentina emerges at the bottom of the slide, giggling.

The universe had other plans for me today, and I’m glad I didn’t run home at the first sign of trouble. Maybe my perspective needs to change. I’m too focused on the negative, on the fear of anticipating the worst. I should take a page out of Valentina’s book and look at the world with more optimism. Enjoy this beautiful summer day.

After all, this is the first day of our new lives. Nothing should ruin this. Not even a couple of miserable housewives.


FIVE
FRIDAY, AUGUST 28
10 DAYS BEFORE LABOR DAY



CAMILA

I spend nearly as much time getting ready for my girl date with Erin as I did getting ready for my first date with Alejandro. Even though we’d known each other since we were kids, when we finally made things official, he insisted on taking me out.

Our first real date was at a local salsa lounge. We were both too young to be there, but at the time, we didn’t think so. I wore a figure-hugging black dress, gold jewelry, and red lipstick. As expected, his eyes practically popped out of his head the minute he saw me. Men are easy to please.

Women, however, are different creatures, and I aim to impress my new friend in a different way. A casual pair of jeans. A comfortable tank top. An old pair of Nikes. My black cross-body bag and a pair of sunglasses. Casual, comfortable, yet put together. The outfit is very me.

I kiss Alejandro and Valentina goodbye, then head to the nearby liquor store to pick up two bottles of wine — one red, one white — before I punch Erin’s address into my GPS.

I drive slowly. Arriving early is rude. Arriving on time is too eager. A couple of minutes after the agreed-upon time is perfect, in my opinion. I hope Erin will feel the same.

The young security guard at the gatehouse waves me through with a smile, and as I re-enter Belladonna Estates, I try to settle into this place as my new home. Despite the ugliness of some of its residents, it really is a beautiful neighborhood.

The main road leads to Lakeshore Drive, which circles the large lake at the center of the community. The road is all pine trees and walking paths, with the still water visible between the trees. Willow Bend Lane is on the left.

Erin’s house is a modern farmhouse in pristine condition with white paneling and gray brick. I park my car at the top of the short asphalt driveway in front of her garage, grab the brown paper bag with the wine, and get out of the car.

“Hey, new friend!”

Erin’s enthusiastic voice carries out from the garage’s side door, and I grin as I find her in the doorway. New friend. If she only knew how much those words meant to me.

“Hey!” I say, closing my door and pocketing my keys.

“Come on in.”

Erin leads me through her garage, which is surprisingly empty. As if reading my expression, Erin gestures vaguely to the space. “My car’s in the shop,” she says, walking up a short staircase that leads into the rest of the house. “Some weird light came on, and now I need a bunch of work done.” She groans. “You know how it is.”

I laugh. “I just let Alejandro deal with all that,” I say. “I think one time I came back after replacing all the things they told me to get done, and he took one look at the bill and said, ‘Never again!’ They overcharged me like crazy.”

“God, isn’t that the truth?”

We walk through the small laundry room, past a couple of closed doors, and into the house’s kitchen. It’s gorgeous. Magazine-perfect. The light hardwood floors complement white cabinetry and stainless steel appliances. From the kitchen, I can see through to the eat-in dining space and the living room.

Wow. I could fit seven of my childhood apartments in here and probably still have space.

Evening sunlight spills in across Erin’s backyard, small pool, and immaculate stone patio. It bathes the kitchen with orange light.

All this house for one person? It seems excessive, though that’s not something I’d ever say out loud. Still, our small condo can’t compare to something like this. I had assumed Erin was more like us based on her appearance at the park.

“Here,” she says, taking the brown bag from me. “Ooh, what should we start with? Red or white?”

“Red?” I suggest. “Give the white some time to get cold?”

“Great idea.” She pulls the white out of the bag and brings it to the fridge. It’s a quick movement, but when she pulls the refrigerator wide, I see the interior is mostly empty, and I envy her ability to keep this place so spotless. With a small child and both of us working full time, our studio apartment always looked like a tornado had run through it.

“Okay, so, I hope you don’t mind, but I got delivery from a couple different places,” she tells me, reaching into her cabinet to grab a pair of wine glasses. “A pizza, some Mexican, a little Chinese. I even got us one of those cookie boxes for later,” she says, now fumbling in the drawer. She produces a wine opener and goes to work on the bottle of red.

“Wow!” I say. “You didn’t have to do all that.” I feel a little guilty about only bringing two bottles of wine.

She waves her hand. “Oh my gosh,” she says. “It’s fine! I basically live on takeout anyway, so whatever we don’t eat will be my dinner the next few nights.”

“If you say so,” I answer. “Are you sure I can’t throw you some cash?”

She uses a heavy hand to pour us our drinks. “Don’t you dare,” she says, meeting my eyes as the wine glug-glug-glugs. “The wine is great. And I’m glad you’re here. It’s been a long time since I’ve had a new friend.”

I grin.

We sit, talk, and sip our wine in the kitchen until the food arrives, and then we lay it out on the table like a buffet. Erin produces paper plates, which makes me like her even more. We gorge ourselves on food, with Erin encouraging me to take a little of each cuisine and pouring me more wine. Once the red is polished off, we move to the white.

Finally, only the box of cookies is left unopened, and Erin unseals the box and shows me the contents. I choose one that looks like red velvet, while she chooses a classic chocolate chip.

“Want to sit outside?” she asks, eyeing her patio. Hidden lights highlight the gray stone and plush furniture beside the pool, making the area look warm and inviting.

“Yeah!” I say.

We take our wine and cookies outside to a pair of lounge chairs. There’s a slight chill, so Erin runs back inside to get us both a sweatshirt, which I gratefully accept and throw over my head. It’s soft with oversized long sleeves and smells just like her — sweet and citrusy. I’m sufficiently buzzed, full, and relaxed. I watch Erin tear into her cookie at the edge of the lounge chair and I suddenly feel like crying.

“I’m really glad I met you,” I say, with a mouthful of red velvet.

Erin’s smile appears behind her half-eaten chocolate chip cookie. She swallows. “Me too. I can’t tell you how much I needed this.”

“Same.” I settle back against the lounger and peer out into the dark sky. “I was so worried we wouldn’t fit in. Those women yesterday really bothered me. When you come from nothing, it’s…hard to feel like you fit into these places.”

“I get it,” she says. “I grew up poor. In the system, you know?”

I nod. Something pokes my brain, something I’m sure I should pay attention to, but I’m so relaxed, comfortable, and full, I ignore it.

“You want any more wine? Or…” Erin smiles slyly. “I have a little weed.”

I laugh. “You do?”

She shrugs. “It helps me sleep. Thank God for that security guard. I guess Belladonna Estates only pays him so much.”

I laugh. “Oh my God, you get your weed from the security guard?”

“I know.”

“The young one?”

She chuckles. “Yeah.”

“That kid looks like he’s still in high school!”

“I swear, he’s over twenty-one!” she says, raising her hands in surrender.

I devolve into giggles. “You totally corrupted the security guard!”

She swallows the last of her cookie. “No, no, if anything, he corrupted me. That kid is running a freakin’ dispensary out of that place.”

“Uh-huh.”

She playfully swats at me. “Well? Do you want any?”

I consider it for a moment. How nice it might feel to float away for a little while. Maybe a couple of years ago, I might’ve said yes. But I’m already loose enough. Plus, I have to drive. And if I come home stinking like weed, I’m not sure what Alejandro would think.

“No,” I say, shaking my head. “I shouldn’t. I have to get home anyway. If I smoke, it’ll take me three hours to get there, and Alejandro will send out a full search party.”

“Next time, then,” Erin says with a laugh.

“Next time, definitely,” I say, secretly thrilled she’s considering a next time. My grin is so wide that my cheeks hurt.

I finish off the last of my cookie, and we retreat into the house. We exchange cell phone numbers before Erin walks me back through the garage and to my car.

“See you soon, okay?” she says, wrapping me in a warm hug.

I’m a bit tipsy, so I’m relieved it’s a short drive home and that the speed limit is slow.

I float on the high of meeting Erin. So she has a fancy house. So what? She also eats off paper plates. She smokes weed. She said she grew up poor.

And that’s when it clicks.

The first time we met, Erin told me she’d inherited money from her parents, and that’s how she afforded her house. But tonight, she revealed she’d actually grown up in the system.

Huh.

I pocket the lie. I know how tempting it is to make up a story about your past. We don’t know each other that well. She could’ve been embarrassed at first. Maybe tonight she felt comfortable enough to tell me the truth.

But as I pull back into our designated parking spot in front of the condo, I can’t help but feel a little bothered by it. An itch I can’t scratch.

Something about it just feels wrong.
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CAMILA

The next morning, I wake to bright sunshine behind our sheer curtains and Alejandro’s arm over my stomach. I curl into his warmth, eyeing the white walls in our new bedroom. It’s not big, but it has enough space that we can each have our own bedside table. We even ordered a headboard and a frame, joking that it’s how we know we’ve truly made it in the world.

I’m somehow still full from yesterday with Erin. Though her small lie caught me off guard, it doesn’t make me any less eager to chat with her again. It almost feels like I’ve just met a new guy I’m interested in. I want to call her. Text my gratitude for such a fun evening. But will reaching out so soon look desperate? I don’t want to push her away.

Yeah, this is exactly like dating.

A trail of clothes leads to the bedroom door from when I came home last night. It had been dark, and Alejandro and Valentina were already asleep, so I’d quietly brushed my teeth and undressed, eager to sleep off my food and wine coma. But I notice something unfamiliar in the pile — a gray, oversized sweatshirt.

Erin’s sweatshirt.

I had completely forgotten to take it off and leave it with her yesterday. Whoops. Well, now I can wash and fold it before I return it to her. It’s a good excuse to text her, anyway. I grab my phone from the floor and shoot off a casual text.

Hey! I kidnapped your sweatshirt. Can I run it over this afternoon?




The morning passes quickly between breakfast, cartoons, and scrolling through today’s headlines. After the dishes are washed, I tackle more boxes and throw a small load of laundry in, including Erin’s sweatshirt. Alejandro gets some work done on his laptop, and Valentina sets to work on her new bedroom decor. This is the first time she’s had her own space, and she’s determined to make it perfect.

I return to my bedroom, eager to see if Erin has answered me. My phone shows no recent messages, and I frown as I swipe open the screen. Maybe Erin is still asleep. Maybe she decided she had a terrible time and doesn’t actually want to be my friend. Maybe her phone is dead, and she can’t find her charger.

Maybe I need to calm the heck down.

I navigate to my messages.

A large red exclamation point stands out beside my message to Erin.

Message Undelivered.




Huh.

I tap the exclamation mark to resend it, but the result is the same.

Weird.

Should I call? Does that make me seem too eager? A quick call can’t hurt, just to let her know I’m running the sweatshirt over. Even if I have to leave a voicemail, it’s better than showing up unannounced.

I press the call button and lift the phone to my ear, biting my lip nervously. But instead of ringing, I get a three-note melody in my ear.

“We’re sorry, the number you’re trying to reach has been disconnected or is no longer in service.”

Huh.

I try the number again. The three-note melody plays, so I hang up and stare at my screen.

It’s strange, but not that surprising. We drank almost two bottles of wine. The chances of me having the wrong number is pretty high. It’s fine. I can just run the sweatshirt over quickly. I can’t imagine Erin being upset about that. She’ll probably laugh about how I got her phone number wrong. She’ll be thankful that I washed and returned her clothing. Maybe we can even plan our next dinner date.

Just before lunch, I hear the ding on the dryer. Not having to go to a laundromat is new territory for me, and I practically skip to the laundry room to retrieve Erin’s sweatshirt. My heart pounds as I fold the warm garment, and I inwardly scold myself. Get a grip. Am I really this desperate for friends?

Yes. Sadly, I think I actually am.

I walk out of the laundry room and into the living room, where Alejandro is watching a muted television, with his laptop resting on his thighs. He looks up and flashes me his handsome smile.

“I’m just going to run this back over to Erin,” I say, showing him the folded sweatshirt.

“Okay, babe.”

“Valentina’s still building her fort. I’ll be back in less than ten.”

I head out into the muggy air and drive past the lake, turning onto Willow Bend Lane. My eagerness is practically shameful. Why am I so nervous?

I turn the corner and approach her driveway. But as I get there, my heart shoots up into my throat. I can see Erin’s house, her pristine siding, and trimmed grass. But there’s something else on her lawn that immediately captures my attention.

No.

It can’t be.

Sweat appears at the back of my neck, despite the cool air from my air conditioner.

A large For Sale sign is prominently displayed on Erin’s front lawn.

What the heck? Did I miss the sign out front of her house yesterday evening? Did Erin mention that she was selling her house? It sure didn’t look like she was moving.

No. Surely not. Erin mentioned getting together again last night. It seems strange she wouldn’t also let me know that she might not be here for a next time.

Doubt creeps into my shoulders. Did I remember our conversation correctly? Could I really have missed her telling me that her house was on the market?

Disappointment weighs my stomach down despite my light breakfast. Slowly, I pull my car into her driveway and park, peering at the sweatshirt placed carefully on my passenger seat. My eagerness pops like a balloon, and the anticipatory flush on my cheeks transitions to embarrassment.

I knew better than to get my hopes up.

Still, it seems so strange that she didn’t mention having her house up for sale. I have to think it’d be something I’d remember. Perhaps there’s a simple explanation. But for that, I need to talk to Erin.

I grab the sweatshirt and cradle it in my arms as I get out of my car. I half-expect Erin to open the garage’s side door to greet me in the driveway as she did last night, but she doesn’t appear. I take the path leading from her driveway to the front door.

It’s a freshly painted black door with gold fixtures. My fingertip finds the doorbell, and I push it in until I hear a chime within the depths of the spacious house.

I expect to see Erin flying down the stairs in her pajamas, or coming through the side hallway, her wide grin spreading across her face. But the house seems…empty. I can’t hear anything. Silence hangs heavy as I shift my weight on the front stoop.

How strange. Where is she? Could she still be sleeping? I check my phone. It’s nearly lunchtime.

I try the doorbell again.

The chime echoes inside the home, but this time it seems deeper, somehow more sinister. Which is silly. I was just here last night. Everything was fine. Erin had a lovely home and welcomed me into it.

“Hey! Excuse me!”

A voice comes from the street behind me, and I whip around with the sweatshirt still tucked under my arm. An older white woman stands on the street, her gray hair tied up in a tight bun. She wears leg and wrist weights on top of her expensive activewear. She waves at me from the sidewalk with an urgency that makes my insides curdle. I can already tell her type. She doesn’t think I belong here.

I walk down the front yard toward her on the sidewalk.

“Can I help you?” she asks, her breath unsteady, eyes flicking between the house and my face. Two rosy marks stand out prominently on her bland, pruney cheeks. Her eyebrows are thin and drawn on. The wrinkles around her thin lips suggest they’re often pursed.

“No,” I say. “I was just here to return something to my friend.”

“Your friend?”

“Yes, Erin Calloway.”

“Erin Calloway?” The woman rolls Erin’s name over in her mouth. “Never heard of her.”

“Oh,” I say with a gentle laugh. “She lives here.”

The woman shakes her head adamantly. “Nobody lives here. The last owners were the Crawfords,” she says. “But they moved down to Florida in March. The house has been on the market forever.” Her eyes trail up my body, then past me to the house. “If you ask me, they’re asking for way too much money.”

“I’m sorry,” I say nervously. “Nobody lives here? That can’t be⁠—”

“Yes,” she says. “The realtor, that Sandy something-or-other, she’s really been struggling to move this one.”

“But, I was just here!” I say.

“For the open house?” the woman asks, cocking her drawn-on eyebrow.

I inhale. Unspoken words hang in the air between us. The last thing I need is for her to think I broke into this house. I feel her scrutinizing gaze on every inch of my skin, and it makes me want to curl into myself and disappear. It’s better not to say anything. Arguing would only make matters worse.

“I just…I thought someone lived here,” I lie. “I must have been mistaken.”

“Yes,” she says. “You are. The number for the realtor is on the sign.” She juts her pointy chin forward. “If you’re interested, you should give her a call. She can probably get you in for a walkthrough today. But it’s best not to loiter around here.”

“I wasn’t⁠—”

“Anyway!” She drops her shoulders and straightens her spine. “Gotta get my steps in.”

She walks on, leaving me standing with Erin’s sweatshirt alone in the middle of the sidewalk. I don’t miss her assessment of my car before she disappears down the street’s curve.

I walk over to the For Sale sign that is prominently displayed in Erin’s front yard and study the smiling realtor on the front. Sandy Vargas’s shoulder pads make her look like she belongs in an 80s catalog. Is the sign on the wrong lawn? Is that a thing that happens?

I return to my car. The air is so thick with heat that I feel dizzy by the time I open the passenger side door and throw the sweatshirt in. I search for the woman who confronted me. She’s nearly at the end of the street, walking like a motivated penguin. The rest of the street is empty.

My stomach drops. I should get in my car and go home. Forget this ever happened. Wait to hear from Erin again for an explanation.

Instead, I close the passenger-side door and walk toward the garage.

I shouldn’t snoop, but my uneasiness around this whole situation has me in a chokehold. As I skirt around the garage and into Erin’s backyard, the world feels a little too bright, a little too large and off-kilter, as if someone has knocked me off my feet. Erin’s lie from yesterday, the disconnected phone, and the For Sale sign rattle around my head like a pinball, slamming into the same button over and over again: Warning! Something isn’t right!

The neighbors on either side of Erin’s house have privacy fences, but if someone looked out of a second-story window, they’d see me as I creep down the concrete path that leads to the patio we sat on last night.

I need to be quick.

Sun reflects in the pool’s still surface, marred by blown pine needles and dead foliage I hadn’t noticed last night. The house’s rear windows and sliding door are dark. I squint against the sun, hoping to see the details inside. Are our food containers still on the table? Are our wine glasses still in the sink? I realize what I’m looking for is proof that we were here last night. Proof that the neighbor was wrong.

Something shifts from the corner of my eye on the left.

My heart jumps into my throat. I stumble backward, hand at my chest, urgently searching for an excuse for being here. Distantly, I see that a crow has taken flight from a nearby tree.

I shoot it my angriest glare, inhale deeply, and remind myself to breathe.

I should go.

As I turn to leave, I scan the white cushions of the chairs we sat in last night. There’s not so much as a crumb from our cookies, which does nothing to ease the unease running rampant in my body.

I touch the cushion. It’s soft and warm from the sun. It feels just like I remember it did last night.

Then I see it.

Relief fills my body as I draw a breath through my nose. On the small glass table that sits between the two lounge chairs is a small, white, rolled-up piece of paper. Gray ash is scattered beside its crushed, black end. I pick it up and sniff it.

It’s the end of a joint. A joint that Erin must’ve smoked after I left last night. And even though I know it seems crazy, I tuck it in my jeans pocket. It’s proof. Proof last night actually happened. Proof that Erin lives in this house.

Proof that we were here.


SEVEN



I stash the joint in an empty plastic bag I find in my glove compartment and tuck it beneath my stack of napkins. I’ll find a hiding place for it somewhere inside later. My head is still spinning. I drive back to the condo, mind alight with possibilities. Inside the house, Valentina has grown tired of decorating and is now hellbent on visiting the community pool.

“Go get your bathing suit on,” I tell her as I pack a large bag with our things. It’ll be good to distract myself from Erin and her house, so that I don’t⁠—

“Bear’s too?”

“Sure,” I say.

“Yay!” she says, skipping to her room. “Bear! We’re going swimming!”

I should move the joint from the car before Alejandro finds it. I can hide it at the top of one of the kitchen cabinets; that way he’ll never⁠—

“Bear and I are only going into the shallow end,” declares Valentina, waving Bear in the air.

“Oh, baby, Bear can’t go into the pool.”

Valentina stomps her foot. “I need Bear to come into the pool with me.”

I sigh. “He can’t. He’ll get all wet and smelly.”

“I don’t care,” Valentina cries, on the verge of tears. “He makes me brave!”

“You don’t need Bear to be brave, Valentina.”

“Yes, I do!”

She launches into a tearful argument, and it’s only after I tell her chlorine can loosen his fur (a lie I’m proud to have made up on the spot) that she finally accepts that it will be better to leave him here, at home.

I try to put my thoughts aside as we venture out into the oppressive heat. Today it’s back into the 90s, and I haven’t been more eager for fall weather in a long time. The pool is a good idea, even though I know it will probably be crowded. I can feel tension rise in my muscles as I think about the group of women from the playground the other day. What if we see them again? What if they say something horrible this time?

“Do you think there will be any kids there?” Valentina asks, wholly unaffected by the heat. “Do you think they have pool toys? Or a bathroom? How many lifeguards do you think there are?”

She rolls off about a hundred different curious questions.

“I don’t know, baby,” I say. “Let’s go see.”

The sun pounds down on the pavement as we walk through the parking lot toward the pool. An iron gate surrounds the large concrete space, with generous foliage shielding the interior. Inside, we are required to check in with our house number by a young teenager whose sunburnt skin is peeling beneath his sleeveless t-shirt.

As anticipated, the pool is filled with people. Valentina spots two open chairs and tugs me toward them. I’m relieved she’s found us seats, until I see a pair of familiar faces.

The two women sitting beside the empty chairs are from yesterday. The dark-haired, fit Asian woman is leaning back in a lounger, wearing a bikini that showcases her muscular, tanned body. She wears a pair of large sunglasses and holds her phone up in front of her face, her thumbs typing on the screen rapidly. The curly-haired woman beside her sits cross-legged on her lounger, head tilted down, reading a book.

Valentina pays them no mind and throws her towel down on the lounger before she turns to sift through my bag. She produces her water wings and eagerly slides them onto her arms. I help her as I frantically look for any other open seat. I consider spreading our towels out on the concrete. But it’s too late.

From the pool, the two little girls who look like their mothers run up, sopping wet, their gazes fixated on Valentina.

“Hi!” says the curly-haired one. Her eyes are wide beneath long lashes.

“You’re from the playground,” the dark-haired one observes as she pulls her goggles down around her neck.

“Yeah!” says Valentina.

“Come play with us,” the curly-haired one says, and before I know it, they have both taken Valentina by the hand and coaxed her into the pool.

So much for needing Bear. I’ll be sure to keep this a secret, so as not to hurt his feelings.

I feel a gaze on me as I turn around to fix Valentina’s towel on her lounger and spread out my own. But I will not give these women the satisfaction of my annoyance toward them. Instead, I settle into my chair, watching my daughter. The girls are all hanging on the edge of the pool near the lifeguard tower in the shallow end. They count to three, dunk their heads together, then pop back out above the water, laughing.

Relief and joy blossom in my belly. So their moms suck. That doesn’t mean Valentina can’t be friends with their kids.

“Hey.” The voice comes from beside me. I tear away my gaze and look at the curly-haired woman sitting next to me.

I eye her, expecting rudeness. I try to think up a good comeback, but fail on such short notice.

“I don’t think we’ve met yet,” she continues, then sticks out her hand for me to shake. “I’m Adriana.” She wears a pair of cut-off denim jeans on her wide hips and a light linen shirt around her shoulders. Sunscreen covers her prominent nose. Her sunglasses are pushed up into her hair, which is so thick that it practically swallows them. She smiles at me, and her brown eyes crinkle in the corners.

“Camila,” I say, taking her hand in my own, even though I want to run away.

Her hand is small and delicate, and our handshake is firm but friendly. I glimpse warped skin on her forearm, some kind of scarring, and politely look away. Her friend is still on her phone.

“That’s Naomi,” Adriana says, pointing her thumb backward at the toned woman.

She finally pulls the phone away from her face, shielding her eyes with her hand. She dips her head down, letting the sunglasses fall away from her eyes, and looks at me.

“Hi,” she says, then, without apology, immediately returns to her phone.

“Our girls have formed quite the little friendship,” Adriana comments, glancing over at them in the pool.

I smile, despite my feelings from the other day. “They sure have,” I say. “I’m very grateful. We just moved here, so…”

“We figured,” Adriana says, leaning back on her lounger. “Haven’t seen you around before.”

Questions dance on my tongue. Where is their blonde friend, the ringleader of Project Get Away From Camila? Why are they being so friendly to me today when they couldn’t get away from us fast enough yesterday? Didn’t they see the girls playing together then?

“I literally can not deal with this heat,” Naomi says, reaching into her bag. She produces a thin can of something I can’t discern and opens it with a hiss. She takes a dainty sip before going back to her phone. “It’s going to make me break out.”

“As if you ever break out.” Adriana rolls her eyes.

Naomi sits up in her lounger, angling the phone away from her face, glancing at herself in what I can only assume is a camera view. She fluffs up her hair and adjusts her shoulders. Her lips squish together in a little pout as she hits a few poses, then studies her phone.

“Look,” she says, showing Adriana her phone. “Oily.”

“Sweaty,” counters Adriana. She returns to me. “Where are you living?” she asks.

“Magnolia Court.”

Naomi looks up from her phone. “The condos?” she asks.

I nod, feeling a flush climb my neck, even though I remind myself I have no reason to be ashamed of where we live. We all live in the same gated community, don’t we?

“That’s great,” says Adriana. “Juliet’s old nanny lived in one of the condos. She said they were lovely.” She offers me a small smile, and I’m not sure whether it’s genuine or tinged with pity.

“It’s plenty of space for us,” I say, hoping I sound confident.

Adriana nods. Naomi ignores me. Once again, she holds her phone in the air and smiles at it with her perfectly straight teeth.

“Hey guys!” she says, her voice poised and crisp. “Another afternoon at the pool. It’s so hot today — 93 degrees! Hope you’re all staying cool out there.”

I look around us. Who is she talking to?

“One thing I know I always need when I bring Poppy to the pool is Oasis Fresh Coconut Water,” Naomi continues, holding up the can she’d opened previously. She shakes it at the camera.

“Are you unpacked yet?” asks Adriana, ignoring the advertisement being filmed beside her, as if this is a very normal thing.

“Oh! Uh, not yet,” I say, shifting my attention to her. “We only arrived yesterday. But I want to be done before Valentina starts kindergarten.”

“Oh, Juliet and Poppy will be starting kindergarten this year, too!” she exclaims. “That’ll be so nice for them all to know each other.”

“—only twenty calories, and sugar-free!”

“Yes,” I agree. “I was so worried about Valentina making friends.”

“She seems so sociable!”

“—available at Walmart, Target, and Costco⁠—”

“She really is.” I look longingly at my daughter, who is sitting at the edge of the pool with her two new friends.

“Use code NAOMI-10 for 10% off your first case!” I watch as Naomi pulls down her sunglasses and winks at the camera. She clicks her phone, then wrinkles her nose at the can. She holds it out to Adriana. “Do you want this?” she asks. “It tastes like ass.”

“Why would I want something that tastes like⁠—?”

“I can’t wait for this stupid brand deal to be over,” Naomi interrupts, pressing the can into Adriana’s hand. I watch the curly-haired woman look down at it, confused. “It’s like they send me their worst products on purpose. I’m not a food influencer. I’m a lifestyle influencer. They probably don’t even know the difference.”

“That really stinks,” says Adriana. She finds a place for the can of ass between our chairs. “Can’t you tell them you don’t want to do it?”

Naomi shakes her head at Adriana. “What, and lose the $20k sponsorship deal?” She laughs before leaning back in her chair. “No, thank you.”

She’s already back on her phone.

Adriana looks at me, a playful smile tugging on her lips. I match it, both endeared by her meekness and frustrated on her behalf. Perhaps we have more in common than I initially thought.

Naomi spends the next half hour editing her video so that I hear her voice repeat the same words over and over again, while Adriana and I get to know each other. Our conversation is easy and natural, and even though Erin is still weighing heavily in the back of my mind, I enjoy the conversation with another mother.

The afternoon passes quickly. I learn that Juliet is in Ms. Applebaum’s class with Valentina, while Poppy and their other friend, Charlotte, have a different teacher.

“Charlotte’s mother is Victoria. She’s head of the school board,” Adriana explains. She has taken a battery-operated fan from her large bag and is using it to cool herself off. Our girls are styling their hair like Martha Washington near the pool entrance. “So what she says goes. The PTA basically reports to her. She runs the whole thing like a business,” she says. “It’s very impressive.”

“You mean anal-retentive,” says Naomi. “Victoria needs to chill out. These are elementary school kids, not her employees. Do you really think it’s necessary to have six school events before Halloween? It’s absolute madness.”

“Six?” I say.

Naomi nods. “Let’s see, there’s the Labor Day Luau,” she sticks a finger up, “the Proud Patriot Day Party.” Another finger. “The Constitution Day Conference, the Indigenous Peoples Day Parade, the Sweetest Day Switch-up…” She looks at Adriana. “What am I forgetting?”

“Boss’s Day.”

“Oh, right, the Boss’s Day Bake-off. Baked goods for the teachers,” she explains. “Then the Halloween parade.”

“Wow. That is…a lot.”

“She’s just trying to make sure the kids have a memorable elementary school experience,” argues Adriana. A flush has risen to her cheeks.

Naomi shakes her head. “Well, it’s enough to make my head spin. I need an entire separate calendar just to remember all of her nonsense.”

“Well, maybe you should tell her how you feel tomorrow.”

Naomi tilts her head down and gives Adriana an incredulous look over her sunglasses. “Right, I can see that going over really well.”

Adriana giggles.

“Hey,” she says, “you should join us tomorrow.”

“Hm?”

“We have a little get-together, like a playgroup, on Sundays. Just a couple of hours to get the girls together at one of our houses. There’s usually drinks and food. I bet the girls would love to have Valentina join them.”

“Adriana,” Naomi says warningly.

“What?” Adriana whips around to face her friend. “The playgroup is at my house tomorrow. I can invite whomever I’d like.”

Naomi raises her eyebrows and presses her lips together. “Okay,” she mutters before leaning back in her chair.

Adriana sighs, then brings her attention back to me. “Come,” she says. “Three o’clock tomorrow afternoon. I’ll text you my address.”

As we exchange numbers, I can’t help but think of Erin. Of her disconnected cell phone. Or showing up at her house with the For Sale sign out in the front lawn. I want to ask these women about her. The question is on the tip of my tongue. But the more I roll it around, the more I want to keep it to myself.

For now.


EIGHT



Alejandro washes the dishes as I give Valentina her bath, and then we both tuck her into bed. Her skin has darkened from the sun, skin already peeling on her cute button nose. I kiss her forehead, and before we can even leave the room, I hear her breath slow. Already asleep. The pool was a good idea.

Her room is almost completely set up. We have more work to do: hanging her curtains, setting up her dollhouse, and organizing her closet. But as I watch her nestle into her soft pink sheets beneath her sheer canopy, her nightlight casting little pink and purple hearts against her ceiling, my heart swells. This was the life I always dreamed of giving my daughter.

No city noise. No gunshots outside. No screaming neighbors. No crowded homes with no privacy. Just this. Quiet nights. Two parents who feel safe. A home that feels like ours.

Alejandro and I close her door quietly and tiptoe back into the living room. He grabs a beer from the fridge, and I kick off my socks and flip on one of those singing shows. The judge raves about the singing group taking the stage. Alejandro returns to the couch with a frosted glass bottle.

“Come here,” he says, gently tugging me to lie in his lap. I look up at him as he threads his fingers through my hair, taking swigs of his beer. He is so warm and sturdy. All mine. He is the only man in my life who has never done me wrong.

“You have a good day today?” he asks, letting his fingertips trail down the side of my face. They are cold from the bottle. His eyes study me with soft affection. It makes me want to melt into a puddle.

I smile up at him. “Yeah,” I say. “Better than expected.”

“Yeah?” He cocks an eyebrow.

“Mm hmm. We got invited to a playgroup.”

“What’s a playgroup?” he asks, the word sounding awkward with his accent.

“Like a little get together for the girls Valentina met.”

“Ah,” he says. “So you talked to the madres?”

I nod. “Two of them,” I say. “One of them was nice.”

“And the other?”

“On her phone,” I say. “Like this, the whole time.” I hold my hands up to my face and mimic Naomi.

“No!”

“Yes!” I laugh.

“And so why do you want to go?” he asks.

“For Valentina.”

He nods and takes another sip of his beer.

“We’ll be fine.”

“I know you will,” he says. “So tell me what happened with the other one,” he says. “The red-haired lady.”

“Erin,” I say. I look up at the ceiling and run through the details. How I washed the sweatshirt. How her phone was disconnected. How I drove to her house, saw the For Sale sign, and then rang the doorbell. How no one was home. How the lady I met was adamant that the house had been for sale and nobody by that name ever lived there. I leave out the part about the joint I found.

“What does that lady know?” Alejandro says. I know he’s trying to make me feel better, and I have to admit, it’s working.

“But the cell phone being disconnected?”

He shrugs. “Like you said, maybe you got a number wrong.”

“It’s just too many weird things all at once,” I say. “Maybe I should’ve left a note.”

“Go back again tomorrow and check,” he suggests. “Maybe she’ll be home, and there will be a simple explanation for this.”

“Maybe.”

“And you’re sure it was the right house?”

“Unless I’m crazy.”

He gives me a pointed look. “I just mean, sometimes things can look different in the dark.”

“No.” I shake my head. “I remember. It was the same house. I’m sure of it.”

“Well then…maybe Erin is a bruja!” he jokes, tickling my ribcage.

I yelp and squirm, swatting him away. “Hey! I’m serious!” I say, sitting up now. “I’m kind of freaked out about it.”

Alejandro frowns. “Don’t be freaked out,” he says. “I mean…if she lives there and wanted to hang out again, I’m sure you’ll run into her at some point. Try again tomorrow. Bring the sweatshirt; see if she’s home. There’s got to be a reasonable explanation for this.”

I shrug. “I hope so,” I say.

“In the meantime…” His lips curl up into a wicked smile. “I think it might be time to christen the new house. Don’t you think?” he cocks an eyebrow. He slides his beer bottle onto the coffee table before leaning into me.

“Alejandro…”

“What?” he whispers, the tangy smell of beer on his breath. His lips are so close to mine I can feel him breathe the word on my lips.

“You’re ridiculous,” I murmur.

“Am I?” His lips touch mine. I feel his fingers skate up my bare legs. “I’m just trying to distract you, linda.”

“Are you?”

“Yes.” I feel him nod his head, his nose brushing mine. “Is it working?”

“I think so.”

And then his mouth is on mine, his lips tasting the details of my day, searching for my secrets and unspoken thoughts. He is tender, familiar, and inviting, and his hands thread up my neck and into my hair until he’s cradling my head, laying me gently back down on the couch.

We are a tangle of limbs and hands and fingers, tugging off each other’s clothes, nipping and kissing and moaning at each other’s mouths, ears, throats, and jaws, and I happily let him take me until it’s hard to speak.
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CAMILA

Erin’s house is on the way to our playgroup, and on a whim, I decide to stop by one more time. I have to try again. Alejandro might be right. Perhaps there is a simple explanation for this after all.

My hair is frizzing in the humidity so badly that I had no choice but to slick it back into a high ponytail. I can feel sweat form under my arms, between my shoulder blades, and on my upper lip the minute I step out of the car with Erin’s sweatshirt.

“Be right back,” I tell Valentina, who is strapped into her car seat. I leave the air conditioning on full blast.

In the daylight, I can see clearly into the empty garage. Without the excitement of my evening with Erin and the knowledge that this house is possibly up for sale, I’m seeing things a little differently this afternoon.

Is it strange that her garage is empty? Usually people keep things in their garages, don’t they? Bikes? Boxes? A lawn mower? At the very least, she should have some pool equipment. But the garage is just an empty slab of concrete with four walls around it.

Unease smothers me as I reach the front door. I press the doorbell and hear the chime once again somewhere in the depths of the house. This time, I don’t hide the fact that I’m looking in through the window for any sign of life. A shadow. Shoes. Something out of place. But the interior looks just as perfect as it did the day I went inside.

Nothing happens. The only sounds I hear are the steady rhythm of my breathing and a few bird calls. If I listen hard enough, it’s so quiet that I can hear my car engine running. I glance back over my shoulder. Valentina’s little pigtails are visible through the rear window.

I try the doorbell one more time.

The sun burns down on my back. Nothing greets me but silence.

I shift my weight, antsy. Heat rises in my arms, and I clench my fists. I consider bundling up the sweatshirt and leaving it in a heap on the front porch, but then I realize I’ll lose my leverage to come over here again. So, I turn on my heel and take it with me.

An empty garage. Nobody home. For Sale sign on the lawn. A disconnected cell phone number. And a neighbor who confirmed that nobody lives here.

Maybe I missed her again, but the probability of that is starting to seem low, and I am left rolling the options over in my head as I get back into the car. Could Erin have left the neighborhood without telling me?

Or is something else going on here?
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Valentina and I drive away from the modern farmhouse and back out onto Lakeshore Drive. The lake is stunning this afternoon — a deep blue with small ripples sparkling in the sun. Fishers and sunbathers are out, spotted between the trees. In the rearview, Valentina is already bouncing in her seat, holding Bear up to the window so they can both see our new neighborhood.

Stillwater Court is back past Magnolia Court, so we get a magnificent view of the lake on our way. But my body stiffens with every street we pass. The houses seem to be getting bigger and bigger, and just when I think they can’t get any bigger, we turn onto Adriana’s street.

Mansions loom over the road like skyscrapers — endless, glistening structures that stretch back into their individual properties. The driveways are long and manicured, made of different materials I can’t identify. Some homes have gates or pillared entrances; others have exquisite landscaping that conceal paths or showcase botanical centerpieces. Boastful wealth, out there for all to see.

The cars in the driveway are another thing entirely. Shiny, freshly washed, and expensive — Range Rovers, Mercedes, Ferraris, even a Rolls-Royce. My god. My Volvo shouldn’t even be driving the same street as these cars, let alone parking near them. And yet, our unwashed, decade-old car putters forward toward the stone mailbox that reads 17.

My hands are slick on the steering wheel as I turn into Adriana’s driveway. I feel like we are dragging mud through someone’s freshly mopped house.

The Callas family’s home is blinding white in the sunlight, expansive in both directions. Its massive windows are framed in black, reflecting the sun in shiny panes. Thick square columns frame the front door and windows, supporting an upper balcony. I park behind two cars — a blue Mercedes SUV and a ridiculous red Maserati.

“Do you think Juliet has a dollhouse? Do you think she has the Barbie dollhouse?” Valentina asks from the back seat. She and Bear are still pressed up against the window, peering out at the massive house we’re about to enter.

“I bet she does,” I say as I get out of the car. I bet Juliet has whatever she damn well pleases.

Valentina climbs out of her car seat and takes my hand, her other holding Bear in a death grip. We pause at the end of the path that leads to the front door, like we’re explorers, set to start a journey into the unknown. And really, I suppose that’s what this is.

Valentina looks up at me with big doe eyes, and I can see the apprehension behind them. I steel myself and grin at her.

“How about this house, hm?” I say, starting forward.

“It’s so big, Mami!” I can feel my heart crumple a little. How much longer do I have before she realizes people care about this kind of stuff? That they will judge you based on your home, your car, and your clothes? And as if she can read my thoughts, my sweet baby girl says, “But I love our house.”

My grin is genuine as we reach the front door. “Me too,” I say. “But we’ll have fun here, too.”

I press the doorbell beside the arched front door. At the sound, a raucous dog bark echoes somewhere deep in the house. Valentina and I stare at our reflections in the frosted windowpanes. Her grip tightens around my hand, and I squeeze her right back.

“You okay?” I ask.

She nods, but I can see the overwhelm on her face. It makes me want to scoop her up, put her back in the car, and drive us home.

Too late.

A shadow appears in the glass, thin and distorted, approaching from a distance. It could be anyone; the opaque design makes it impossible to see. I hold my breath until the door latch clicks and the figure pulls the door wide.

The man behind the door is tall, muscular, and white. He has short, styled hair and intense blue eyes that stand out against the fitted white t-shirt he wears. A pleasant smile appears above his shadowed chin, kind and friendly, with a little hesitation. I search for the telltale look I sometimes get — that flicker of the eye, the double-take — when people try to figure out where I’m from.

“Hi,” he greets us, his gaze moving to Valentina. She shifts, moving to stand behind my leg, squishing Bear against my thigh. “You must be Valentina,” he says, before looking back up at me. “And Camila?”

“Hi,” I say, awkwardly.

“I’m Julian.” He sticks out his hand. “Adriana’s husband.” His hand is dry when I shake it. “Please come in.”

Valentina and I step inside onto marble flooring. The click-clack of nails carries down the hall, and the thinnest, scraggliest dog I’ve ever seen appears in the foyer. He lifts his nose into the air and barks as if he’s twice his size.

“A puppy!” Valentina exclaims, rushing toward him with her hand extended. The dog sniffs her, and I have to keep myself from dragging her away.

“Oh yes, this is Moose,” says Julian, turning to pet the mutt endearingly.

Perhaps the name once fit this dog. I can see spots of brown in its gray-white hair, which is somehow overgrown in places and thinning in others. He looks up at Julian, his mouth open, tongue lolling, one blind eye a cloudy orb.

“He’s very old,” says Julian. “So sometimes he bumps into the walls. But he’s very friendly.”

The dog licks Valentina’s face, and she giggles.

Of all the animals I thought I’d see in a house like this, this dog is certainly not what I was expecting.

The house is a castle. A glass chandelier hangs above us. Archways frame rooms to our sides. A massive dual staircase leads up to a lofted second floor that disappears behind the massive high walls. A few framed black and white photos of Adriana and Julian cradling baby Juliet are scattered upon the walls, blending seamlessly with the house’s tasteful decor. Julian leads us beneath the staircases, down a hallway, and into a brightly lit kitchen — equally as large and impressive.

Adriana stands behind a marble kitchen island, which I am pleased to see is full of toys, grocery items, and other odds and ends. Her hair is tied up in a bundle at the top of her head, and unlike yesterday, she looks exhausted. Three girls stand around her. Poppy and Juliet, I recognize. The third is the small blonde girl we met on the first day at the park. Victoria’s child, Charlotte.

Adriana holds up a spatula she removes from a bowl, which is covered in brown batter. She eyes the girls.

“Fingers?”

They each lift a little finger. I look down at Valentina, who’s still hiding behind my legs, holding onto Bear, watching.

“Dip,” Adriana instructs, holding out the spatula. “And don’t tell your mothers.” The girls giggle before they each drag their fingers through the batter and promptly stick it in their mouths.

“Yum!”

“Can I have one more?”

“When will they be ready?”

“Can I lick the bowl?”

“Camila!” Adriana’s eyes widen in recognition as she ignores the girl’s pleas. She smiles as her eyes drift to my daughter. “And Valentina! Welcome!” The three girls spin around. “Did you want to get a taste in? We’re making chocolate brownies.”

Valentina looks up at me, and I nod at her encouragingly. Adriana hands Juliet the spatula, who holds it out for Valentina. Moose nearly gets a lick, but Juliet is well-practiced, holding it high above her head, just above his reach.

“No, Moose,” she says sternly. “Chocolate will make you die forever.”

“Thank you for having us,” I say politely. “Your house is beautiful.”

“Oh, you’re too kind,” says Julian. Adriana smiles as he pulls her into his grip and looks at her like she’s hung the moon. “It’s all Adriana’s work, of course. She’s the gifted interior designer. I simply nod my head and say yes to all of her suggestions.”

He squeezes her. I expect her to lean into him; he is her husband, after all. He obviously makes good money, is decent-looking, and generous enough to open his house to a bunch of women and their kids. But Adriana pulls away from him slightly. I can see the strain in her neck. The way she winces when he presses a kiss to the top of her head.

“You say this as if it were easy,” she says. Her tone suggests sarcasm. But his eyes flash as they meet each other’s gaze. Tension thickens the air.

“What can I help you with?” I ask. Diffusing tension is my specialty.

“Let me get these brownies in the oven,” Adriana says, pulling away from her husband. “There’s a couple of trays over there.” She points to the kitchen table. “Maybe you two can bring the snacks to the sunroom while I get the girls situated?”

“Happy to,” I say.

I try to catch Valentina’s eye to make sure she’s okay with her new group of friends, but she’s preoccupied, giggling as the girls sneak their little fingers into the bowl full of batter. Adriana playfully swats them away while I turn to grab the tray of snacks. Julian grabs the other, then tilts his head for me to follow.

“So, you ladies just moved in?” Julian asks, leading me past a seashore-themed living room, a few closed doors, what looks like an entire public library, and a wood-paneled study.

“Yep, just this week.”

“Well, you’ll love it here,” he says. “I grew up in Greyhaven. It’s a great town, and Belladonna Estates is the best of the best.”

“Well, my four-day opinion is that I agree.”

He laughs politely before he pushes open a set of French doors at the end of the long hallway. White wicker chairs and tables fill most of the room. Salt and coconut notes scent the air. The room is pleasantly warm, with two overhead fans offering a refreshing breeze. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think I was at a resort.

“Your new recruit,” Julian says, announcing my presence to the two women at the far left of the room as he places his tray down on the table between them. He winks at me, and I return a smile. I want to feel comfortable. I think he wants me to feel comfortable. I want to ignore what I felt in the kitchen between him and Adriana. But there is something about this man that makes me uneasy.

I can’t put my finger on it. And I don’t have time to, anyway.

Naomi is sitting in a large wicker chair, her muscular legs crossed beneath her. She’s wearing a fitted black jumpsuit and scrolling on her phone in her lap. She looks up at me as I approach and smiles hesitantly.

“Hi,” she says. “Camila, right?”

“Yeah,” I answer. “Hi.” I can hear the discomfort in my voice from a mile away.

The other woman is facing away from me and does not bother to turn her head. Her blonde hair is smooth and cut just below her freckled shoulders. She’s wearing a sleeveless white shirt, and as I come around the loveseat she’s sitting on, I see she also has a pair of fitted brown slacks. A Louis Vitton purse and matching loafers complete her outfit.

She looks like she’s about to head to some kind of important meeting, not hang out at a playgroup.

I set the tray of snacks down on the coffee table between the furniture, then turn toward the severe-looking woman.

“Hello,” I say to her, extending my hand. “I’m Camila Reyes.”

Her dull blue eyes travel from my face down to my hand, her lips slightly downturned as if I’ve offered her a terrible inconvenience in introducing myself.

“Victoria Sterling,” she answers, sliding her bony hand into mine. Her wedding ring is comically large, and it brushes against the inside of my finger as we shake gingerly. “Welcome.” The word comes out stilted and thorny, and I draw my hand back in as I find a seat opposite her.

She scrutinizes me with an unwavering glare, eyes traveling up and down my body. Naomi goes back to her phone. I look away.

I have never felt so unwelcome in my life.


TEN



“So,” Victoria says, “Camila. Whereabouts are you living in our little slice of paradise?”

I raise my eyebrows. I had assumed the girls, or at least Naomi, would’ve discussed my situation with Victoria before I arrived. Or maybe they had, and she simply wants me to say it out loud.

“We’re in the Magnolia Court condos,” I say, feeling my shoulders tense.

“Oh, that’s darling,” she says, her laugh condescending. “You know, I love that there are options for all kinds of tax brackets in this community.”

“Victoria.” Naomi looks up from her phone and frowns at her friend.

“What?” Victoria looks affronted. “I don’t mean anything by it.” She turns to me and narrows her eyes. “I really don’t.”

“It’s fine.” I wave my hand even though I really want to ask her about our first meeting at the playground and why she pulled her daughter away from Valentina, the minute she got a good look at her.

“Good.” Victoria leans back and crosses her legs. “Otherwise, I don’t think we could be friends.”

I don’t think that’s the only reason we couldn’t be friends.

“So, Charlotte and Poppy are starting kindergarten as well?” I ask, looking between the two.

“Oh yes,” says Victoria. “Charlotte is so excited. You know, I’m head of the Parent Teacher Association, so I’m making sure everything is perfect for their first day. It’s so exhausting. Teachers expect so much of us! And don’t get me started on that principal. It’s like…” She leans forward in her seat. “Hello? This is an unpaid position.” She scoffs.

“They’re lucky to have you,” Naomi interjects.

I hide my smile at her complete change of attitude from when we were at the pool.

“Adriana says your daughter is also starting kindergarten?” Victoria asks.

“Yes, Valentina,” I say.

“Valentina.” Victoria enunciates all the syllables in my daughter’s name, and I hate the way it sounds in her mouth. “Well, that’s exotic, isn’t it?”

The door to the sunroom opens, and Adriana stumbles in, her face bright red.

“Sorry!” she exclaims. She is balancing a bottle of wine and a pitcher of lemonade under her arms, and four glasses in her hands. I stand to help. “No, no, sit down,” she tells me as she closes the door with her rear. “I’ve got it. Those girls almost ate all the batter before I even got the brownies in the oven!”

Adriana sweeps into the room, placing the cups and drinks down beside the snack trays. Then she plops down on the loveseat beside Victoria.

“Have we all met?” she asks, eyeing Victoria and me.

“We have.” Victoria’s smile is wider and friendlier than it was when Adriana was not in the room.

“Great.”

Adriana pours us all drinks. I opt for the wine for obvious reasons.

Over the next hour or so, Adriana keeps filling Victoria’s glass with wine, and every time I expect her to refuse more, she never does. Her ability to consume alcohol seems to be nearly as endless as her complaints.

I come to realize that Victoria Sterling actually hates everyone. It’s not just me. For nearly twenty minutes, we hear about her rival, the mother who’s competing to be the PTA president. She is apparently a vindictive back-stabber, who brought gluten-free, dairy-free cupcakes to one of the bake sales — a clear no-no, because anyone who’s anyone knows baked goods without gluten or dairy is basically just a rice cracker in disguise.

“Plus,” she says, her words getting a little sloppy, “her kid is in high school. She’s not even going to be here in a few years! Why she wants to lead the PTA is beyond me.”

She complains about her husband, Dominic. Her older stepson, Sebastian, and his promiscuous mother, who actually sounds quite charming. How little Charlotte eats and how concerned the pediatrician is about her weight. How much both her kids whine. The dirty laundry that the housekeeper can’t keep up with. The pesky dust on the tips of her ceiling fans. The sunbathers at the lake. And about sixteen other things I tune out.

Victoria, with her fancy Maserati and designer clothing, seems outwardly put together. But after an hour in the bright sunlight and three glasses of sweating rosé, I can tell that facade is being held together by a single safety pin.

Naomi continues to be glued to her phone, interjecting only when she has something to say or chooses to shoot someone a pointed glare. The sound of her acrylic nail against her screen starts to grate on me. How can someone possibly have that much to look at on their phone?

I do learn that aside from her social media endeavors, Naomi Lee is a Pilates instructor at a gym in town. Her husband, Daniel, is some bigwig tech startup founder for some platform that does something extraordinary — although I don’t know what.

And Adriana is exactly how I expected her to be. Quiet, listening intently to all of Victoria’s problems. She is at attention, as if afraid she’ll miss a boring detail. But I notice that she doesn’t share much about her own life and is constantly scrutinizing us to make sure we have enough to eat and drink.

This friendship between the three women feels strange. Have I accidentally fallen into a group of misfits? Are these the only kinds of people who will accept me? Women who disappear off the face of the earth and women who complain about nothing that matters?

“So what about you, Camila? What brought you to Belladonna?” Adriana eventually asks.

I dreaded this question all the way back when we first looked at the condo. I knew that at some point in this perfect neighborhood, someone would ask about my past. Telling the truth was too bold. Too honest. It would reveal too much about who I was and what I’d come from.

The last thing I want is for anyone to know what I am capable of.

So I say, “Oh, well. We lived in the city. It just wasn’t a place we wanted to raise Valentina. We wanted to get out of our apartment and into a better school district before she started kindergarten.”

“That’s smart,” says Adriana.

The conversation stalls. I feel shifty. How long does something like this normally last? Would it be rude to leave now?

Victoria cuts through the silence and blabbers about something else, but I can feel my attention drifting. I think of how my evening with Erin went. How effortless it felt. I wasn’t afraid to be myself, and I wasn’t overthinking everything I said. Her questions were curious, not invasive. Everything just clicked. It felt right. Like she understood me. She made me feel as if I belonged.

And even though I’m trying to focus on anything else, and even though I know I should be focusing on befriending Valentina’s new friends’ mothers, I can’t help but be distracted.

My thoughts rest on the tip of my tongue. Do you know this woman? Erin Calloway? I met her on the first day we moved in. I went to her house, which apparently has been up for sale for months. And not by her. I can’t get in touch with her. I’m worried she’s ignoring me. Or worse, that something’s happened to her. I went into her backyard and stole a half-smoked joint just to prove I wasn’t going crazy.

Am I?

You know, going crazy?
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Nearly two bottles of wine, one eaten tray of snacks, and several insults later, we carry our empty glasses into Adriana’s kitchen. The warm smell of freshly baked brownies still lingers in the air.

The alcohol has loosened me up, and my body feels limber and hot. Despite Victoria’s brashness and Naomi’s indifference, I find the housewives entertaining. They’re like characters in a television show — caricatures of what I expected them to be. And though I felt fearful walking through those doors into this ridiculous house, I feel more emboldened now.

What was I afraid of? People with money? People who lived in luxury, while I have spent years of my life struggling to eat? Maybe. It always felt like people with an abundance of money were part of a club we weren’t invited to. We never had the right credentials to enter. I had always assumed people like this had a secret they hoarded, shared only with the select few.

But from my time here today, I see that being rich doesn’t make your problems magically disappear. You can still be a drunk. You can still be addicted to your phone. You can still be a pushover.

So I take the risk.

“The strangest thing happened to me,” I mention casually from my spot around the kitchen’s center island.

“What’s that?” asks Adriana as she rinses our glasses for the dishwasher.

“Have you ladies ever met someone by the name of Erin Calloway?” I hear myself ask. The words sound louder than they should in the open kitchen.

The result of my question is startling. Victoria stiffens. Naomi stops typing. Adriana’s shoulders draw back. Quiet drops like a weight in the middle of the room.

“No,” says Adriana, turning off the sink faucet. She wipes her hands against her jeans, then turns to look at me. Her features are soft, but I can see her jaw working. “Who is she?” she asks.

“I think she lives in this neighborhood,” I say. “I met her on my first afternoon here. She was in the park.”

I make it a point to stare directly at Victoria.

Remember? When you abruptly got up and pulled your daughter away from mine?

It shouldn’t bother me. We’re here now, aren’t we?

“This is a pretty big neighborhood,” Victoria says flippantly. “There are a lot of people we haven’t met.”

I have trouble believing this to be true, especially for someone like Victoria. I have a suspicion that not only does she know every single person living in every single house in this neighborhood, but she probably knows their job, financial status, who they’re sleeping with, and probably their blood type.

“Well,” I continue. “It was so weird. She invited me over to her house for dinner. We had a great night. But when I went back the next day to return a sweatshirt I’d borrowed, she wasn’t home, and there was, if you can believe it, a For Sale sign in her yard.” I laugh uneasily, trying to make sense of their faces. “I tried her cell phone, but I think maybe I have the wrong number since it’s out of service.”

“How strange,” Naomi says. Her eyes are on me with her hand at her chin. I notice this is the first time she has given anyone her undivided attention. “Which house was it?” she asks.

“It was on Willow Bend Lane,” I say. “The one all the way at the end of the cul-de-sac.”

“I know the house you’re talking about,” says Victoria. “Charlotte’s piano teacher lives over there. That house has been on the market for months.”

I nod. I’d expected this, but I still feel a pit of disappointment in my stomach. I shake my head. “Maybe I got the house wrong,” I suggest, echoing Alejandro’s suggestion. “I was just so sure. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say she just…disappeared.”

“People don’t just disappear,” laughs Victoria. But there’s something else there, in her demeanor. Her knuckles are white from gripping the counter.

“Maybe you’ve seen her in passing, then?” I ask, knowing I’m pressing my luck. “She was thin, on the small side. And she had this fiery red, copper hair! Just gorgeous.”

The three women share a look. For a minute, I think they’re all going to explain. Admit that they knew her. Maybe they were even friends with her. Maybe she stood in this very kitchen with them, just like I am. My heart thumps in my chest, so loud I worry they can hear it.

“The lady with the really red hair?”

The voice comes from the hallway near the kitchen, and all four of us whip our heads around to see our four girls clustered around each other, listening in on our conversation.

Blonde-haired Charlotte Sterling raises her thin brows, waiting for my answer.

“Yes,” I say breathlessly.

“Yeah! I’ve seen her,” she says, her bright blue eyes wide and eager for my attention. “Her hair is so pretty!”
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“Charlotte, honey? Go get your shoes,” Victoria demands, completely ignoring her daughter’s statement.

Questions stick to the tip of my tongue, and I’m desperate to ask Charlotte more. But at her mother’s insistence, I see her bright blue eyes widen. Her brows disappear behind her thin bangs, shoulders drawing up to her ears. A pink tinge appears on her cheeks. She backs up between the rest of the girls and scurries off toward the front of the house in search of her shoes.

“Sorry about that!” says Victoria. She’s making an effort to keep her voice light and pleasant, but her eyes are practically bulging out of her head.

“Wait—so—” I need more. I need to know what Charlotte knows, what Victoria might know.

“—we really must be going,” Victoria speaks over me, every limb in her body tight with tension. I am bewildered, looking for something to say that might convince her to stay and speak with me. Or better yet, let me speak with Charlotte.

But by the way she’s carrying herself, practically tripping over her feet to get out of Adriana’s kitchen and to the foyer, I know I’ve already lost my opportunity.

“Thanks for coming,” Adriana says politely as she walks Victoria to the front door.

My mouth is slightly open as I look at Naomi. She catches my bewildered gaze and looks back down at her phone.

“Do you think Victoria knows Erin?” I ask, pointedly. I know I should mind my words and my attitude, but my wine-loosened tongue won’t let me. If they really knew nothing about Erin, why isn’t anyone giving me any good answers?

Naomi shrugs, but doesn’t bother looking up.

“Do you think Charlotte could’ve known Erin?” I press.

She finally looks up, her dark eyes narrowing. “I think Charlotte Sterling likes to make up stories,” she whispers. Then she sighs. “Listen, I love Victoria. I know she can come off a little bitchy, but there really is a sweet woman under all that hardness.” She frowns, her eyes growing distant. “She’s got her problems. Her vices. We all do, I suppose.” She looks down at her phone knowingly. “Charlotte is pampered, but starved for attention. You know? Kids like that they…” She shakes her head. “She’ll do anything to get someone to listen to her.”

If this were any other circumstance, if I weren’t so desperately looking for answers about Erin, then I might buy the excuse. Because I can already see the neglect. I can see Victoria for who she is as a person and a mother. I would never judge her outwardly, but what Naomi says makes sense.

“So you think she was making it up?” I ask, feeling defeated.

“I think that’s the most reasonable explanation,” she offers. “That house has been up for sale for months. I’m sure you can even find that information online somewhere. So I don’t know who you think you saw or spent time with, but it’s not anyone we’ve ever met before. And…maybe you did get the house wrong. This is a new neighborhood after all. It’s easy to get lost.”

I press my lips together and nod. Naomi goes back to her phone.

Out front, I hear the door close. My opportunity to know more has officially left the building.

Adriana reappears with the remaining girls at her feet moments later, a large smile on her face. I tilt my head, uncertain whether I should match it. This whole interaction has been strange. Charlotte’s comment. Victoria running out. Naomi’s excuses.

They know something. And they’re not telling me.

“We should get going,” says Naomi, finally tucking her phone away.

That’s my cue to leave.

“We’ll get out of your hair, too,” I say, before looking over at Valentina. She puffs her lower lip out. I give her a smile. “We’ve got more unpacking to do, don’t we?” I ask her.

“I’m tired of unpacking, mami!”

I laugh.

“Thank you for having us,” I tell Adriana as she brings us to the front door.

“It’s our pleasure,” she tells me. “And we’ll see you on Tuesday! First day of kindergarten.” She grins at Valentina, who slips her hand into mine.

We head back out into the heat.

I want to feel appeased. I want to believe that these women are telling me the truth, and even though I’m not sure I like them all that much, some part of me still wants them to be my friends.

But something is wrong.

I’m not dumb. I know what these things mean. I’ve known people who have behaved like this before. I’ve behaved like this before.

But the question is, why, and what are they trying to hide from me?
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CAMILA

Alejandro tries to convince me to let the Erin thing go. “These women want to be your friends, linda!” he stresses. “Don’t chase after someone who can’t even call you back.”

He means well. I know he does. But as he gets up to take a shower, I find myself lying in our empty bed, frustrated. How can he not understand the real issue here? It’s not that Erin isn’t calling me back; it’s that I think she might’ve given me a fake number to begin with. I have no way of actually getting in touch with her. It’s that the house we were in is up for sale, and she might not be the seller. And that I feel foolish because when I visited her, I hadn’t noticed how empty and impersonal the whole place was. The clues were there. But I didn’t see them.

And yet, for some reason, he doesn’t seem concerned that not only can I not find this woman, but I was inside a house that people insist has been on the market for months.

It’s making my head spin.

But I have to let it go this morning. Alejandro is preoccupied with getting ready for his first day at his new job. He looks incredible — clean-cut in a blue suit with comfortable sneakers, an addition I find incredibly endearing.

“I want to remember where I came from,” he says when I point it out.

Ugh, this man.

He kisses me goodbye in the kitchen, and I set to work on mine and Valentina’s breakfast of fruit salad and pancakes. Then, we tackle the remaining boxes in the condo.

By midday, Valentina and I are both exhausted, and I find her curled up on top of her bedspread, asleep. I study her for a moment, my beautiful daughter. Her long eyelashes, the way her lips move as she breathes. Tomorrow she embarks on a new adventure. One that does not include me.

I leave her with a kiss in her hair before I plop myself down on the living room couch. The condo is really starting to come together. Come tomorrow, I will be here for most of the day, all by myself. It makes me feel incredibly lonely.

I channel my inner Naomi and turn to my phone.

I intend to quickly scroll through my social media. But instead, I find myself on the search page, googling Erin Calloway. My heart accelerates as the results populate.

Nothing.

So I try, Willow Bend Lane Homes For Sale, instead.

This search brings up the house’s information. There are photographs attached to the For Sale page, photographs that show the spotless house exactly as I remember it. The outdoor patio with its comfortable lounge chairs. The eat-in dining area where we had dinner. The kitchen island where she poured our drinks. Even a shot of the refrigerator where she’d chilled the wine.

I was there. Could this really have been someone else’s house? How is that possible? Erin seemed so at ease, so at home.

A chill runs up my spine.

The realtor’s information is easy enough to come by, and before I can talk myself out of it, I press the phone number that is linked beside her smiling face.

I have to know if that was Erin’s house.

The phone rings and rings until a pleasant voice on the other end picks up.

“Sandy Vargas speaking, how can I help you?”

“Hi, Sandy,” I say. My limbs heat up, and I can feel a flush at the back of my neck. “I’m calling about the house on Willow Bend Lane?”

“Hello!” she says eagerly. “Were you interested in a tour?”

“Not quite. I had some questions about the house.”

“Well, it’s just over 2500 square feet. There is an in-ground pool. Built in⁠—”

“No, no,” I say, “I’m just wondering if you can confirm how long it’s been on the market?”

“Oh,” the realtor says, sounding annoyed. “Well, just over five months, give or take. But please don’t let that deter you from taking a gander! Now, I do suspect price might be a factor, but if that’s a sticking point for you, we can discuss an offer with my client.”

I swallow against my dry throat.

“Okay,” I say. “I was wondering if you knew the owners — the Calloways?”

“You mean the Crawfords?” the realtor asks.

My heart sinks.

“Yes, them. They don’t have a daughter by chance, do you know? Erin?”

The realtor pauses. “I’m not really—I mean. No, I don’t think so. Sorry. Did you say you wanted to tour the house?”

“Let me discuss this further with my husband, and I’ll get back to you.”

“Are you sure you’re not interested in a tour?” the realtor presses. “It will be quick! I’m more than happy to give you one! Any time that works for you! I’m available!”

“I really should talk to my husband⁠—”

“There’s a form on the website,” the realtor continues. “Just fill it out. Whatever time works for you, and I’ll be there.”

Sheesh, lady. I should tell her not to sound so desperate. If I were in the market for a new house, her attitude and desperation would’ve turned me off already.

“Thanks, Sandy,” I say before I hang up.

Gently, I place the phone down beside me on the couch. I let my gaze wander and fade as I think through this final confirmation. Erin doesn’t own that house. Which means we weren’t supposed to be there. We weren’t allowed to be there.

It means we were breaking and entering.

Now my DNA is all over that house. Across the island. The kitchen table. The chairs out back. The neighbor spotted me there trying to return Erin’s sweatshirt. Someone could’ve spotted my car there. Three times.

Oh, God.

My heart beats in my throat, blood in my ears. I’m trembling. I place my hand against my chest and try to steady myself.

If anyone saw our car and reported it to the police, they might look up the license plate. It’s associated with my legal name, which would bring the police to Belladonna Estates. They could look into my evening with Erin. I could be accused of a crime.

And that would violate the conditions of my probation.

It could give the police a reason to arrest me and throw me back in jail.
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I spiral through the rest of the afternoon. After I finish unpacking and breaking down the remaining boxes, I lug them down to the communal dumpster and return as a hot, sweaty mess. The hardest part of moving is done. Over time, our things will find their place, we will settle in, and turn our condo into a home.

With his new job and responsibilities, Alejandro now arrives home later than usual, long after Valentina has gone to bed. I wait for him in our living room with a glass of ice water and a rerun of an old sitcom.

Lights splash across the front window, and I peer out just as Alejandro gets out of the car. He looks like he did when he left, but his posture is limp, and his head hangs as he approaches our door.

Something is wrong.

The front door opens with a jingle of keys, and I hear him kick off his sneakers. He climbs the stairs in his heavy, socked feet, his head becoming visible as he reaches the top. I turn from the couch and flash him a smile that feels forced.

“Hi, babe.”

“Hola, linda,” he says without a smile.

He looks exhausted. Large bags are under his eyes, and his face sags into a frown.

“What’s wrong?” we ask each other at the same time. It breaks the tension. He throws his briefcase onto the breakfast bar as I get up from the couch. He sweeps me up into a hug. I inhale him — a little sweat, his familiar cologne, the scent of him.

“Long day,” Alejandro reveals as he releases me. “The crew is…” He runs a hand through his hair, which has gotten longer at the edges. He’s due for a trim. “Inexperienced. And the guy training me is…” He shakes his head. “I don’t think he liked me much.”

“What?” I say, surprised. Everyone likes Alejandro. He’s one of those people who makes the room light up with his energy. He’s a good man. A hard worker.

He lowers himself onto one of the stools at the breakfast bar. “I don’t know. He rode me all day. Kept mentioning how the Sales Director of the Northeast shouldn’t have to come into the office for this kind of thing.” He rolls his eyes.

I take the seat beside him and place my hand on his strong shoulder. “Geez. I’m sorry, hon.”

He leans his ear to touch my hand. “It’ll be okay.”

“It will,” I assure him. “You’re smart and talented. Your clients love you. This guy will be gone in a week, and then you don’t have to worry about him again, yeah?”

I feel his cheeks lift into a smile. He raises his head, his chin still on my hand, and looks at me. “What would I do without you? Hm?” He presses his nose to my wrist and kisses my knuckles.

“You would be very sad,” I tell him.

“So sad,” he agrees. “So, how was your day? How was Valentina?”

“She was good,” I say, feeling the tug of a lie. “We didn’t do much,” I admit. “I had a rough one, too.”

He raises his brows expectantly. I slip into the chair beside him, facing him so that our knees touch.

“I called the realtor.”

“Camila.” His words hold a tone of caution, like he’s scolding me.

“I just…” It’s my turn to sigh. I didn’t want to dump this all on him the minute he came home, but it’s too late now. “I wanted to make sure, I guess. I looked up the house online. The house has been on the market for five months, Alejandro. The realtor had never heard of the Calloways. The people who are selling the house, she said, they don’t have a daughter.” I look away from him, pulling my hands into my lap. “If Erin doesn’t own that house, then we shouldn’t have been in there. What if someone saw my car? Called the cops? That woman who stopped me the other day outside the house, she seemed so suspicious. What if she calls someone and they look into it?”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Alejandro says, straightening in his chair. “Babe.”

I can feel tears pricking the corners of my eyes. “We came here to get away from all that,” I whisper into the kitchen. He’s the only one who understands the seriousness of this. “I’m so afraid of it following us here.”

“It won’t,” he says, more sternly than I expect. “It has no reason to follow us here, Cami. So stop poking at it.”

My eyes widen, and my stomach turns.

“What do you mean, poking at it?”

“I mean this Erin woman thing. Obviously, she doesn’t want to be found. Or whatever! So, stop chasing it. Just let it be.” His voice calms. He’s gentler with his next words. “Have you been taking your meds?”

“What?”

“I just mean…” he sighs again. “Camila.”

Tension rises in my shoulders. I can feel the anger in my chest, red-hot and ready to burst. “Why would you even ask me that?”

“Because,” he says, adamant now. “You’re stressed. You’ve been stressed since we started packing. I thought once we were settled here, it would help, but if anything, it feels like you’re worse. I just want to make sure you’re feeling…even, is all.”

“I’m feeling fine,” I say through my teeth.

“Okay.” He nods. “I’m sorry.”

It’s bad enough that I feel like the women I’ve met are lying to me. But now Alejandro is suggesting that I just let this go? He’s supposed to be on my side.

My excitement about my husband coming home has been significantly dampened, and when I slide off the stool to go and get ready for bed, he doesn’t call after me.

The one and only bathroom in our condo is still a mess. Our belongings are scattered across the counter, waiting to be put away in their appropriate spots. It takes me a few moments to find the toothpaste, but when I do, I knock over my bottle of pills.

They’d been prescribed to me a few months ago, right after my life had changed forever. I take them religiously. But with the move…

I shake the bottle. Are there more pills in there than there should be?

I freeze. Pop open the lid. Peer inside. I count the remaining pills.

Alejandro had been right. I have missed a few days of pills.

But…is that what this is? Could my fears, anxieties, and issues with Erin all really stem from a couple of missed medication dosages?

Maybe my anxiety is worse, sure. But it still doesn’t erase the fact that I spent an entire night with a woman who all of a sudden no longer exists.
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Today, Valentina starts kindergarten.

Dressed in her chosen outfit — a long, white t-shirt dress with black, sparkly leggings, a couple of cool bracelets, and two braids that hang down her back — my baby looks like she’s five going on fifteen. I can barely keep it together as I make her lunch, packing it in her neon pink lunchbox and tucking it inside her matching backpack.

Alejandro emerges from the hallway, wearing a fitted short-sleeved collared shirt and a tailored pair of jeans, his hair glistening from the shower. My chest still aches with hurt from our argument last night, but when he comes around the breakfast bar and slips his hands around my hips, I know I am useless to hold a grudge.

“I’m sorry for last night,” he whispers in my ear. I can smell his soap and the toothpaste on his breath. I flip the pancakes on the griddle. “I love you.”

“Yeah?” I might not be angry with him anymore, but I’m not going to tell him about the pills, either.

He nods into my neck.

“I love you too,” I sigh.

“¡Papi!”

Valentina bounds into the kitchen, and Alejandro lifts her up, spinning her in the air. “Mi amor! Wow, wow, wow. Let me get a look at you,” he demands, placing her down.

She spins for him. Round and round and round.

Alejandro tells her she’s the prettiest kindergartener he knows, then leaves a trail of kisses on my jaw before he heads out to work.

Valentina and I eat our pancakes together. I can barely stomach one. My nerves are frayed. I know I have no reason to worry about my daughter. She’s headstrong and confident. She already has a friend in her class. She’s smart and funny and way cool.

But worry still plagues me.

What if the kids are mean to her? What if the girls she’s met decide they no longer want to be friends with her? What if nobody eats lunch with her? What if she can’t find the bathroom?

The worries are silly. Trivial, even. But they stay with me as we leave the condo and begin our walk to the school.

It’s humid today, and the walk past the pool and onto the main sidewalk that will take us to Belladonna Elementary School feels like we’re walking through mud. But Valentina keeps a lightness in her step. Her eyes are wide, bright, and excited — even more so as we begin to see other parents leading their children toward the school. It reminds me of an animal migration, and I hear Steve Irwin’s voice in my head.

Crikey, would you look at that? Watch as these suburban creatures shepherd their young toward the school. Just fascinating. Notice their expensive athletic wear, despite the complete absence of athletic activity. And over here, we have a newcomer attempting to join the group. Risky. Very risky. Let’s watch how it plays out…

Valentina’s hand tightens around my own as the school comes into view. It’s a single-story brick structure that spreads wide in each direction. The tree-lined sidewalk, dedicated to the entry and exit of the school, is crowded with children. A long line of cars is parked on the curb, their occupants milling around on the sidewalk, fixing children’s outfits and hair, wiping morning breakfast stains from chins and cheeks, taking dozens of photos to add to their memories. I spot Victoria’s Maserati from a mile away.

A group of older boys runs by us, ruffling Valentina’s backpack. She leans into me, nearly tripping me as she grabs onto my legs for dear life.

“Sorry!” yells a frantic mother as she runs behind them in a pair of black heels.

I pull Valentina off the sidewalk and onto the grass. Her nails dig into my arm. I can see the alarm in her eyes, tears already threatening to spill.

“Hey,” I say, squatting down to her level. She meets my gaze, her lower lip trembling. “Oh, baby.” I pull her in and squeeze her. I can feel emotion welling in my chest and throat, but I cannot cry now. If I do, there’s no way she’ll go inside the building.

“I know it’s a little scary,” I say. “New things always are. But you know what? You’re such a big girl, and you’re going to have such a fun day. When I come to pick you up this afternoon, you won’t want to leave.”

“I want to go home,” she demands. “I want Bear.”

There was a strict rule on all the kindergarten papers we received. No stuffed animals allowed.

“Bear is going to be waiting for you,” I tell her, holding her at arm’s length. Her chin is tucked into her chest. “I’ll keep him busy today, okay? How about I bring him with me to come and pick you up?”

She lifts her eyes.

“Yeah?” I press.

She looks to the side.

Past her, I can see the teachers have opened up the doors, and students are beginning to pile in. Time is of the essence. But rushing her won’t work, either.

“Good morning, ladies!”

The voice is friendly and familiar, and I stand to full height, coming face to face with Adriana. Her smile is wide and warm. Juliet clings to her hand.

“Hello!” I say. “Hi, Juliet. Are you ready for your first day?”

She nods eagerly.

“See, Valentina?” I say, turning around. “Juliet is all ready. Maybe you can go in together?”

The suggestion lights her up. She turns to her small, curly-haired friend, and they grasp each other’s hands.

“You ready?” Adriana asks me.

I shake my head.

“Me neither,” she whispers.

The four of us walk forward down the sidewalk toward the school’s entrance. Anxiety buzzes beneath my skin. I feel so desperate to keep Valentina close to me. To rush her home. Next year. We can try kindergarten next year. But before I know it, we’re at the doors.

She turns to me. She’s looking for my confidence, for my final permission to walk with her new friend through the doors of her new school without me, and everything I want to say to her catches in my throat.

Instead, I kneel down and wrap her in my arms, squeezing her tight before I release. This is all part of the journey of parenting. The terrible, exciting, and devastating realization that we must let our children go to be in the world without us.

“I love you,” I tell her. “Go have the best day ever!”

“Love you, mami.”

Juliet grabs Valentina’s hand and just like that, they’re swept away with the crowd, with not so much as a look back in our direction.

I cannot bear it. It feels like someone has ripped my heart out. It’s inside Valentina’s backpack as she disappears between the doors. I close my eyes and clench my fists, feeling my oncoming tears.

A gentle hand rests on my shoulder, and I look up at Adriana.

She’s crying, too.

I come to full height and stand near the only other person I really know who, in this moment, is having the same experience I am. There’s something intimate about it. Something deeply moving.

I don’t pull away from her when she reaches for my hand and squeezes.
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“Are you up for a walk?” Adriana asks as we turn away from the school.

I had planned to spend the day tidying the rest of the house, perhaps taking a shopping trip to get a few groceries. But being alone is the last thing I want right now.

“That actually sounds great,” I say.

Adrianna grins. “We can take the path around the lake,” she suggests. “It’s really pretty. Plus, lots of shade.”

I would’ve assumed Adrianna had plans with Victoria and Naomi. But I remember that Naomi works, and Victoria is probably all over the school with her PTA responsibilities. Still, it feels nice to be asked to do something. Even if I don’t quite trust these women, I still have a strange desire to be wanted.

“It feels so weird to have a kid in kindergarten.” Adriana looks off into the distance wistfully.

“It happened so fast,” I say.

“Everyone always says that. It happens so fast. Enjoy your time with them while they’re little. And I always want to be like, shut up, you know?”

I laugh. “I do know.”

“It’s so hard when they’re small. You’re constantly tired and worried. Your body isn’t the same. There’s so much to learn and so much to do, and then all of a sudden…” She spreads her hands out in front of her. “…they’re off to kindergarten.”

Her long-sleeved linen shirt rides up as she moves her arms. The scarring I saw at the pool is visible again — deep red markings between raised white flesh. She shakes her arm to let the fabric fall down to cover it. I make it a point to look away as we pause at the crosswalk.

“I know exactly what you mean.”

And I do. These things are universal. What Adriana doesn’t know is that, when it came to Valentina, we had so many other things to worry about, too.

The path around the lake is exactly what Adriana described. Stones frame the concrete path that leads around the body of water and to small inlets with benches or fishing docks. It’s a gorgeous area. So pretty, I have to remind myself that we live here.

“So,” Adriana says, taking off at a brisk pace. “I’ve been meaning to ask what you thought of the playgroup?”

“Oh!” I’m a little caught off guard. I can’t very well be honest, can I? So I try, “Valentina had so much fun with the girls.”

“They’re a great group,” she confirms. “Charlotte and Juliet have known each other since they were babies. Victoria moved here when she was pregnant with Charlotte, after her and Dominic’s respective divorces.” She grins, and I get the distinct feeling there is more to that story. “And Poppy and Naomi, we met at the playground, same as you. They really seem as thick as thieves, don’t they?”

“They do.” I roll my next question around on my tongue until it feels right. “Naomi and Victoria just feel so…”

“Stuck up?” Adriana finishes for me. “Distracted?”

“I’m sorry,” I say, flushing. “I don’t mean to be rude.”

“You’re not. Being rude, I mean,” she says quickly. “I know the friendship looks strange from the outside. But the girls, they get along so well. And Victoria was my first friend when we moved here. I know she seems a little self-absorbed, but I’m convinced it’s just a front. She’s been there for me through some…stuff.”

I can see the moment she catches herself saying too much, and I want to press further, but I don’t have it in me. Not right now. Right now, I just want a friend.

“No judgment here,” I tell her. “So Belladonna Estates. How’d you come to be here?”

She straightens, likely relieved at the topic shift. “Julian grew up in Greyhaven. We met at my first job out of school, and the rest was history. He’d always dreamed of living in this neighborhood. The idea of a gated neighborhood just always felt so fancy. The elementary school is excellent. Plus, their security is top-notch. Cameras in nearly every public area. Extra security guards to address complaints. And, I mean…” She gestures toward the lake. “You can’t beat this.”

I nod. It even smells excellent by the lake — like fresh foliage and crystal-clear water. The only water attractions we had in the city were the sewers and the occasional flooded pothole.

We walk on, laughing about the neighborhood, sharing our parenting and marriage woes, and the silly HOA rules we’re required to follow. The sun drifts lazily overhead until finally it’s so hot that I can see ripples in the air. Before I know it, we’re nearly back at the elementary school.

“Thank you for this,” says Adriana as she leans in for a hug. She is sticky with sweat, but I take it anyway. “I guess I’ll see you in a few hours at pickup!”

“Should we do it again sometime?” I ask.

“Absolutely.”

I watch as Adriana splits off, crossing the street at a diagonal. My calves and feet are starting to ache, but I don’t mind. It’s a welcome distraction.

Especially as I study the street sign she walks past. It’s visible even through the trees, and I feel my stomach turn over.

Willow Bend Lane.

I fight the urge to take the sidewalk and revisit Erin’s house again. I suspect it will just be more of the same. Empty house. Empty garage. For Sale sign in the yard. Zero answers.

A weight of disappointment settles in my stomach.

I want to let it go. I want to forget I ever met that woman and focus on my new friendship. Enjoy this new life we’re supposed to be living.

But I can’t.

I can’t shake the feeling that something awful has happened to her, and I’m the only one who knows.

I walk on.

Finally, Estate Drive comes into view. Distantly, I can see the entrance to the community pool, where I can cut across to Magnolia Court, and the guard house at the end of the road.

The guard house.

An idea comes to me. A terrible, risky idea. It plants itself there and begins to grow, and by the time I’ve crossed the street, I know what I am going to do. I need more proof. I need a visual. A face I can show people, instead of relying on my faulty memory.

But first, I need to get something from home.
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With the item safely tucked in my back pocket, I return to Estate Drive by the sidewalk that cuts through and past the community pool. It’s quieter here today, I assume because most of the children are in school. Hopefully, that means everyone else is busy, too.

I don’t want anyone to see what I am about to do.

After the long walk around the lake, my thighs are burning so painfully that I know I’ll have to ice them tonight.

But this cannot wait.

The guard house is visible the moment I step out onto Estate Drive. It’s a small building with two doors. One opens on the outside of the gate, the other on the inside. A large window faces the road on the opposite side of the fence, where I see the guard sitting, his back toward me.

We’ve exchanged pleasantries plenty of times before. Even though Erin insisted he was twenty-one, he’s still a kid. Which makes what I’m about to do even worse.

But it must be done.

I need answers.

I approach cautiously. The sidewalk ends, so I am forced to cross the street onto the mulched median. Colorful clusters of flowers rest in the center. The amount of water they use to keep them alive in this kind of heat must be ridiculous.

I walk to the other window on this side of the gate, pulse pounding in my ears, my stomach in my butt. The package in my back pocket feels like it’s burning a hole straight through my jeans.

The sun's glare is so bright that my eyes tear behind my sunglasses. I can’t see into the guardhouse, which makes me even more anxious.

I raise my hand and knock on the glass. Then, I cup my hands and press my face against the window. It’s dark, but I can see a little better inside.

The security guard, or rather, the kid, turns around and gives me a confused stare. If drool were hanging off one side of his mouth, it might complete the picture. When I’d heard about the round-the-clock security at Belladonna Estates, it had sounded promising. Even though I knew I was embellishing, I imagined big, armed guards standing at the gates, turning away anyone who threatened the well-being of the residents inside Belladonna Estates.

Instead, we have Shaggy from Scooby-Doo. Adriana’s idea of good security and my idea of good security are wildly different.

I raise my hand and wave at him. He waves back, still looking like he doesn’t know where he is.

Maybe this will be easier than I thought.

He approaches the window, using his long limbs to reach across the desk and slide open the glass.

“Hi,” he says.

“Hi. What’s your name?” I demand, putting on my best mom voice.

“Tyler Boone,” he says. “Can I help⁠—”

“Well, Mr. Boone, I just happen to know you sold marijuana to my friend Erin Calloway!” I hiss.

He blanches. His eyes widen, and he grips the edge of the window, positioning his body strangely over the stuff in his way.

“Where did you hear that?” he demanded, eyes darting in both directions behind me before they meet mine.

“I told you,” I say. “My friend, Erin⁠—”

“Lady, I have no idea who that is.”

“Really?” I reach into my pocket and produce the small baggie with Erin’s half-smoked joint. “What’s this, then?” I narrow my gaze at him.

He squints his eyes, then frowns at me. “That could be anyone’s,” he argues.

I raise my eyebrow. “But is it, Tyler?” I ask. “Is it anyone’s? Or did you sell this to Erin Calloway?”

I can see the gears working behind his eyes. He’s trying to come up with an excuse, but he’s too slow. Pink flushes his cheeks as he drags his eyes back up to me.

“You have no proof.”

“This is my proof.” I shake the bag again for added effect.

He leans back and crosses his arms, cocking an eyebrow. It makes my blood boil.

“So, if I called the police to come here to investigate whatever’s going on inside here,” I say, eyeing the interior of the guardhouse, “they won’t find anything?” I raise my brows to match his.

He uncrosses his arms.

“Don’t do that,” he says. “You wouldn’t.”

“I wouldn’t?” I look at the bag, then back to him. “Maybe if you stopped lying to me, I wouldn’t.”

He wrinkles his nose. “C’mon, lady,” he says. “My brother’s a cop.”

My skin tingles. Even better.

“Well, you should be a little more careful about who you sell to,” I say. “Anyway, I’m not interested in ratting you out,” I tell him, tucking the joint back into my pocket. I pat it for added effect. “In fact, I’m happy to keep your secret.”

His face brightens.

“If—” His face freezes. “—you help me.”

He purses his lips, then crosses his arms across his chest. “That depends on what kind of help you need.”

“Oh, Tyler.” I tut. “I think I have the upper hand here.”

He frowns. Huffs. He knows I’m right.

“Can I come inside?” I ask, eyeing the door beside the window.

“Inside here?” he asks.

I nod.

“No,” he says. “I’ll lose my job.”

“What did you say your last name was?” I ask, pulling out my phone. “Boone?” I look up. His features are pulled tight. I start typing in my search browser. “Officer. Boone. Greyhaven. Police. Department.” My smile grows wider with each word. His eyes narrow.

“Fine,” he says between clenched teeth.

He moves from the window and unlocks the door.
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I slide into the small opening Tyler Boone makes when he opens the door into the security office. It’s a pleasant little space. Beige walls, tiled floors, and plenty of sunlight. It’s more spacious than I originally imagined, but it stinks like weed.

How has no one noticed this before?

“This won’t take long,” I tell him, making myself comfortable in a seat near a cluster of small screens with live footage from across the community.

“What do you want?” Tyler hisses. He looks over his shoulder, out the window, then back at me. “I can do, like, maybe an eighth for free? But more than that…”

“I don’t want your trash weed,” I say, a little more harshly than I intend. “I want to know about the woman you sold that weed to.”

He looks confused again. “I told you, I don’t know anyone by that name.”

I roll my eyes in frustration. “Do people really tell you their whole government name when you sell an illegal substance to them?”

“It’s legal,” he argues.

“Yes, for medical dispensaries to distribute. Not your friendly neighborhood Weedman.”

“You can’t prove it.”

“Do you have a nose?” I shake my head at him. “One second in here and your entire operation is blown. You might want to invest in some air fresheners. Maybe some incense?”

He scowls.

“You’d remember this woman,” I tell him, leaning forward in the chair. I massage my sore legs as I speak. “She had brilliant red hair. Really red. Natural, but really vibrant. Green eyes. Skinny little figure. Maybe wearing workout gear.”

Tyler looks at me dumbly.

“Okay…” I massage my eyes with my fingers. “What about the security camera footage?” I ask.

“What about it?”

“Can you access it?”

He shrugs.

“Are there cameras at the playground?” I ask.

“Yeah.” He eyes a closed laptop on the front desk.

“Okay,” I say slowly. “So, can you access the footage from last Friday at the playground?”

He looks at me skeptically. “Why? You’re not some kidnapper, are you?”

“What?”

He laughs humorlessly. “I mean, a strange lady comes to the security office threatening to expose me for my side business⁠—”

“Illegal business,” I interrupt.

“Whatever,” he says. “You have to see how this looks.”

I inhale deeply. “No. I want that footage because that’s when I met her. I can show you what she looks like.”

“Oh.” He has the audacity to look disappointed.

“Pull it up,” I say, glancing at the laptop.

“It’s gonna take me a minute.” A bell chimes. “Oh, shit,” he says, his eyes widening. He points to the back wall. “Hide!” he hisses.

I am about to retort that I don’t want to hide, but I see a red Maserati pulling up to the window, and my soul nearly leaves my body.

Victoria.

I push myself up against the wall, my hair pressing into a corkboard.

“Afternoon, Mrs. Sterling,” Tyler says, hopping up to the window.

“Tyler.” Victoria’s voice is silky smooth. My heart is beating in my throat. God. Why doesn’t she just get waved through like the rest of us? “How are you, honey? Keeping up with your college classes?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Tyler says.

“You need another round of tutoring?” she asks.

“Oh, yeah. You know I do.” Tyler’s voice is so eager, I can’t help but lean forward to give him an incredulous look. Victoria is practically hanging halfway out of her car. She’s close enough that her meticulous French manicure curls around Tyler’s tanned forearm. Her boobs are in danger of escaping her halter top. She flashes her blindingly white smile out from beneath her large sunglasses.

“Why don’t I swing by tonight, after your shift?”

“I’d like that.”

“Good boy.” I see her pat his arm. Tyler reaches out and presses the button that opens the gate. Victoria hits the gas and is gone.

I remind myself to breathe.

Tyler turns around, grinning like a fool.

“Are you sleeping with Victoria Sterling?” I ask, shaking my head at him.

“No,” he says, looking affronted. “She just sometimes helps…me…with…my studies.”

I snort. “Ah, yes. Is she offering immersive learning experiences? So interesting to know how committed she is to your learning. A real Grade A professor, right there.”

“Whatever,” he says, “don’t hate the player⁠—”

“Oh, for God’s sake, Tyler!” I point at the laptop. “Can we just watch the footage?”

He shoots me a glare, but approaches the laptop. “Give me a minute to pull it up,” he says, opening the screen.

I pull a seat up to where he’s sitting and watch as he logs in.

“Why do you need information about this lady, anyway?”

“Erin,” I correct him, before I sigh. “Tyler, you should know that I think I might be losing my mind.”

“Could’ve guessed,” he says under his breath. The computer's home screen opens. He clicks into a company intranet.

“I met a woman on Friday. Erin. I went over to her house. We had drinks and dinner, and she offered me some of your high-end product. And then…poof.” I make an explosive movement with my fingers. “She disappeared.”

“She disappeared?” He looks at me skeptically. “And you said I sold trash weed.”

I groan. “No, I mean, I went back the next day to return something, and she wasn’t there. Her house is up for sale. Everyone insists they’ve never met her.” He furrows his brow. It looks like he’s thinking hard. In all honesty, I have no idea why I’m telling Tyler Boone all of these things. Maybe it’s because nobody else seems to believe me, and this kid is actually listening to me. This may be due to my threats, but right now, I’m going to take what I can get.

“Here,” he says, clicking into the camera’s folder with Friday’s date. “What time?”

The videos are separated by timestamps. I lean into him as he scrolls. “I think it was probably just before dinner time. Let’s try that one — 5 p.m.”

He clicks on the file, and it plays. I search the screen. The playground comes into view in surprisingly good quality. I see the corner of the bathroom, the path, the way it curves through and around the jungle gym. I spot the sandbox, and immediately my eyes fall on my daughter, in the middle of her new friends.

“You want me to fast-forward?” Tyler asks.

“A little,” I say.

Everyone’s movements speed up, and I watch the girls play for a few minutes until... “Stop,” I say, pointing at the screen.

The girls have all gotten up. They go toward the benches, where Naomi, Victoria, and Adriana are all sitting. I watch them leave. I see myself sitting on the bench beside them. My face twists up in disappointment.

“You know, this is the second time I’ve had to give someone security footage today,” he tells me. “And the cops came over the weekend! Someone had their house broken into, if you can believe that. Been here two years, and that’s a first for me.”

“Really?” I hear myself ask, mostly uninterested. My eyes are still glued to the screen.

“Yeah,” he says. “It’s just so weird. This is usually such a safe neighborhood.”

“There!” I say, satisfied. I point to the screen. There’s Erin in her black leggings and t-shirt. She sits down on the bench next to me. In the video, we’re talking. I look at Tyler. “Do you recognize her?”

He squints at the screen, then slowly leans back in his chair.

“Yeah,” he says, slightly breathless.

“What?”

“I remember her,” he says. “Not selling anything to her, though.”

I’m annoyed. “So, where do you know her from then?”

He lifts his gaze to mine. It’s serious. A little afraid.

“She’s the woman who was attacked.”
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“What?” I spin in the chair and face Tyler.

He looks up from the computer.

“Yeah.” He’s squinting again at the paused video on the screen. “It’s her. I’m sure of it.”

I lean back into my seat. Erin was attacked? Is that why she’s nowhere to be found? Is it why her cell phone is disconnected? Suddenly, all of these strange occurrences have deadly consequences attached to them. But then — why was her house up for sale?

I swallow against my dry throat. Until I know more, I need to assume everything is fine. There has to be a reasonable explanation for all of this. People don’t just go missing without anyone noticing.

Except, I remind myself, I’m noticing.

Cold unfurls inside my chest.

“What happened after the attack?” I ask Tyler as he continues to click, looking for the video in question.

“I don’t know,” he admits with a shake of his head. “The HOA manager requested the footage this morning. I guess he brought it to the cops.”

“You guess?”

He shrugs. “I mean, he’s the boss. He knew something had happened. I assumed⁠—”

“You’re the security guard!” I tell him. “You need to follow up on this.”

“I’m just the gate guard,” he tells me. “I don’t really have clearance to do anything like that. If the HOA manager says something goes, it goes.”

“For God’s sake.” I make a mental note to get in touch with the HOA manager.

He clicks around again, then straightens in his seat. “Okay, here.”

He clicks into a new folder, and another camera’s footage pops up on the screen. This footage is taken from beside the community pool, the camera facing out toward the street we’re now sitting on. Tyler fast-forwards through some of the video until the sunlight disappears and the streetlights flicker on. The cameras turn to night vision, decreasing the video quality. Drizzle starts, clouding the area.

Tyler returns the video to normal speed just as a grainy figure appears on the street.

He’s right. From her stature, I can tell the figure is Erin. Her head turns, and then she moves into the frame’s center. Someone else appears behind her — a hooded, shadowed figure. My eyes widen.

Erin turns and faces the figure who is at least a head taller than her. Her back turns toward the camera, but I can tell they’re having a scuffle. I expect to see Erin go flying, but to my surprise, it’s the larger figure who stumbles and ends up on the ground.

Erin’s shadow runs toward the camera, her bright red hair unmistakable even in the grainy video. Her eyes are wide and terrified. Red covers both sides of her face. She’s bleeding. Her brows are drawn together in worry, and she’s clutching her arms to her chest, as if trying to curl into herself. As if she’s trying to protect herself from something.

Or someone.

I study the distant figure, but their hood shadows their face.

Tyler pauses the video when Erin is closest to the camera.

“That’s her, right?” he asks.

I look up at him, knowing my features are screwed up in worry, too.

“Yeah,” I say. “That’s her.”
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After many promises of not contacting Tyler Boone’s brother about his side-hustle, I snap a few photographs of Erin on my cell phone and tuck it alongside the joint I stole from her backyard.

Only then do I realize what time it is.

“Oh my God.”

“What?” Tyler asks, calling after me, but I’m already gone.

The first day of kindergarten is only a half-day, and I’ve lost track of time. I have five minutes to get from the security office to the elementary school without a car.

Not good.

My calves are burning the minute I strain them to walk faster. Somehow, it seems like the minutes are moving faster than usual as I race to the end of Estate Drive. I still have to get past the playground and all the way down the road leading to the school.

No, no, no.

How could I have lost track of time so easily? I’ve been so consumed by this Erin thing that I let it get in the way of arguably one of the most important days of Valentina’s life.

I run out onto Lakeshore Drive. I feel heat in my calf and then the unmistakable tightening of my muscles.

Oh God, not now.

I have worked my body way too hard today, and the consequences have waited until the worst possible moment to remind me of my limits.

The muscle in my calf seizes.

The cramp shoots up my leg and into my back. The pain is so great, so all-consuming, that I am forced to stop in my tracks. My teeth clench together as I fight against the spasm, hopping on one foot, my fingers searching along my leg to find the source and soothe my muscles back into working order.

I can see the school from here. People crowd the sidewalk, and I can hear the bell ringing. There are children outside now, too, their voices carrying up among the trees.

I am still so far away.

I force myself to start walking, mortified that I can’t fight the cramp. I limp down the rest of the road, passing parents who are holding their children’s hands and backpacks, as they tell them about their day on their return home. I search wildly for Valentina, but I can’t see her. Maybe kindergarten hasn’t gotten out yet. Maybe she’s still at the door.

God, I hope she’s not waiting.

Or worse.

My heart pounds so hard I could probably see it through my chest.

Don’t go there, Camila.

I weave through people, hand still gripped on my calf in a strange limp-run like some kind of gremlin who has just escaped their cave.

After what feels like an hour, I approach the front door. Between the small crowd still lingering with their kids, I see Ms. Applebaum, her teacher, a young woman with very large glasses, paint-splattered overalls, and a neck full of assorted jewelry. Her slender arm is connected to Valentina’s, who grips her so tight I’m pretty sure Ms. Applebaum will have nail marks in her hand tomorrow.

Valentina is sobbing so hard that snot is running out of her nose.

But that’s not the worst part.

The woman holding her hand on the other side is none other than Victoria Sterling.
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“Mrs. Reyes?” Ms. Applebaum asks, her voice so sickly sweet it sounds accusatory.

“Oh my God, I’m so sorry.” I can’t imagine how I look right now. Frizzy hair, limping on my cramping leg, skin coated with sweat. I am completely out of breath, and I suspect that I either stink of weed from Tyler Boone’s hot box or of body odor from all the walking I’ve done today.

I get to my knees in front of Valentina, who releases the adults beside her and launches into my arms. I smooth her soft hair as she cries into my shoulder.

“W-w-where were y-y-you?”

“Oh, baby girl, I’m so sorry.” I nuzzle my nose into her hair. Her little hands are squeezing my shoulders so tight they feel like claws.

I look up to catch Victoria’s accusatory glare. I notice that Charlotte is nowhere in sight.

“Are you okay, Camila?” the blonde housewife asks, lowering her sunglasses to give me what I assume is her signature glare. “I had Sebastian take Charlotte back to our house, but I wanted to wait with little Valentina since you were nowhere to be found!” She says this with a note of surprise, but I can tell she’s relishing this moment. Proof I am an unfit mother and therefore belong nowhere near her precious children.

“I completely lost track of time,” I say. Then, “and I hurt myself on the way over here, so I got here as fast as I could.” It’s a lie, of course, but I would do anything to get Victoria to stop looking at me the way she’s looking at me right now.

“Oh dear,” says Ms. Applebaum. “Well, as a reminder, tomorrow the students get out at 2:55 p.m. on the dot!” She smiles down at Valentina, who is still crying. “I will see you tomorrow, Valentina. It is sure to be a wonderful day!”

With that, she saunters back off into the school. I sling Valentina’s backpack over my shoulder and lift my daughter as I stand up. My aching legs scream, and I have never been so frustrated with my body in my entire life.

“Did you run here?” Victoria asks, her eyes flashing.

“Huh?”

“I mean, why didn’t you drive over?”

It’s my turn to look her up and down from head to toe. She is certainly baiting me now. She’s horrible. Or she’s just stupid. Maybe both.

“We only have the one car,” I tell her, a flush climbing up my neck and into my cheeks. “Alejandro is at work, so we walk.”

“Oh.” She presses her lips together in a pitied frown.

“Thanks so much for waiting,” I say. I can feel my shame shoot up my throat like bile. I wish I were a thousand miles from here. I wish we had never moved here. I wish I had never met this awful woman. But most of all, I wish I had just let the Erin thing go, like Alejandro said I should. If I had, I would’ve been here on time. I wouldn’t have disappointed my daughter and embarrassed myself.

Tears form, but I turn away before anyone can see them. I won’t give Victoria the satisfaction. I don’t want anyone’s help, especially when it comes in the form of pity.

I press a kiss into Valentina’s hair before I pull away to look at her. Her sweet little face is swollen from all the crying, but it seems the tears have stopped.

“I am so sorry, baby,” I say again, releasing her from my arms so she can walk on her own.

“Did you bring Bear?” she asks as we walk, looking up at me with wide, wet eyes. Her lower lip quivers.

Oh no.

I close my eyes and swallow. Another promise broken. I might as well throw myself in the lake.

“Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry. I forgot him. I got so caught up with what I was doing. But let’s get home. You can see him there, okay?”

“Why weren’t you here?” she whines, clinging to me. My cramp has eased, so walking is a little easier. “What were you doing?”

Oh, mami was just busy threatening the security guard.

“I was out for a walk.” It’s only a half-lie, so it doesn’t feel so bad.

“Will you not do that anymore?” she asks as we reach the end of the street. “Can you be here tomorrow, like all the other moms?”

“Yes. I won’t make that mistake again. I promise.”

Despite our terrible start to the afternoon, Valentina tells me all about her first day. Juliet sits next to her. They made name tags for their desks. They ate a snack. Went outside. Got assigned their cubbies. Learned the rules of the classroom.

By the time we get home, and Valentina is settled in the living room with Bear, a large bowl of ice cream, and her favorite show, I feel a little less guilty. Which, I suppose, is why I scoop up my iPad to do a little research.

Erin was attacked. There’s no question about that. But the break-in Tyler mentioned still weighs on my mind.

What if they’re all related?

I search Break-in, Belladonna Estates.

A ton of news articles pop up in the queue. I click on the first one.

My eyes widen as I take in the photograph of the large stone sign outside our community that reads Welcome to Belladonna Estates. I click on the article.

Safest Community in the State Experiences First Break-in in 25 Years.

On Saturday, August 29, Belladonna Estates, the self-proclaimed Safest Community in the State, experienced an unprecedented break-in mid-afternoon. In a press release Sunday morning, police confirmed a female assailant broke into the backyard of 17 Stillwater Court.

My eyes widen as I scroll further. An enhanced image appears in the middle of the article, featuring a woman in someone’s backyard. She’s nearly unrecognizable. Except for that shockingly red hair. It hangs down her shoulders in stringy ringlets.

I lean away from my iPad, then back in again, squinting, as if her face might change if I look a little harder.

It’s Erin, alright. But that’s not all.

Beneath the mugshot, the article continues.

The assailant, pictured and identified as Ms. Erica Collins, approached 17 Stillwater Court just after 9 p.m. after sneaking through the back gate. Homeowners reported that she defaced part of their patio before fleeing. The suspect is still at large. If you have any information regarding this incident, please contact the Greyhaven Police Department.

I can’t breathe. Who the hell is Erica Collins? Why is that name under a photograph of Erin? Is it possible she has a twin sister?

Unlikely.

More likely, this woman — Erin, or, Erica — gave me both a fake name and a fake phone number.

But that’s not even the most shocking thing in this article. 17 Stillwater Court is a house I’ve been to before. I was just there.

17 Stillwater Court is where Adriana and Julian Callas live. Which can mean only one thing.

I was right. They know who Erin…or Erica is.

And Adriana is hiding it from me.
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CAMILA

There is nothing in the world I hate more than being lied to.

I have been naïve. I was a fool to think I could trust Adriana. I don’t know anything about her past, how she handles things, or who she really is behind that fancy house and handsome husband.

The truth is, she doesn’t know me either.

Still, I can’t figure out why Adriana would hide the fact that this woman broke into her backyard. Why lie to me? If anything, I would’ve thought she’d warn me to stay away from someone who might be dangerous.

Instead, she just pretended she didn’t exist. She lied to me. Made me feel crazy, and then acted like my friend on top of it. Our shared moment at kindergarten drop-off was a total sham. I was wrong to feel connected to her in any way.

My stomach sinks in disappointment.

Two different parts of me are conflicted. The one who feels fine being alone and not needing friends encourages me to take this as a sign and let it go. But the more abrasive side of me, the one that feels betrayed, still wants answers.

And I think I know how to get them.

Valentina and I get ready for her second day of school, and after multiple promises that I will pick her up on time today, we are out the door. I half-expect Victoria Sterling to be waiting for us on the sidewalk.

Camila, I just wanted to make sure you got Valentina to school on time!

But the sidewalk is empty, and we walk hand in hand to Belladonna Elementary.

Valentina talks my ear off about all the things I should do with Bear that morning while she’s at school, and I agree wholeheartedly, even though I’m preoccupied with distantly scanning everyone coming in and out of the elementary school’s drop-off zone.

“¡Mami!” Valentina cries.

I look down at her. “What?”

“I said, will you make sure you bring him when you come get me?”

“Of course.”

She sighs in a way that suggests she doesn’t believe me. As we walk, I scan the crowd for my target and see her almost instantly standing just outside the elementary school’s front doors. Today, her curly hair is smoothed back into two braids.

“Look,” I say, pointing. “There’s Juliet!”

Valentina yanks me forward as we approach them.

“Good morning,” Valentina greets Juliet, who beams at her.

“Have the best day,” I tell my daughter before planting a kiss in her hair. Juliet and Valentina disappear into the crowd.

“How’d she do yesterday?” asks Adriana.

Her question is casual, her features relaxed, but there’s an implication beneath her tone.

“Oh, did Victoria tell you?” I can hear the defensiveness in my voice. “I was late. Not my finest moment.”

She shrugs. “It happens.”

I fight the urge to roll my eyes. Of course Victoria told Adriana and Naomi. Even though I expected it, it prompts a fresh wave of anger. I shouldn’t care about anyone’s opinion, but unfortunately, I do. Being a mother is something I’m proud of. The idea of anyone thinking I’m not good at it makes my jaw tighten.

“You up for another walk?” I ask, forcing my smile.

She grins back. “You know it.”

It’s difficult to force pleasantries with someone who’s lied to my face. We take the path around the lake. The air today is less humid. In the shade, the breeze is refreshing, strong enough to create small ripples across the lake’s surface.

“Are your quads killing you?” Adriana laughs.

Inwardly, I cringe at the memory of my seizing calf muscle.

“God, yes. It’s been a while since I walked this much, but it feels so good.”

She nods in agreement. Silence lingers between us. I wonder if she can feel the rage simmering beneath my pleasant exterior.

Now is as good a time as any, right?

“So,” I begin. “I just…sorry, I just need to ask you something to clear the air. About that woman I brought up at your house. Erin? Or rather, Erica?”

I don’t imagine it this time. Adriana stiffens beside me. Her gait changes. “Oh yeah?” she says, her tone forced.

“Yeah,” I continue. “I heard she was involved in a break-in.”

Adriana doesn’t answer.

“It seemed pretty serious,” I continue. “I guess I didn’t realize she was so dangerous when I talked to her the first time. It’s kinda scary that I ended up at her house.”

“Yeah,” Adriana agrees. “That is scary.”

My heart is pounding. I clench my fists and stop walking.

“Adriana?”

Adriana slows to a stop ahead of me, her gaze directed at the pavement. After a moment, she lifts her head and looks at me.

“I’m really sorry,” she says, massaging her fingers on her left hand.

“Sorry for what?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “I…I’ve got to go.”

“What?”

She tilts her head apologetically before she veers off the path. She takes off between the trees.

“Adriana!” I yell, following her path. “Wait!”

She pauses at the edge of the grass, looking both ways. Then she takes off toward the opposite sidewalk, without sparing me so much as a glance.
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I have no problem making it to pickup on time. In fact, I am obscenely early and wait for nearly half an hour with Bear tucked beneath my arm.

Victoria shows up first, dressed in fitted black slacks, beige heels, and a sleeveless top that shimmers in the sun. She gives me a distracted wave before she hurries inside the school. Naomi is next, dressed today in a matching set of lavender Lululemon activewear. We exchange pleasantries, waiting for the doors to open.

But the person I am most anxious to see — Adriana — doesn’t show. Instead, I see Julian waiting in the crowd to pick up Juliet.

My mind warps with possibilities. She sent him in her place. She’s hiding. I have insulted her so terribly that she will never speak to me again. I know there is a rational explanation. Maybe she’s busy. Maybe Julian wanted to come to pick up his daughter. He’s got every right to, hasn’t he?

But I know this has something to do with Erica.

On our way back to the condo, Valentina tells me all about her day, and when we get home, she retrieves her artwork from her backpack. A glitter-covered flamingo shakes itself out across the kitchen floor, and as I sweep it up, I wonder how Victoria Sterling feels about art projects like this. She has probably already filed a petition against the art teacher. Parents Against Wasteful Art Materials.

Valentina settles in with a snack of cheese, crackers, and grapes, and we watch a couple of episodes of her favorite show before I start dinner. As I’m throwing in the green beans, I hear the jingle of keys at our front door.

My heart leaps at Alejandro’s arrival, even earlier than I thought. Quickly, I grab a beer from the fridge and go to meet him at the stairs.

He appears at the bottom, looking up with a wide grin. Relief hits my shoulders. It looks like today was a better day.

“Hola, linda,” he greets me, kicking off his shoes and loosening his blue tie. He bolts up the stairs. His unbuttoned shirt reveals a bit of his chest hair, and it stirs something in my stomach.

“Hi,” I say, pressing the beer into his hand. He wrinkles his nose, takes it, then kisses me.

“¡Papi!” Valentina’s small feet hit the hardwood floor as she hops down from the couch, her television show forgotten. Alejandro chucks his briefcase onto the breakfast bar as he scoops up our daughter and showers her in kisses.

This.

This is the life I dreamed of when we were talking about moving. After the incident. All I wanted was freedom from my choices, from the things people thought about me. I just wanted to be happy with my family. A simple life. Kisses, glitter, and a home-cooked meal.

I have it. It’s right here.

And yet, I can’t shake the dark cloud that has formed over me.

We eat dinner half an hour later. A glass of wine calms me down slightly, but I’m still on edge when we put Valentina into her bed and retreat into our bedroom for the evening.

“You alright, babe?” Alejandro asks as we close our door.

“I just…” I shake my head. I can’t tell him about confronting Tyler. “I found out some information about Erin.”

“What’s that?”

“Well. For starters, her real name is Erica.” I frown.

“Huh?” He lies on the bed, his arm behind his head, scrolling through his phone. I can tell he’s only half listening to me.

“It’s nothing,” I say, defeated. “I found a police report about her. Adriana and her husband knew her. She broke into their backyard. And yet, she said nothing. I guess I thought we could be friends, but…” I shrug.

His eyes flick upward. “Why can’t you?”

“I don’t know,” I say, annoyed. “I guess because I don’t think it’s a good idea to start a friendship based on a lie?”

“I mean, I guess omitting information is kind of like a half-lie?” he says.

“She didn’t omit information. She straight-up said she didn’t know the woman I was asking about.”

“I mean, if this Erin…Erica changed her name, then technically…she didn’t.” He tilts his head as if this is all some big joke.

“Why won’t you just listen to me?” I ask.

Finally, he drops his phone. “Sorry,” he says, wiping his hands down his face. “You’re right.”

I plop myself down into the bed beside him and sigh. I don’t want to be angry at Alejandro. He’s the only person in my corner here. The only one who isn’t lying to me. Between the new job, the move, and my issues with Erica, he hasn’t had much time to unwind. My anger toward him feels irrational. But I don’t feel like he’s taking me seriously.

I almost hate that as much as I hate being lied to.

He brings his hand to my arm, then trails his fingers up toward my shoulders. I want to lean into it. I love it when he touches me. Instead, I tense.

He feels it beneath his hands because he shifts to massaging my shoulder. My anger takes over, and I shrug him off.

“What?” he asks.

I shrug.

“Are you sure you’re not just…stressed, Cami?”

It’s the wrong thing to say.

“That’s always your answer.”

“I just mean, like, this whole thing is taking up all of your time. It caused you to be late on Valentina’s first day. You don’t even know these women that well. Why are you so adamant about going to bat for this Erica woman? Why do you care what they think about you?”

“I don’t care what they think about me,” I lie. “But they’re lying to me, Alejandro!”

“So what?”

“So what?” I whip around then, seeing red. Alejandro straightens, sitting up. I can tell he’s regretting his words, but it’s too late. “I don’t want people lying to my face like it’s nothing. I guess I didn’t think that’d be so much to ask? I thought moving here would be different. That things would be better. Instead, those women made me feel crazy!”

“Cami…”

“No!” I am fully yelling now. “Don’t tell me it’s okay.”

“You need to calm down,” he tells me, eyes wide.

“No!” I yell.

“Please, mi amor. Valentina is sleeping.”

“So you are okay with this, then? You’re on their side?”

“Their side? What are you even talking about?” He straightens. “This is loco, Cami.”

“Ah.” I cross my arms and nod at him. “So that’s what you think, then? I’m crazy?”

He shakes his head, incredulous. “Ay dios mío.”

I throw my hands up. “Of course you want me to stop! You want me to sit here at home alone and feel crazy?”

“No!” he insists. “You should know why I want you to stop all this nonsense!”

“I should?”

“Yes,” he says, eyes narrowing. “Because you lost control last time! Because you did something you can never take back! Because we left everyone and everything we knew behind for a fresh start. ¡Por Dios! I will support you however you need me to, but you need to get yourself together. We can’t go back to the way things used to be. We can’t have you losing control and doing something else you regret. We just…can’t.”

His words leave me breathless. His chest heaves as the room soaks in silence. He’s shooting daggers at me. He rarely looks at me like that, and it breaks my heart into tiny little pieces.

He runs a hand through his hair. “I need to shower,” he says, more quietly this time.

Tears sting the corners of my eyes as I watch him turn toward our bedroom door and close it behind him.
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CAMILA

The Lee family lives on Laurel Crest Way, which is a street full of houses similar to Adriana’s. I could’ve guessed most of the parents in the neighborhood were richer than Alejandro and I, but it doesn’t do much for my insecurity as we pull up to yet another mansion. The front lawn is well-manicured and recently mowed.

Naomi’s sand-colored driveway dips down from the street. The sun reflects off its surface so brightly that I can barely see as I park beside Adriana’s blue Tesla and Victoria’s ridiculous Maserati. Valentina unbuckles herself from her car seat, and we get out of the car together.

“Poppy says she has a big fish tank,” she tells me matter-of-factly as she grasps my hand. “There are seven hundred fish in it.”

“Seven hundred?”

She nods enthusiastically.

“That’s a lot of fish,” I say.

The front walk feels like the endless yellow brick road. At the end, I will somehow end up in Oz, and that’s kind of how things feel. After Adriana’s sudden departure from our walk, I didn’t try to reach out again. Nothing I thought about saying felt right. We passed each other politely at drop-off and pickup the past few days, but barely exchanged words.

Then, a new idea came to me.

I dread seeing the housewives. Victoria will probably bring up the first day incident again. Adriana wants nothing to do with me. And Naomi? Well, if I put a cardboard cutout in her place, I’m not sure it’d be much different from her actually being there. To be honest, my new idea is the only reason we’re here today. I feared that if I pushed Adriana any further about Erica, she’d shut me out completely. And I can’t have that. Not for me, and certainly not for Valentina.

But I still need answers.

As we reach the front door, I’m squeezing Valentina’s hand so hard she’s trying to wiggle out from my grip.

“¡Mami!” she whines. “You’re hurting me!”

“Oh!” I release my tight hold on her hand. “Sorry, baby.”

She looks up at me, betrayed. I stick my lip out in a fat frown, and she all but rolls her eyes at me. I think I must be vying for Mother of the Year.

I ring the doorbell.

The house is so large that it takes a minute for anyone to arrive at the door. I expect Naomi or even her husband, but the woman who opens the door is someone I’m unfamiliar with. She’s young and thin, with tanned skin and delicate features. Her dark, silky hair is piled up on top of her head. She’s wearing a ratty t-shirt and a pair of well-loved sneakers.

“Hi,” I say, worried I pulled up at the wrong house. But Victoria's and Adriana’s cars are here. “Does Naomi…is…Naomi, home?”

“Are you here for the playgroup?” the woman asks. She has an accent similar to Alejandro’s.

My shoulders relax. “Yes,” I say, looking down at Valentina.

The woman smiles at her. “Come on in,” she says, opening the door wider and stepping aside. “They’re out back.”

“Sorry,” I say, stepping inside the massive foyer. “I’m Camila.”

“Marisol,” she introduces herself. “I’m Naomi’s housekeeper.”

“Oh!” I say. At first, I’m not sure why Naomi needs a housekeeper. The foyer and front rooms are immaculate, the floors clean enough to eat off of.

Valentina tugs me through the massive foyer and into the kitchen. And then I realize. Marisol must have already cleaned the front of the house because Naomi’s kitchen is an absolute disaster.

The kitchen is just as large as Adriana’s. A large island takes up most of the middle, but it is so obscured with stuff that I can’t see the top. Food, grocery bags, bills, cleaning products, and other odds and ends are crammed into every inch. The sink is stuffed full of dirty dishes, piled so high I can’t even see the faucet. Cabinets hang open. A suspicious yellow stain is caked onto the tiled floor near the sink. There are crumbs and dog hair everywhere.

For a minute, I’m sure at least seven children live here. But Naomi never mentioned other kids.

Large framed windows look out onto a covered porch and a massive yard beyond it. Victoria, Naomi, and Adriana sit on outdoor furniture, watching their girls, who are sprinting across the yard through a bunch of hose-fed sprinklers.

“Can I go?” Valentina asks eagerly.

“Of course,” I say. She runs outside, shedding her clothing for her bathing suit as she goes. I follow, picking up each item until I’m outside. A bark sounds. Paws hit the porch, and I am met with a large, gray, short-haired dog with gorgeous blue eyes and a bright pink nose. He sniffs around my legs.

“God, sorry,” says Naomi, getting up from her seat. She yanks him by the collar and orders him back out to the yard. “He’s such a doofus.” She grins at me. “How are you?”

“Good,” I say. “Thanks for having us.”

Naomi waves at me like it’s no big deal.

Adriana and Victoria wave hello from where they sit. I can feel the tension, the way the room’s mood shifted the minute I entered. Wouldn’t it have been easier to ask us not to come? Pretend today isn’t happening? I was surprised to even get a text from Naomi, inviting us today.

I eye Adriana and nearly do a double-take. She looks like hell. Purple bags beneath her eyes, puffy red eyelids. It takes me a minute to swallow my surprise. I expect her not to meet my eyes, but she offers me a small smile, as if nothing at all had happened the other day.

Just enjoy the afternoon, I tell myself as I match her polite grin. Just let it go.

The thought is laughable. I know myself. I can’t let anything go.

“How was Valentina’s first week?” asks Naomi casually. “Poppy said the girls really like their teacher.”

“She did great,” I say. I can feel Victoria’s gaze on me from behind her large sunglasses. Does she want me to bring up what happened on the first day? Probably. I should ask if she wants me to get on my knees and thank her for staying with my daughter for two whole minutes, too.

“Oh, that little first day of school project was so cute,” gushes Naomi.

“Yeah, just wait until a month from now,” drawls Victoria. “Sebastian used to come home with so much crap. Art project after art project. Worksheets, books, tests, quizzes, pictures. His whole backpack was stuffed full of them.” She flicks her hand in the air. “Where the heck am I supposed to put all of it? You’d think in this day and age, they’d keep what they can digital. It’s such an inconvenience.”

Naomi snorts. “You would think that.”

“It’s just a waste of paper, if you ask me.”

“Well, nobody asked you, Victoria.”

“What’s up your ass today, Naomi?” Victoria looks expectantly at Adriana, as if she’s going to back her up. But Adriana is lost in thought, picking at her cuticles.

From the corner of my eye, I see Victoria and Naomi share a look.

“You okay, hon?” Naomi asks, her voice softer this time. Any lingering anger between her and Victoria has evaporated. They are both now looking at the curly-haired woman with concern.

Once again, I feel like an outsider. They must know something about Adriana that I don’t. Does this have to do with me bringing up Erica? Is she that upset over the attack?

Adriana looks up and glances between the three of us, seemingly surprised. She blinks. Shakes her head. “I’m fine,” she says. “Sorry. Just…tired. Zoned out for a minute.”

“You sure?” Victoria asks pointedly. “If you wanted to go home to rest, I can take Juliet home for you if you want.”

“No.” Adriana sighs. “No. I’d rather be with friends today.” I watch her swallow. The silence is so pervasive. “I’m just gonna…use the bathroom.”

She gets up and disappears into the house.

I look between Naomi and Victoria. Both their eyebrows have disappeared into their hair.

“Is she okay?” I ask. “Should I not have come?”

“What?” Naomi asks. “Why?”

She looks genuinely confused. Maybe Adriana didn’t tell them about me pressing her about Erica. “I don’t know,” I say.

“It’s not you,” Victoria says, surprising me.

“It’s Julian,” Naomi adds without hesitating.

“Julian?” I shake my head at her. “But…he seems so…”

“Nice?” Naomi raises her eyebrows. “Yeah, that’s what I thought for a long time too.”

“Well, marriage isn’t easy,” Victoria interjects.

“Yeah, but Julian is an asshole.”

“Really?” I can feel the hair on the back of my neck stick up as I think about how Adriana behaved toward her husband the first day I came to her house. “How so?”

“He’s just⁠—”

“Naomi.” Victoria cuts her friend off and shoots her a threatening glare over the top of her sunglasses. The look isn’t meant for me, but I can feel it penetrating the space even from where I sit.

Naomi clamps her mouth shut.

“Sorry,” I say, looking between them. “I didn’t mean to pry.”

Victoria presses her sunglasses back into place. Naomi clasps her hands together. “You’re not,” she says. “I shouldn’t be offering that information. Marriage is hard.”

I think about the argument I had with Alejandro yesterday. They’re not wrong. But there was something strange about Julian and Adriana. I could feel it between them.

Adriana reappears just as the girls hurtle toward us from the yard. They scurry up the steps and onto the porch. “Mom!” Poppy cries. “Can we get the popsicles?”

“Yeah,” Naomi says, pointing into the kitchen. “They’re in the freezer. I’ll help⁠—”

“I can do it,” I say, getting up. “I need to use the bathroom, anyway.”

Naomi thanks me as I follow the girls into the house. Marisol has not yet started cleaning the kitchen. It’s just the girls and me.

Time to set my plan in motion.


TWENTY-THREE



Naomi’s freezer is stuffed full of those plastic-wrapped ice pops that you have to cut off at the top. It’s about the only recognizable thing in this freezer, and it brings me back to my own childhood, when we would suck on the popsicles so hard, the sharp plastic would cut our blue-stained lips.

It makes me feel a little more normal. If health-conscious Naomi Lee stocks her freezer full of plastic popsicles instead of something organic or homemade, then maybe Naomi and I aren’t as different as I thought.

The mess in the kitchen makes me feel more normal, too. Like a peek behind the curtain. Wealth can hire you a housekeeper, sure. But underneath it all, rich people can still be slobs. They can still be liars. And they can still be unsatisfied.

The girls collect around the freezer, shivering in the air conditioning. Poppy takes out a handful of popsicles and lays them on the counter so that they can choose which colors they want.

“Alright, girls,” I say, finding a pair of scissors among a half-unraveled ball of yarn and some of Poppy’s aforementioned art projects. They are covered in dog hair. I wash them in the sink while I ask, “What colors?”

“Pink, please,” says Charlotte

“Red and purple!” cries Valentina.

“Green, red, and pink!” yells Poppy. She’s twirling on her foot like a ballerina.

“Blue and green!” Juliet has her hands on the sticky counter and is jumping up and down. I can feel the sprinkler water fly off her with every jump. The air smells like mud and sunshine.

“You got it.” I dry the scissors off on my pants.

I go to work, separating the different colors into individual piles for each girl. I leave the pink popsicles for last. Poppy’s cluster gets opened first, then Juliet’s, and then Valentina’s. They scurry off through the porch door as I turn back toward Charlotte, the scissors hovering in the air as I try to stall.

Bless her, she’s patient. She stands beside me like a dutiful soldier. Not a hyper bone in her body. She’s not running or moving or shrieking like the others.

She’s just watching me.

“Hey Charlotte,” I say. “I had a question for you!”

Snip. The first popsicle is open.

“What?” she asks, eyes wide.

I bring the scissors to the next one, hesitating. “I was just wondering about that lady with the red hair,” I say.

Snip.

“What lady with the red hair?”

“Oh, you know. The one I had asked about at the last playgroup. The one you said seemed nice?”

I watch her from the corner of my eye. Charlotte grips the counter and straightens her back. She’s no longer looking at the popsicle, but rather, outside. I can see the top of Victoria’s blonde head.

“You know, I spent some time at her house. I’d really like to know what happened to her.”

“I don’t know who that is,” Charlotte insists.

“Really?” Snip. “Because you seemed pretty sure last week.”

Charlotte shakes her head adamantly. Frustration bubbles up in my stomach.

“You know, I’m just worried something bad happened to her, Charlotte. If you can give me any information about anything your mom might have said, or anything her friends might have said. That would be really helpful.”

“I don’t know,” says Charlotte.

Snip.

“Are you sure?” I glance at the small, frail girl. She is frowning, her blue eyes drawn down, full of tears. “I really need to know.”

“I don’t know,” she stresses.

I leave the popsicles and the scissors on the counter and bend down to get to her height. I tilt my head to catch her gaze.

“Charlotte,” I whisper. “Please.”

After a moment, she finally looks up at me. She bites her lip. Tears swell in the corners of her eyes until they burst, falling down her reddening cheeks.

“I can’t,” she whispers.

“Can’t what?” My heart is in my throat. My knees are screaming at me to get up, but I can’t. “Can’t what, Charlotte?”

Charlotte glances over her shoulder at the windows behind us. For a minute, I expect to see Victoria looming above us, her eyes narrowing into a death stare.

Get away from my daughter, Camila.

But there is no one behind Charlotte. The kitchen is empty. The young girl looks back at me.

“My mom said I can’t talk about that lady who got hurt, or else I’d get in trouble.” Her eyes are wide with worry. She sniffles.

“You can’t talk about the lady who was hurt?” I repeat.

She shakes her head. “Can I have my popsicles?” She’s crying fully now. My breath catches in my throat. What if Victoria asks Charlotte what’s wrong? The possibility is slim. She barely pays attention to her daughter as it is, but still. Wiping them away wouldn’t be the worst thing I’ve done.

“Of course,” I say, but not before I find a clean piece of paper towel to help dry her tears. “I’m sorry I upset you,” I say.

But she doesn’t answer. She takes her handful of popsicles back toward the porch and disappears outside.
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When I reemerge outside on the porch, I try to act as normally as possible. Did Victoria notice Charlotte’s tears? Is she going to ask me why she took so long to come outside after the others?

But nothing happens. As expected, Victoria is more interested in her wine and weekly neighborhood gripe (this time it’s one of Sebastian’s friends — they tracked mud all over her house! Can you imagine?) The girls have forgotten the sprinklers and are now picking dandelions at the edge of Naomi’s property.

Charlotte looks back to her usual self, pale and small and smiling. Discarded plastic popsicle shells are scattered in the grass, shining in the bright overhead sun.

Our conversation shifts to the upcoming school year and what the school board, mainly Victoria, expects of us.

“Have you signed up to be a classroom parent yet?” she asks me.

“I didn’t know I could.”

She purses her lips and gives me that glare. The one that makes me feel like I should’ve known these things already, and the fact that I didn’t proves I’m an unfit mother.

“I’ll send you the teacher’s email,” says Adriana. “We can sign up together.”

Two hours later, and the girls are exhausted, a little sunburnt, their feet caked in mud and grass. I help Valentina back into her clothes and wipe her feet before we leave Naomi’s for good. The kitchen looks like a different house by the time we leave. Marisol is obviously very good at her job.

After we say our goodbyes, Valentina climbs into the car. As I adjust my rear-view mirror, I can already tell she’ll be going to sleep early tonight. I back out of Naomi’s driveway and begin our drive home.

“¿Mami?” Valentina calls sleepily from the backseat.

“Yes, baby?”

“Charlotte says she doesn’t want us to come back to playgroup.”

I nearly slam on my brakes. I swallow and take a minute to compose myself.

“What?” I eye my daughter in the rearview mirror. She’s frowning, looking out of her window. “Why did she say that?” I ask, hating that I already know the answer.

“She says you ask too many questions. And she doesn’t want to answer any more of them.”

“She—what?”

Valentina nods at me. “Why did you have to ask her so many questions?”

“I didn’t…I mean…I was just wondering about something she said, that’s all.”

“Well, don’t wonder!” Valentina cries from her seat. I can see tears in her eyes now, and my stomach curdles at her sad little face. I knew Charlotte was upset, but upset enough to insist we never come back? Is she really that sensitive? Does she really fear Victoria that much?

“I’m sorry,” I say. But Valentina has devolved into tears, and I struggle to soothe her from the driver’s seat. Nothing I say, no promise I make, seems to appease her.

“I wanna see my friends!” Valentina cries as we pull into the driveway.

I wince at her voice, knowing Alejandro will notice the minute we walk inside and ask what’s wrong. I can’t have him knowing that I was questioning six-year-old Charlotte. It will only add to his worries. But he doesn’t understand. He’s not listening to me. Something happened to Erica, and Adriana knows what. I’m so close to getting to the truth.

“Valentina,” I say sternly, through her cries. “I promise we’ll keep going to playgroup. Okay? I’ll make it right with Charlotte.”

My daughter hiccups. “You will?”

I nod, catching her eye in the rear-view mirror. “Of course I will.”


TWENTY-FOUR
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CAMILA

I don’t like lying to my daughter.

But something has happened to Erica. I’m sure of it. I need to know what else Charlotte Sterling knows. I could try going back to Adriana or maybe even Victoria or Naomi, but the chances of them telling me the truth is slim.

My best bet is getting information from Charlotte. I’m going to get her to record a confession. Between that and the security footage, I can prove to Alejandro that I’m not making this all up. I’ll have something to show the police. Maybe I can even use it to encourage Adriana to tell me what she knows.

Somewhere, at the edge of my mind, I know how I’m acting is irrational. Standing at the edge of the playground, hidden behind the trees, watching Victoria, Adriana, and Naomi on their bench, talking in hushed whispers, doesn’t make me the poster child for women making good decisions. But I spent most of my young life not being believed.

And I refuse to do it again.

There is no doubt in my mind that the women on the bench are talking about me. If Charlotte was upset enough to tell Valentina not to come back to the playgroup, there’s a very good chance she also blabbed to her mother about our conversation at Naomi’s. And knowing Victoria, that little tidbit of information has spread faster than a wildfire in high winds.

Let them talk. I’m tenacious, and I’ll get the proof. I can prove Adriana knew her, that Victoria is hiding something, and that I had every right to ask questions. If they would just tell me the truth, this wouldn’t need to happen.

Getting the truth — showing others the truth — is the only way.

The air feels thin. Before long, I’m crossing the grassy area as Victoria heads toward the bathrooms. Charlotte Sterling is in my sights. She has sand in her blonde pigtails, and she uses her tiny hands to try to dust it out. She is smiling. The sun drifts, hitting her right in the eye so that she squints when she looks up at me.

My shadow casts a long echo across the sand.

“Hi, Charlotte,” I say.

Her reaction is immediate. Her whole body goes rigid as recognition washes over her fair features. She scoots back in the sand. I fight the urge to look up to see if the other women are watching.

Charlotte gets to her feet. She glances over her shoulder, back toward the bathroom where her mother has disappeared. I squat down to get to her height.

“Wait,” I say, reaching out my hand to grab her as she backs up over the lip of the sandbox. “Please!”

My fingers are close enough to touch the front of her shirt. I grasp it. I can feel the fabric slip between my fingers. Her eyes are so wide I can see the whites all around her blue iris.

“Charlotte,” I whisper. “Please. I just need⁠—”

I edge forward, desperate to keep hold of her.

But something restrains me. A tight grip wraps around my wrist and squeezes, so firm and forceful that I worry it’ll break my bone.

I flinch backward, rocking on my heels. The arm yanks me up. My footing is awkward in the sand, but I have no choice but to come to full height.

The hand around my wrist has a fresh French manicure. A long, thin, freckled arm. Protruding collarbones. Severe blue eyes and a wide-brimmed sun hat.

I have forgotten how to breathe.
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Victoria Sterling digs her manicure into my skin, then pushes on my wrist, folding my arm until it’s against my chest. She forces me backward, and I have no choice but to move, stumbling in the sand, until we’re finally both on grass.

“What. Do. You. Think. You’re. Doing?” She hisses each word so I can feel each syllable in my bones.

Terror ignites in my chest as I take in her face. She has taken off her sunglasses, holding them in her free hand, which trembles with anger. Her lipstick is running into the pores around her mouth. Her teeth are clenched, every single muscle on her body tight and tense. If we were in a cartoon, I’m pretty sure she’d be shooting fire out of her brilliant blue eyes.

“I was just trying to⁠—”

“Harass my daughter?” she spits, tilting her head. “Bully her into giving you information about someone who doesn’t even exist?”

“That’s the point, Victoria!” I yell. “She does exist! And Charlotte knows⁠—”

“Charlotte is five years old, you absolute lunatic,” Victoria shouts. “You have no business talking to my daughter. You were given the gift of your goddamn life when the girls invited you to the playgroup, but that was a ridiculous mistake! You clearly have the judgment of a toddler.”

“Victoria,” I say, “Please.”

“Please, what? Please let you bombard my daughter with inappropriate questions?”

“I just need to know what she knows.”

“She knows nothing!” Victoria pushes her finger into my chest, just below my throat. “And you will leave her alone!”

I yank away from her. “Don’t touch me.”

“I’ll do what I like,” she sneers. “You think I don’t know about you? You think I didn’t look you up before I let my child near you? I know all about your past. I know exactly the kind of person you are. You can forget about ever coming to our playgroup again! I won’t allow it! And I’ll be sure to let all the parents at school know exactly what you’ve done.”

I feel the blood leave my face. My stomach churns. All of Victoria’s yelling has attracted a crowd. Even the children in the sandbox and on the nearby jungle gym have stopped playing, twisting and tilting their heads to listen. The adults are less obvious, trying hard not to be rude, but I can see they, too, have paused their conversations and are eyeing us.

I lean to look behind Victoria. Naomi and Adriana are still sitting on the bench. Naomi is, of course, consumed with her phone, but Adriana looks at her lap. As she should. She knows something — probably more than any of us — and she won’t come clean.

Why won’t she come clean?

“Adriana?” I call, trying to skirt around Victoria, who blocks every move I make. I glare at her, then return my gaze to Adriana. I have nothing else to lose. “I saw the news article. I saw that she broke into your backyard. Why didn’t you just tell me?” My eyes drift back to Victoria. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“We told you everything we know,” says Victoria.

“Adriana?” I call again.

She shifts, turning away from me.

Coward.

“Go home, Camila.” Victoria’s voice is softer, pitying me. “Nobody here wants to talk to you. You’re being unbelievably inappropriate.” I want to slap her.

“There’s something here,” I say in a whisper, as if I’m unsure. “I don’t know why, I don’t know what, but the three of you are hiding something.” I point my finger across the row of them. Adriana looks up as I do this, her brow furrowed in something that looks like internal conflict. Good. I hope she feels rotten about this. I hope it keeps her up at night.

My adrenaline is making me lightheaded. Why won’t she just admit she knows Erica? If Adriana would just explain, all of this would go away.

“You’re insane,” laughs Victoria, finally letting go of my wrist. I massage it gently, knowing I will have a bruise there later.

“I’ll go to the cops,” I threaten.

Victoria crosses her arms. “Go ahead,” she says with a laugh. “You clearly have no idea who my husband is or the connections I have in this town.” She looks me up and down. “You should be mortified with yourself. Go home. Spend time with your own kid. God knows she needs it, since you’re ruining her reputation. There’s no way in hell you or your daughter are coming near Charlotte again.”

And with that, Victoria turns her back on me and returns to comfort her daughter.

Charlotte is crying, of course. And now I look like a monster.

But I’ve been defeated. I can see it in the way the other parents are looking at me, eyeing me suspiciously. If I was worried about how my outward appearance would affect others’ perceptions of me, it’s nothing compared to what I have just done. It feels like half the neighborhood is here, watching my public humiliation. And anyone who isn’t here will certainly hear about it later.

I scrutinize Adriana. Her shoulders are hunched forward, curled inward, as if she wishes she could disappear into herself. Naomi has actually put her phone down for the time being, sliding her thin, tanned arm around Adriana and whispering something in her ear.

I want to scream at them. This information about Erica attacking Adriana and Julian is public. The security office has footage of Erica running around covered in blood. And Charlotte Sterling has been coached not to say anything about a red-haired woman who’s been hurt.

And somehow, I’m the crazy one.

“I’m not crazy,” I say out loud. But nobody’s paying me any mind. Because they must think I’m insane. I just went after a five-year-old child for information about a missing woman.

It looks bad. I cannot risk any more negative publicity. Not with my past. Not with my record.

I have no choice but to turn around and begin my walk home.

Tears well in my eyes as I reach the road that leads back to Magnolia Court. My chest is tight. Constricting. Breaths come in heaves, and the world spins. Staying steady is impossible, and before I realize what’s happening, I find myself on my knees, bent over on the sidewalk.

The rough concrete beneath my hands works to ground me. I find the curb, put my head between my knees, close my eyes, and remind myself to breathe.

You’re safe, Camila.

But am I? I can’t be sure.

I have made messes before. Messes that were too big to clean up. There are things I’ll have to live with forever, and even though I know I’ve made my peace with them, the shame, guilt, and pain come rushing back.

Sobs rush up my throat like bile, and I’m helpless to stop my body convulsing as I start to cry. It’s uncontrollable.

Just like me.

I had promised things would be different here. But changing my surroundings has fixed nothing. Right now, it feels like things have only gotten worse.

And so, I return to old habits and ask myself the same question I’ve been asking for the past few months.

What have you done?
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I’m not sure how long I sit on the curb, but by the time I get home, the sun is low in the sky. My eyes feel heavy and swollen. Not only have I broken my promise to Valentina, but I may have very well ruined any chance of a social life for her, too. I have tarnished my reputation. By tomorrow, everyone in Belladonna Estates will know what I have done.

I need to fix this.

Valentina and Alejandro sit together on the couch. In true weekend fashion, my daughter is still wearing her Frozen nightgown, her hair tangled in a knotted mess. She leans against Alejandro’s arm, watching television.

“Hola,” Alejandro greets me, barely looking up.

“Hi.” I try my best for the word to come out cheerful, but I’ve tried too hard. Alejandro’s gaze leaves the television and finds me.

I turn away from him. Guilt weighs on my every limb, climbing up through my chest, choking me with slimy hands. I can’t breathe. He’s going to find out what I’ve done. And then what? He leaves? Has me committed?

The floor spins, and I grab onto the breakfast bar for support as I force myself to find something — anything — to do in the kitchen.

What was I thinking, going to the playground like that?

The problem was I wasn’t thinking. Just like I wasn’t thinking the last time I did something I couldn’t take back. I wanted answers, and I acted desperately. No reasoning. No thought about what the consequences would be.

What is wrong with me?

If I was worried about the police showing up because I’d unknowingly broken into Erica’s house, I should be petrified now. Victoria Sterling isn’t going to let this go. I know what this looks like. And with a record, it will be nearly impossible for me to talk myself out of the mess I’ve made.

“Cami!”

Alejandro’s voice breaks through my hysteria, and I spin around to find him standing at the edge of our kitchen. His arms are crossed, his brow furrowed, eyes studying every detail of me. I curl inward beneath his glare. I can taste acid in my mouth. My stomach heaves at the thought of him finding out what I’ve done.

“What is going on?” he asks, more gently this time. I hear his heavy footsteps beside me and feel his warmth before he reaches out to caress my arm. I close my eyes and focus on his touch. His fingers dust my skin, up and down, until it prickles.

Finally, I look at him.

We have known each other since we were children. Alejandro knows me better than anyone in the whole world. My ins and outs, what makes me tick. I have told him my secrets, and he has told me his beneath thin covers in the dead of night. We are more than family. More than partners. So I know that even if I smile and exchange pleasantries, he will know I’m lying.

But how can I tell him the truth?

“Cami?” he tries again, dipping his chin.

I meet his eyes, and all I can feel is heavy guilt in the pit of my stomach.

He lets air out from his cheeks, narrowing his gaze as if squinting at me will help him see me more clearly.

“It’s nothing,” I say. I know it’s not convincing. My voice is too high. My face is all wrong. Alejandro raises his eyebrows.

“Why are you lying to me?” he whispers, as I knew he would.

I shake my head. “I’m…sorry.”

“For what?”

I grip my arm, trying to steady myself. “I did something stupid,” I say, but I cannot bring myself to tell him the truth about what happened. “I tried to fix things with the housewives. But…” I bite my lip. Tears grow hot in the corners of my swollen eyes.

“And they didn’t listen?” Alejandro prompts, coming closer.

I nod.

My guilt grows heavier. Every lie I tell compounds. But I am terrified to be honest with Alejandro. He doesn’t understand. He wouldn’t understand. Not until I have proof.

Alejandro has always been listened to. There hasn’t been a day in his life where he’s told the truth only to have someone shake their finger at him, accusing him of lying. My husband is handsome and confident. What he says is easily believable. He’s likable. Personable. Trustworthy. And though most would not admit it, it does have something to do with the beard he grows, the muscles he sports, and what’s between his legs.

But for a woman like me? The default has always been to assume I am lying. That I’m making things up for attention. I’m too emotional or too soft to be told the truth. Even when I cried out from the rooftops, desperate to be heard, the people who were supposed to protect me turned their backs on me.

So, as well as Alejandro knows me, he does not know what it feels like to be lied to. To not be heard. To feel like you’re losing your mind.

The truth is right there. I could tell him. Reveal my mistakes. And then what? Have to explain myself? Admit to my daughter that I messed up, again? That I went after a child? Risked ruining my daughter’s new friendships?

He’ll tell me I didn’t learn my lesson. He’ll want some consequence without giving me time to prove what I know is true: Something is wrong. Something happened to Erica Collins.

“Hey,” says Alejandro, reaching for me. He pulls me into his muscular chest, and despite my best attempts, I cannot hold my tears at bay. He soothes me, running his hands over my hair as he reassures me that everything will be okay.

I want to believe him. So very badly.

But I am no fool. Things are most certainly not going to be okay.
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CAMILA

“Come on, Valentina!”

She crosses her little arms in front of her chest and narrows her eyes at me. Her toast hangs limp from one of her hands.

“Mami, the doors aren’t even open,” she says. I turn to look at the elementary school behind me. She’s right, of course. We left ridiculously early today to reduce the chances of seeing any of the other moms.

“Don’t you want to be nice and early?” I ask in my most persuasive tone, slipping my hand around her shoulder and guiding her up the sidewalk. I check my watch. “Plus, there’s only five minutes now until they open the doors. We can be first in line.”

“I don’t wanna be first in line,” she sniffles.

That’s too bad, I want to say. Your mother made some poor decisions and is terrified of confronting them. Sorry about that. Instead, I smile down at her as if I hadn’t heard. She spends the rest of our short walk angrily eating her toast. I kiss her goodbye and watch her disappear inside the school as soon as they open the doors.

My plan is foiled the moment I begin my walk home. Victoria’s red Maserati is instantly recognizable, and I nearly lose my footing as I watch her parallel park between two cars on the curb. Of all the mothers to see me this morning, it had to be Victoria, didn’t it?

The driver’s side door opens as if in slow motion, and I briefly consider crossing the street to the far sidewalk. But it’s too late. I feel her eyes on me as she moves to open her rear door.

It’s the sneer of all sneers. Her nose wrinkles, her lip curls up, and her brows angle down. If looks could kill. I spin my head so fast it hurts, trying to find something in the distance to focus on.

“Wait a minute, Charlotte,” she says, loud enough for me to hear. “I don’t want you feeling uncomfortable.”

I quicken my gait, nearly running to the end of the sidewalk before I head back toward Magnolia Court. Although we made a very conscious decision to leave the city, I find myself missing it as I pass the well-groomed apartment buildings.

Here, there are no people hanging out on their front porches or sitting on curbs. There is no loud music or distant shouts. No smell of cooking or metallic exhaust fumes. There’s no colorful graffiti, no sidewalk chalk art, no unique architecture. This is a curated space for curated people.

My heart catches in my chest as I walk along the sidewalk. I longed for this. Wished for it. And now that I have it, it feels strange. Like wearing someone else’s clothes.

A large delivery van is parked in the lot, blocking our designated parking spot. As I come around the side, I spot the driver in his brown uniform on our downstairs neighbor’s steps. I fiddle with my keys inside my purse, accidentally eavesdropping.

“—so unsafe. Even with the cameras!”

“I’m shocked they couldn’t pick anything up.”

“You’d think so!” my downstairs neighbor all but shrieks. “A dead body shows up in our lake, and nobody’s doing a damned thing about it.”

I drop my keys.

[image: ]


The world slows as I bend down to pick up the keys. I lean up against the stair’s railing, peering down at the two people at my neighbor’s door. Mrs. Beckitt is wrapped up in a pink bathrobe, her hair tucked beneath a silk cap. She holds the deliveryman’s electronic device against her doorframe, signing her name for the package he’s holding.

“Sorry,” I say, leaning over the banister. “What did you say about a dead body?” The phrase is so ridiculous that it sounds funny coming out of my mouth.

The deliveryman peers up at me, squinting in the sun. Mrs. Beckitt finishes signing, then hands the device back to the driver before meeting my eyes.

“A body, dear,” she says. “In our lake.”

Despite the heat, I go cold.

“Here? In Belladonna Estates?”

“Yes!” cries Mrs. Beckitt. “Just this morning! And they haven’t said a thing about it! If you ask me, they’re covering it up.”

My fingers curl around my banister. The deliveryman hands Mrs. Beckitt the package and waves goodbye.

“Who’s covering it up?” I ask.

“This damned HOA,” she answers. “No information! You’d think they’d send out some kind of announcement, the amount of money we pay to live here.” She scoffs. “Bad publicity for The Safest Neighborhood in the State,” she says sarcastically. “That’s all they care about. Money, money, money.”

I can tell the conversation has veered off. Mrs. Beckitt is no longer talking to me, and when she finally looks up to catch my eye again, she looks surprised to see me.

“That’s very…concerning.”

“You’re damned right it’s concerning!” she yells. “I have written a strongly worded email, which I plan to send to the property management company. Want me to CC you?”

“Yes,” I say, not really hearing her.

“Send me your email,” she calls after me as I stick my key into the lock. “We won’t let this stand!”

Inside our small entryway, I gently close the door, pressing my body up against it. The cool material feels good against my sweaty back. But Mrs. Beckitt’s words cloud everything.

A dead body?

I feel sick.

This could be completely unrelated. This could be a strange coincidence. Some cruel twist in the universe, reminding me that even though I have changed my surroundings and circumstances, things like this will follow me wherever I go.

But the pit in my stomach tells me otherwise.

It tells me this absolutely has something to do with the mysterious red-haired woman who has disappeared within these gates.
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I take my iPad to the living room couch and set it on my knees, my fingers hovering above the digital keyboard. I try a number of searches.

Death, Belladonna Estates

Dead body, Belladonna Estates

Death today, Belladonna Estates

Dead body in Belladonna Lake

Nothing.

I broaden my reach to include all of Greyhaven. This yields results from the past few decades — plenty of deaths that made headlines. A murder-suicide of a notable investor and his wife. A homicide of a homeless woman. A freak power line accident. Drunk driving accidents.

But there is no mention of Belladonna Estates.

Maybe it’s too early for news coverage. Maybe Mrs. Beckitt was wrong. Whatever the case, the circumstances are troubling me.

My fingers itch for something else to do, and by habit, I open a new search tab. Erica Collins, Belladonna Estates, goes in the search bar. I have been avoiding the news article that revealed her true identity. Checking on things I know to be real is not helpful for my mental health. But today, at this moment, I think it might help calm me. Remind me that I still have something to prove. A reason to keep going.

Except these results yield nothing either.

The results ask if I meant to type Erica Conway, who is a local photographer. But that’s not right. I check my spelling. I scroll further down the page.

But there is nothing about Erica Collins or a break-in.

What on earth?

My heart is back in my throat, my stomach churning up this morning’s breakfast. I have shifted from cold to hot, my thighs sticky beneath the iPad.

I’ve already been to the news site that revealed Erin to actually be Erica. There was an entire article about the break-in at the Callas’s house. Erica’s mugshot had clearly identified her as the woman I’d met.

So why isn’t it populating?

I swallow my horror. Have I made this all up? Have I really invented something this large by accident? My chest feels heavy. I think about my missed medication dosages. Alejandro’s insistence that I’ve been stressed from the move.

No. It can’t be.

I go into my browser’s history and swipe my finger against the screen in long strokes. I know I was on this website. I know it.

I find the date — September 1 — the day Valentina started kindergarten, and scroll through the short list of visited websites on that day.

And yes, sure enough…there it is.

Safest Community in the State Experiences First Break-in in 25 Years.

My body sags back against the couch. I inhale as I raise my eyes to the ceiling. Thank God. I’m not crazy. But…

Why didn’t it populate in the search results?

I re-create my search on my phone with the same outcome. Now that’s strange. Neither my iPad nor my phone can access the page from the regular search engine.

Why?

A memory surfaces from when I was first put on probation. I had asked about my future. What the process of expungement looked like for someone like me. The probation officer had mentioned that once the fee was paid and my probation was over, and everything was settled in court, they would expunge my record so that it was as if it never existed. Not only would the physical documents be permanently destroyed, but everything digital would be erased, too. That included de-indexing certain pages on the internet. That way, if anyone searched my name, my record would not populate. It would be as if the incident had never happened.

That must be what this was, then. I suppose anyone with tech knowledge could de-index a webpage.

But why?

Erica couldn’t very well have done this if she were on the run. Could she have paid someone to cover it up?

I am drawn to the fact that Adriana and the other housewives tried to pretend Erica never existed. Could this be their doing? Are they simply trying to wipe this incident away from their perfect lives?

Perhaps.

After all, people go to all kinds of lengths to maintain their precious image.
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I spend the rest of the day feeling antsy and anxious. Even the walk to and from school to pick up Valentina does nothing to calm my restless limbs. First things first, I need to tell Alejandro the truth when he comes home. The entire truth. No missing details. No omissions. He needs to know exactly what’s going on.

Between the de-indexed webpage and this morning’s news, Erica’s disappearance might be more serious than I originally thought. I still have no concrete proof that these things are all related to one another, but how could they not be? Erica goes missing, the housewives pretend she never existed, and then suddenly a dead body appears in the lake?

Victoria herself mentioned her husband was well-connected. People like the Sterlings would probably have no problem covering up a murder, then sleeping well for ten hours between their 1,000-thread-count sheets. People like that think they can get away with anything.

Well, not on my watch. I just have to figure out how to prove it. And by the time I hear the Volvo pull into our parking spot, I’ve figured out a way to convince my husband.

But the minute he’s through the door and at the bottom of our landing, I know something is already wrong. He does not call up a greeting. His footfalls on the stairs are heavier, somehow more strained. And when I peek my head out from the kitchen, his face is red, contorted into a grimace.

“Babe?” There is desperation in my tone because the grimace gets worse the minute we lock eyes.

“Camilla,” he says. “We need to talk.”

My heart drops.

“¡Papi!” Valentina leaps off the couch and into Alejandro’s arms. He squeezes her, plants a kiss on the side of her head, and then he sets her down on the floor, his eyes still locked on me.

“Mami and me need to talk for a minute,” he tells her. “Watch TV, okay? We’ll be done soon.”

Maybe he heard about the dead body. Maybe he’s just looking to warn me and tell me he’s not comfortable with me walking Valentina to and from school. Maybe he thought things over and wants to tell me he believes me.

The possibilities are there. Good ones. Ones that I cling to with my last shred of remaining hope.

I leave the safety of the kitchen and approach Alejandro. His eyes are shining, brows narrowed. His fists are clenched. From where I stand, I can tell that he’s trembling.

Oh.

He is angry.

Together, we walk the length of the hallway until we reach our bedroom. I go in first, and Alejandro follows, closing the door.

I turn on my heel and face him, trying to ignore the spinning room. My chest is tight. I can feel sweat on my palms.

“Is everything okay?” I ask.

“No,” Alejandro says calmly. “Everything is not okay. Do you know why that might be?”

“No,” I lie.

“Really?” he asks, raising his brows. “You can’t think of one single thing?”

I shake my head.

He hangs his.

“Camila, what did you do to Charlotte Sterling?”
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I lose my voice. Everything I’d planned to say goes out the window. I press my lips together and look at the floor.

“Oh,” I say. “That.”

“OH?” His voice is loud.

“I didn’t…do anything…”

“Victoria Sterling seems to think otherwise,” he tells me. “She seems to think you were at the playground yesterday, planning to abduct her fucking child!”

I wince. Alejandro rarely swears. But this time, I feel it might be warranted.

“I just wanted to ask⁠—”

“¡Carajo! What were you thinking, Cami?” he yells. “Of all the people?” His face is turning an even deeper shade of red.

“You need to listen to me very carefully,” I say. I can tell he is doing his best to restrain himself from blowing up even further. He doesn’t want Valentina to hear him yelling at me.

“Cami,” he says warningly.

I hold up a hand. “Por favor,” I say. “Just listen.”

His shoulders sag. I take it as an affirmation.

“There is something strange going on with those housewives,” I tell him. “And I think it has something to do with Erica. Earlier today, the neighbor said the police found a body in the lake, but there’s no mention of it from the HOA. Nothing on the news. I went to check the police report I found about Erica breaking into Adriana’s house, and that was gone, too. De-indexed. Scrubbed from the Internet.”

I wait for his eyes to widen in recognition that something is wrong. For him to understand that what I’m saying is concerning and at least warrants another look. But his eyes remain narrowed. His arms remain crossed.

I’m struggling to breathe.

“Don’t you…think that’s, you know, strange?” I press.

“I think you are inviting trouble into our lives again.” His words are curt, lacking his usual warmth.

“Alejandro,” I say. “Please.”

He shakes his head. “No, Cami. You cannot do this again. This is a good life. I have a good job, Valentina has a good school, and you have a nice house. This is a nice place, a fancy neighborhood. Why can’t you just let it be?”

“I’m explaining it to you⁠—”

“No!” He throws his hands up, then runs them through his hair. “You’re telling me some crazy story about some white lady you just met. If she wants to go off doing crazy stuff, then you let her. You don’t get involved. You know this, Camila. Why are you trying to make things hard?”

Anger bubbles up in my chest at his words, red hot and relentless. The wall I have built to hold back all my emotions over the past few days cracks, and like rushing rapids, spills free. My face heats.

“You think I’m crazy?” I ask. “You think I’m going insane?” I splay my hands beside my head, eyes wide, and nostrils flared. “Is that what this is? You think I’m making this all up?”

“I think you aren’t taking your medication.”

“Ah!” I pick up my pillow and throw it at him. He swats it away with his hand, and it lands on his side of the bed. His face falls. I want to stop. I know that I should. But my pulse is pounding in my ears. I’ve already opened the floodgates, and there’s nothing he or I can do to stop it. “You think I’m ruining your life?”

“That’s not what I said⁠—”

“You don’t have to say that!” I yell. “You don’t believe me!”

He widens his eyes and tilts his head to the side. “Cami…” His tone is a warning.

I raise my eyebrows and shake my head, incredulous. “Don’t deny it,” I hiss.

“I can’t believe you would say that. After everything?”

“Yes, after everything!” My chest is heavy, my throat so narrow it’s hard to swallow.

“I know you haven’t been taking your pills. You lied to me.”

“I didn’t lie⁠—”

“You can’t even admit it!” he shouts.

“Admit what?”

“Admit that you’re losing control! Admit that this has nothing to do with what’s happened to some lady you just met. This is about you. You’re so obsessed with needing to be right that you went after one of Valentina’s friends! That is not something someone does who is thinking clearly, Cami. Surely you can see that?”

It’s the nail in the coffin. I know that he’s right.

And yet…

“Something happened to Erica,” I say. “I think someone killed her and dumped her in the lake.” Tears begin to form in the corners of my eyes, and I swipe them away hurriedly. “Those housewives are covering it up and lying about it. They’re going to get away with murder,” I cry. “How can you be okay with that?”

Alejandro straightens. At first, I think he’s going to concede, maybe even apologize; open his arms, and soothe me. But instead, he hangs his head.

“Cami, you need to let this go. You have to start taking care of yourself, or else I…”

“You’ll what?” I straighten, challenging him.

He looks up and meets my eyes. My stomach somersaults. He had been angry and frustrated, but now he just looks sad. That familiar pang of guilt makes my mouth taste sour.

“I’ll have to call someone,” he says, his voice low. “Maybe you need to go somewhere for a little bit. Maybe you need help from a professional.”

I am aghast. His betrayal is like a slap in the face, or worse.

“How dare you?”

“Look,” he says, shaking his head. “I don’t want that. I don’t want to hurt you. But…all this?” He throws his hands up and gestures vaguely toward me. “Why? Why do this? It’s better for Valentina if you, you know…get help.” He presses his lips together. “I’m sorry,” he says finally.

I don’t know what to say. Words won’t form on my tongue, and I am breathless at the boundary he’s set. I want to argue. Defend myself. He has no right to tell me what I can and can’t do. What I can and can’t investigate. He didn’t meet Erica. He didn’t form a fast friendship with her only for her to suddenly disappear. He didn’t see how the housewives reacted when I mentioned her name. He didn’t hear what Charlotte said. He didn’t watch Adriana run off when I mentioned Erica again.

But even I know how it looks.

Alejandro shakes his head before he leaves the room, and the quiet overwhelms me. The ceiling suddenly feels too close, the room suddenly too small. I am alone. I am all I have. I am the only one who sees the truth.

Tears come next, hot, heavy, and uncontrollable. I collapse on our bed and curl into myself, hugging my pillow. And then, somewhere, back in the depths of my unmedicated brain, I think — maybe he’s right.

I am wrong. I am making something out of nothing. Chasing a ghost. Driving away my family. Ruining the new opportunity at life that Alejandro created for us.

All because I am so desperate to be heard.


THIRTY
BEFORE BELLADONNA ESTATES



CAMILA

A crack ran the length of my childhood bedroom wall, from the top of the ceiling all the way down to the rusting radiator. Before my mother’s new boyfriend, Stefan, moved in with us, I hardly noticed it. I was distracted by the bright neon pink paint, a project my mother and I completed when I was too young to remember. It was a labor of love, or so I was told. We signed our names in the corner near the closet door.

An artist always signs their work, she told me.

Later, when I looked at the finish too long or too carefully, I could see where it went wrong — where the paint overlapped, and where it splattered along the closet door and white baseboards. Even projects done with love were not immune to flaws.

Only a few months after Stefan came, that crack became more obvious; a looming storm cloud that was ever-present and filled with loathing. I imagined myself tearing into it with my small fingers, deep into the drywall, as if ripping it at the seam might stop the larger, writhing body on top of me in the early evenings when my mother was three hours into her nursing shift at the hospital.

Over time, that crack became representative of my pain, a reminder of the view I had when I was utterly helpless: a still body on a bed, unable to move. I resented that crack. And yet, I wouldn’t ask to fix it. Because no matter how ugly it was, no matter how much it represented that part of my life I despised, I needed that crack for when things got bad again. It was something to focus on. Something to hate more than what was actually happening to me.

When I was old enough to realize this was a problem that wouldn’t just go away, I wrote a letter to my mother, and I hid it in my drawer. Every day when I came home from school, I convinced myself I would deliver it to her. My fingers would tremble as I lifted it, eyes scanning the damning words I’d written about her husband.

I imagined her horror. How it might break her heart. A fight would ensue — one for the history books. By the time I was called into the kitchen for dinner, I’d persuaded myself to keep it hidden for another day.

Eventually, long after I’d started growing curves, the abuse abruptly stopped. I suppose I’d become too much of a woman. I had grown accustomed to living with a monster. I had justified the behavior, the way a young mind only could. Telling my mother about it would have devastated her.

So I let the silence break me instead. Like that crack in my wall, Stefan’s abuse had created cracks through me. I was damaged. Broken. Over the years, I tried desperately to glue myself back together with older boys and risky situations. I tried tearing myself apart with razors and knives. I tried numbing myself with alcohol and drugs.

But nothing worked.

Over time, it became easier to internalize. As I got older and gained more freedom, I escaped our cluttered apartment. I found excuses to be out and away from my abuser — a man who had no trouble looking me in the eye after what he’d done. I was so rebellious and so defiant that my mother began not to care if I was out until all hours of the night with my new boyfriend, Alejandro.

But one morning, in the brutal July heat, I returned to my bedroom with the crack in the wall and found my mother sitting on my bed, the letter in her hands. The paper was so faded that it was nearly gray. I had smoothed those edges so many times, making excuses, stuffing it back beneath my socks and underwear.

My mother, with her sagging jowls and tired eyes, looked up at me with her hand clasped over her mouth. Tears stained her dark cheeks, and when she closed them, more joined. I watched her from the doorway, my heart sinking, and yet I felt a tiny glimmer of hope and relief. She had found my letter. I hadn’t needed to go knocking down her door to beg her to believe me. Her intuition had led her here. I was her daughter. She loved me more than anything.

She held up the letter.

I shook my head. Tears came.

“Mami,” I said, like I had when I was young.

“Why?” she asked, shaking the piece of paper at me.

I could hear it in her words. They were not gentle, soft, or curious. They were accusatory and defensive, filled with a loathing I had never heard.

“How could you lie about something like this?” she asked, horrified. “Stefan is a good man.”

“Mami,” I had said. “Please.”

“You have no proof!”

And what was there to do then? Defend myself? Argue? Try to convince her? She was right. I had no proof. I had the memories of a little girl and the lies of a middle-aged man.

She tore up the letter and threw the remnants at me. She had made up her mind. She had read the letter I’d carefully crafted before I even made it out of elementary school, and decided it was a lie.

That was the night I moved in with Alejandro.

Valentina came a few years later, after I had stopped all contact with my mother and that monster. Our city was large, and we made plenty of concessions to avoid them. But still, somehow, my mother found out I’d had a baby. And somewhere in that twisted mind of hers, she’d made it her mission to find us.

The first time she arrived at our apartment door, I was shocked at how old she seemed. Perhaps her guilt had aged her. Perhaps it was Stefan. Whatever the case, she was a hardened, stubborn woman. She demanded that we allow her to spend time with her granddaughter. As if Valentina were a prize to be won.

But Alejandro stretched his large frame across our doorway and pointed at the hall. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll turn around and walk home.” And then he slammed the door in her face.

We didn’t leave the apartment for a week.

But with a toddler, it’s impossible to do that forever. We needed to go outside. So we became more careful. We covered our tracks. And eventually, it seemed, my mother had given up on meeting their only grandchild.

We were wrong.


THIRTY-ONE
MONDAY, JANUARY 12
7 MONTHS BEFORE LABOR DAY



CAMILA

The small, fenced playground outside Valentina’s daycare is filled with screaming children. They chase each other around the area — some hiding beneath playground equipment, others launching themselves from the top of the small slide. Two girls use chalk to draw squiggles on the pavement. A teacher sits at the plastic picnic table, bundled up in a coat, meticulously wiping snot from a blond boy’s nose.

I search the area for my daughter’s familiar pink jacket, but she’s nowhere to be found. She must be inside, getting ready to go home.

My shift at the pharmacy is the most reliable job I’ve ever had. I am promptly off the clock at three o’clock and arrive in the daycare parking lot seven minutes later. Usually, the teacher is just helping Valentina button up her coat when I walk in.

Inside, the place smells like antiseptic, dirty diapers, and microwaved food. Toddler artwork hangs from the long hallway — small children’s attempts at celebrating the New Year. Most of the colors are gold, silver, and black, but there are a few with pops of green and red, which I admire. Nothing wrong with marching to the beat of your own drum, I always say.

Valentina’s classroom is at the end of the hallway.

I peer through the windowed door, searching for my daughter. The best part of my day is seeing the way her face lights up when she sees I’m here to pick her up. But inside the classroom, there are only a handful of children, and Valentina is definitely not one of them.

Perhaps I missed her somewhere outside?

I open the door and peek my head in.

Her young teacher, Mrs. Higgins, lifts her head. She wears the daycare’s signature red apron and is holding a small child on her lap. I grin at her, but instead of her usual smile of recognition, she greets me with a blank stare.

“Mrs. Reyes?”

Alarm bells go off in my head. My heart picks up speed.

Something is wrong.

“Hi,” I say, matching her confusion with my raised brows. “Sorry, where is Valentina? I didn’t see her outside.” I search the room, as if she might be hiding, simply playing a trick. She’ll pop out any moment now, won’t she?

Surprise, Mami!

But Mrs. Higgins’ face goes pale. She frowns, and I grow cold. I grip the side of the door tighter.

“I’m sorry,” she says, shaking her head. “She was already picked up. I thought⁠—?”

My inhale is sharp. I choke on my breath.

“What?” I blink. Struggle to form words with my mouth. The world spins. Bile rises in my throat. I collapse against the doorframe, feeling the smooth wood at my shoulder. “No, I’m sorry. What? Who? What are you…who would…?” I ask, my voice strained. “Who picked her up? Alejandro?”

It is the last thread of hope I have that somehow my husband picked up our precious daughter without me knowing.

“That’s what he said,” says Mrs. Higgins. She shifts the child on her lap, moving to get up and help.

I can’t wait for her.

I leave the classroom and take the hallway at a slow run. The overhead fluorescents now feel so bright that I can barely see. I can feel the artwork I admired moments ago beneath my fingers as I race down the hallway, trying to keep my balance until I get to the door.

My phone!

I fumble for it in my pocket, producing it in my slick hands. I struggle to open it, to get the technology to recognize my worried face. I punch the photograph associated with Alejandro’s phone number and press it to my ear.

Please, please, please.

I push through the front doors and toward the bustling playground.

“Valentina?” I yell into the winter air. Maybe Mrs. Higgins was wrong. Mistaken. My eyes scan the area desperately. The teacher on the bench looks up at me. “VALENTINA?”

She would’ve heard me by now. She’d come running. I know she would.

“VALENTINA?”

She’s not here.

Oh my God, she’s not here.

I have to get to my car. I have to get Alejandro on the phone.

I have to make sure.

But in my heart, I already know Alejandro doesn’t have her. He never picks up Valentina. He works late into the evenings and takes the train home. He would never come to pick her up without telling me first. He knows better. He knows what I would think.

Before he answers my call, I already know what has happened.

“Hola, linda!” he greets me.

“Do you have her?” I ask, the key already turning in my ignition. “Please, Alejandro, do you?”

“Who?” I hear heavy machinery in the background of the call.

He’s still at the job site.

Tears leak from my eyes as my foot finds the gas and I floor it out of the daycare’s parking lot. I choke on my fear, barely registering Alejandro’s pleas on the other end of my abandoned cell phone.

“What’s happened, linda?” he asks, distantly. “Hello?”

I don’t even know how to get in contact with my mother. I have long since forgotten her phone number and her daily schedule. But I know where we used to live. My mother is such a creature of habit; I have to assume that’s where she still is. Living in that place with that damned bedroom with the crack in it. Sleeping beside the same monster who hurt me.

Is that where Valentina is? Has she seen my old bedroom? The site of my worst nightmares? Is she with him? Alone? Is he looking at her? Is he planning to hurt her?

Vomit hangs in my throat, and I swallow, blowing through a red light, slamming on my horn as I navigate the crowded streets. I hear yells outside my window. Someone gives me the finger. A crossing guard shouts at me as I ignore her in the crosswalk.

The trip is horrifyingly familiar. These were the streets Alejandro and I grew up on, with their patchy front lawns and their chain-link fences. Houses with sagging roofs, long past repair, begin to line the garbage-cluttered street. I swerve around a traffic cone in the middle of a pothole.

My mother’s apartment building is around the next corner. I park the Volvo illegally at the end of the street and bolt up the cracked sidewalk to its front steps. It’s a failing brick building with bars on the windows of the bottom two floors. A man sits on the front steps outside the yellow-windowed vestibule, smoking a cigarette.

“Let me in,” I say breathlessly, pointing to the door. “Let me in now.” I must look crazy because his eyes pop out of his head as he looks me up and down. For a second, I consider taking him down and stealing his keys. Adrenaline fires through every nerve in my body. Could I break the windows? Could I slam through the door?

There’s no need. The man scrambles to his feet, leads me into the vestibule, and uses his key fob to let me into the apartment building. I race inside without a thank you.

I cannot stop thinking about Valentina up there with my mother and Stefan. She could be in that bedroom right now, spread-eagled on that old, ratty bedspread, her nose filled with the smell of mouth decay and stale sweat. I nearly vomit at the thought.

The stairs are narrow and slippery, but my anger is so pervasive that it clouds my vision, and before I even realize it, I have climbed three flights of stairs. I barrel through the door and into a carpeted hallway that smells like old cooking and mildew.

Their door is at the end of the hallway. I sprint down faster than I’ve ever run before, a guttural moan coming from my chest. There is no containing the anger I feel. It’s everywhere, like a spreading fire.

“WHERE IS SHE?” I scream as I reach their apartment, slamming my palms against the door, kicking the bottom of the thin piece of wood with my feet. “LET ME IN!” My hands turn to fists, and I pound against the door desperately. But there is nothing. No movement behind it. No sign anyone has heard.

Tears stream down my cheeks as I take a few steps back, then use my shoulder to slam it into the wood. What if she’s in the bedroom? What if he has her? What if he’s holding her tiny wrists?

I slam into it again, and this time I can hear the wood crack.

“LET ME IN, YOU SONS-OF-BITCHES!”

I hear a lock click on the other side of the door. I brace myself against the frame, chest heaving with heavy breaths. The door pulls wide, and my mother stands on the other side of it.

She is wearing a checkered apron. Her hand rests on her waist, and she cocks her head to the side, as if to say, “You are so puzzling, Cami. Why are you like this?”

“¡Ay, Camila! ¡Cállate!” she demands.

“Where is she?” I cry.

“My granddaughter?”

“I swear to God⁠—”

I don’t even finish my sentence before I push into the apartment, knocking her with my shoulder. I can feel her glare at my back as I move further into their home.

I scour the kitchen, trembling as I search for my little girl. Just being inside these walls makes me feel ill. I can feel my limbs growing weak from my panic, but my anger is in the driver’s seat and propels me forward.

Sweat drenches my body beneath my winter jacket as I move into the next cluttered room. The living room has a long, green couch covered in sewn patches. A large window that leads to the fire escape is beside it, fogged from years of dust and cigarette smoke. The old television rests on top of a heavy wooden piece of furniture, decorated with smoke-stained doilies.

And there, on the couch, is my beautiful tiny daughter, her hair still in the pigtails I’d put her in this morning. Beside her sits an older Stefan.

He is problematically thin and completely gray now, his patchy beard grown in, brown eyes faded and haunted. I want to gouge them out. They are fixed on my daughter. I can’t help but be horrified by the dress she’s wearing. The rip in her stockings. The way her little hands so trustingly rest on her lap.

I cross the room, no longer afraid of this frail, pathetic, disgusting man. He looks up, seemingly surprised by my arrival, his lower lip quivering as he thinks of what to say.

“¡Mami!” Valentina yells, hopping off the couch and into my arms. I squeeze her to my chest, both arms protecting her from the monster in front of us, wishing I could put her back inside my womb to protect her from this awful, ugly world. She buries her face in my neck, and I grimace at the man who hurt me for years.

“Don’t you ever come near my daughter again, pendejo,” I growl. Relieved tears leak from my eyes. “You sick bastard. Rot in hell.”

“Camila!” my mother chides, entering the room. “Your language! In front of your daughter!”

I spin on my heel and face her.

“If you ever do something like this again, I will⁠—”

“You will what?” she interrupts, cocking a brow. “She is my granddaughter. You have no right keeping us from her.”

“She’s my daughter. You have no right! Do it again, and I will call the police and have you arrested for kidnapping.”

“Camila—”

“DO YOU UNDERSTAND ME?” I scream. Valentina burrows deeper into my hair, her small arms wrapping tighter around my neck.

“You speak like this to me, in front of your daughter?”

“I am here to protect my daughter against monsters like you.” I narrow my eyes. “How could you do this? You are no mother. No grandmother. We are not family. Don’t you ever come near us again.”

Somehow, I get Valentina out of the apartment building and back into the car. The drive home is a hazy, angry blur, and when we get home, I triple-check that all our doors and windows are locked. And then I sit with my back against our front door with Valentina in my arms and cry until Alejandro comes home.

That night, we begin looking for our new home.


THIRTY-TWO
WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 9
2 DAYS AFTER LABOR DAY



CAMILA

My eyes are so swollen when I wake up the next day that I beg Alejandro to take Valentina to school. He agrees, then brings me my pills with a fresh cup of coffee and watches me swallow them. I feel like a child, scrutinized under his gaze. His expression is a mix of anger, frustration, and pity, and I hate it. I don’t know how to convince him that finding out what happened to Erica is important. Especially when I can’t convince myself anymore.

Once Valentina and Alejandro leave, I lie in bed, the covers up to my chin, staring at the white ceiling.

I have really made a mess of things.

Alejandro wants me to let this go. Like the housewives, he’d rather I pretend I never met Erica. He wants me to discard my concerns and ignore my impulse that something is very, very wrong.

How can I?

I think of my lovely night with Erica. Was it her in that lake? Is she dead? Did someone hurt her? Could I have done something about it if I’d acted faster? If the housewives hadn’t lied?

My heart drops at the thought, and I close my eyes.

I don’t know if I can let this go. I need to find out if it was her in that lake. And if it was…

I press my lips together and squeeze my eyes shut.

Maybe if I’d pushed Adriana harder, things would be different. Maybe if I hadn’t been so obvious at the playground. Maybe⁠—

Wait.

I sit up straight, eyes wide, as a thought comes to me. There might still be a way to figure out what happened without Alejandro finding out. I just need to play my cards right.
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The humidity finally broke last week, but the heat still lingers. I walk up Estate Drive to the guardhouse, dressed in an old baseball cap and the largest pair of sunglasses I own. I keep my head down, glancing from side to side to make sure nobody sees me.

Tyler sits at the front desk, his head resting in one of his hands. I focus on my heartbeat, on keeping my breathing steady as I approach the window.

Tyler appears glued to his phone, which he scrolls through beneath the desk. His eyes are heavily lidded, and I see the faint remnants of smoke still billowing in the space.

So predictable.

I knock on the window.

He startles, lifting his head and nearly dropping his phone. Somehow, he manages to keep his hand on it before it falls. Panicked, he looks around the room, his gaze finally landing on me. For a minute, he gives me that stupid, blank look. Recognition crosses his features, and he narrows his eyes.

I slide down my sunglasses and wave with my fingers.

Begrudgingly, he approaches the window, sliding it open halfway.

“What do you want?” he asks shortly.

“Hi, Tyler.”

“Hello, blackmail lady. Back for more blackmail?” He scrunches his nose.

“Now, that’s no way to treat an old friend.”

He frowns.

I match it. “I need your help,” I say.

He cocks an eyebrow and crosses his arms. “Do you now?”

I sigh, glancing over my shoulder. “Will you just…let me in?”

Tyler raises his brows, but doesn’t comment on my suspicious behavior. Instead, he unlocks and opens the door, allowing me inside. The pungent aroma of freshly smoked marijuana lingers in the air.

“What were you doing?” I ask knowingly. I crane my neck to look in each corner of the room.

He waves his hand through the air, and I can see the smoke shift.

“Nothing.”

“Uh huh.”

He sighs. “What do you need, Mrs. Reyes?”

I cross my arms. “You said you had a brother.”

“Sure do.”

“And he works at the police department?”

“Sure does.”

“Do you think he’d give us access to police reports?”

“Probably…wait, what?” Tyler’s red eyes widen as he thinks over my question.

“I know.” I suddenly feel very tired. “I need information. There’s just…”

I’m not really sure what happens next. It’s like something snaps within me. So much has gone wrong. So many people don’t believe me or aren’t telling me the truth. It’s an overwhelming boulder to keep at bay. Emotion rolls into me like a rock sliding down a hill. I can’t contain it. I can’t help it.

I burst into tears.

Tyler, bless him, takes a step back. I cover my face with my hands and allow myself a few good sobs before I wipe my nose and look up at him again.

His jaw is open, eyes wide and dumbfounded. His whole body is rigid, fists clenched. I take it he doesn’t see many women cry, and if he has, he sure doesn’t like it.

He swallows hard.

“Mrs. Reyes?” he asks.

My emotions are real. But would it be so bad to play it up?

I dip my head back into my hands and cry a little more.

“Mrs. Reyes,” he says gently. “It’s okay.”

I heave with sobs, my chest and throat sore as I wail loudly. He looks at the windows wildly before he takes a step forward.

“Shh,” he says. “Mrs. Reyes, it’s okay.” He gives me an awkward pat on the shoulder.

“No,” I sob. “I-i-it’s n-n-not.”

“It’ll be okay,” he tries.

I shake my head. “Y-y-you’re not gonna h-h-help me!”

“No, no, I didn’t say that.”

“You d-d-didn’t have to!”

The distinct sound of a car engine approaching the gatehouse echoes outside the window.

I take a shuddering breath, then start wailing again.

“Please!” Tyler begs, waving his hands as if he wants me to get down. “Please. Okay, okay, I’ll…” He pauses. Sighs. “I’ll help you.”

“You will?” I take a deep breath and look up at him with big, watery eyes. I let my lip quiver for added effect.

He frowns at me. Crosses his arms over his chest.

“Sure, yeah, fine,” he says, massaging his forehead in his hand. “Just quit your crying, alright? Lucky for you, my brother owes me a favor.”


THIRTY-THREE
MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 14
7 DAYS AFTER LABOR DAY



CAMILA

We miss the playgroup on Sunday, and Valentina is still angry with me on Monday morning. She looks at me with narrowed eyes as I slide a pair of chocolate chip pancakes in front of her, where she sits at the breakfast bar.

“Orange juice?” I ask, turning toward the fridge.

She doesn’t answer. I pour it for her, anyway.

Alejandro’s heavy footsteps come from the hall, and he enters the living area, straightening his tie. He glances at me and gives me a thin smile. I can tell he’s making an effort this morning. I’d anticipated the anger over Charlotte and Victoria to blow over, but he has been distant since our argument. Which, I suppose, is well warranted.

I try not to think about how he’d react if he knew I went to see Tyler the day after our explosive argument. I don’t want to think about what he’ll do if he finds out I’m supposed to meet the young guard today to get the police reports I asked for. His threat of having me committed still lingers like a storm cloud.

Tyler’s text message came through late yesterday afternoon. Tyler had gotten the police reports from his brother and told me to (and I quote)…

get tf over here




He also made it clear this is the last time he would help me and that he didn’t care if I went to his brother about this little pot-selling endeavor or to Dominic Sterling about his little affair with Victoria.

The kid doesn’t know how lucky he is that I’m not completely evil. I do think it’s time to let him off the hook, so long as he comes through.

The temperature today is perfect. I walk briskly away from the elementary school, up Estate Drive as if I am crossing the street to go to the condos. After a glance over my shoulder, I hurry down the rest of the street, toward the gatehouse, then around to the window.

Tyler looks up and unlocks the door as I approach, scanning the area behind me. My heart lurches as I scurry inside. I am suddenly aware of how this looks, especially if anyone else knows Tyler is sleeping with Victoria. But it’s too late to back down now. I need those reports.

“You know,” Tyler says, retrieving a folder from the front desk. “These were not easy to come by.”

I raise my eyebrows. “What kind of favor did your brother owe you?”

Tyler’s eyes widen. His cheeks go pink.

I shoot him a suspicious look. “You know what?” I say. “I don’t think I want to know.”

“That’s…probably for the best.” He looks around the room, trying to avoid my eyes.

“Well, thank you. This means a lot to me. And even though these aren’t exactly ideal circumstances for either of us, I really do appreciate you.”

Tyler clears his throat, then finally meets my eyes. “These are copies. Once you’re finished reading through them, you should burn them or shred them, whatever you need to do to get rid of them. It’s an ongoing investigation, and I don’t want any of it coming back to my brother. Okay?”

I nod.

“I mean it,” he says. “You can’t show these to anyone.”

“I won’t,” I promise. “Scout’s honor.”

“What’s that?”

I nearly roll my eyes. “Never mind,” I say. “I promise I’ll get rid of them.”

He looks me up and down hesitantly, then finally hands me the file. I tuck it under my arm.

“Well,” I say to my young friend, “I suppose this is goodbye, Tyler Boone. From here on out, we’ll only see each other at the gate and act like we barely know each other.”

“That sounds excellent to me,” says Tyler, even though he gives me a goofy grin.

I take off.

I’m so eager and desperate that by the time I’ve reached the entrance to the community pool, I’m running. I keep a death grip on the file. It’s my last chance to fix everything. My last chance to prove to everyone that I’ve been right all along. My last chance to find out what happened to Erica.

I run up our front steps, unlocking the door and slamming it behind me. My body is hot from exertion and anticipation as I race up to my couch, ripping open the folder to let the paperwork spill out.

I’m not sure what I expected.

But it wasn’t this.


THIRTY-FOUR



The first file in the police report dates back over a decade. The reporting officer, Officer Parker, submitted the first report.

On Friday, January 9, at approximately 11:03 PM, I responded to a reported domestic dispute at 233 Locust Lane in Downtown Greyhaven. The victim, Erica Collins, reported that her boyfriend, Julian Callas, assaulted her during an argument.

I observed bruises on her neck and wrists, and a long superficial scratch above the victim’s collarbone that appeared recent and was actively bleeding, consistent with her claim. Ms. Collins stated that the altercation began as a verbal argument before escalating physically. She alleged that Mr. Callas grabbed her by the wrists, pushed her against a kitchen counter, and placed his hands around her throat for several seconds before releasing her.

Upon arrival, Mr. Callas was present at the street corner of the residence and appeared visibly agitated. He denied assaulting Ms. Collins and claimed she had given herself the injuries. No weapons were observed at the scene. Photographs were taken of the victim’s injuries, and statements were obtained from both parties.

The residence showed signs of disturbance, including a broken drinking glass located near the kitchen sink and an overturned dining chair in the adjacent room.

Due to the visible injuries sustained by Ms. Collins and the statements provided on scene, probable cause was established. Mr. Callas was taken into custody without incident and transported to Greyhaven County Detention Center for booking on charges of domestic assault and battery. Ms. Collins was provided with information regarding emergency protective services and advised on obtaining a temporary restraining order.

The next page shows photos of a younger Erica. Her hair is shorter, her skin a little darker and tighter. Mascara runs down both cheeks. She lifts her chin unnaturally to show the camera the injuries around her neck — narrow purple marks on either side. A long scratch is wet with blood just above her collarbone. In the next photo, she holds out her arms — slender and white; her left wrist marred by more red and purple bruising.

My stomach is at my knees as I read the next page.

ORDER OF PROTECTION

Erica Collins against Defendant: Julian Callas

And the Court having made a determination in accordance with Section 530.12 of the Criminal Procedure Law, IT IS HEREBY ORDERED that the above-named defendant observe the following conditions of behavior:

Stay away from Erica Collins, her residence, place of employment, and any school or temporary place of shelter occupied by the protected party; refrain from assault, stalking, harassment, intimidation, threats, or any criminal offense against the protected party; and have no communication or contact by mail, telephone, electronic means, voice message, social media, or through a third party, except as permitted by the Court.

This Order shall remain in effect until further order of the Court.

The next file is an incident report detailing the home invasion, where Erica was blamed for trespassing. But there is minimal information regarding that case in particular.

I think of the missing webpage.

So, Julian hurt Erica. Probably many times. And now, I think he’s killed her.

I put the iPad on the couch beside me and stare off into the distance. All this time, I’d considered that Victoria might’ve done something to Erica. After all, Charlotte had all those weird details about the hurt lady.

But all this time, it was Julian.

I think of Adriana. How I noticed her flinching away from her husband the first time we went to her house. The scarring on her arms. How the other housewives had mentioned he was a jerk. Is that because he was doing the same thing to Adriana that he was doing to Erica?

Pity unravels in my chest. This certainly explains why Adriana ran off from me the other day. Talking about Erica is probably too painful. It probably reminded her of what she has to deal with on a daily basis.

But…why would Erica be in Belladonna Estates if she had filed a restraining order against Julian? Why would she have moved here? She must have known he lived here. Unless…

I try to remember what Adriana said about them moving here. It was before she had Juliet, but that’s only five years. It’s possible Erica lived here first, and Julian and Adriana moved here so that he could keep tabs on Erica.

Still, it doesn’t explain the house being up for sale. Unless Erica did that purposefully? Maybe she didn’t know Julian lived here and got scared?

My mind feels warped as I try to make sense of the complicated web of information. It’s impossible, like trying to jam puzzle pieces into places they don’t belong. Could Julian Callas really be so bold as to move his wife to a place where his ex lived so he could continue harassing her?

I flip through the rest of the files, hoping for more. But the last file is just a perpetrator profile of Julian Callas from a decade ago. He looks handsome in his mugshot, somehow, despite his dark under-eye bags and his scruffy chin. His features are sharp with anger, his eyes bloodshot, jaw tensed.

He looks like a man. A man who could do this kind of thing. When I met him, he seemed so charismatic and polished. So wealthy. I suppose it’s easy to overlook people’s pasts when they have a lot of money. Sometimes that money can buy things away.

Things like Erica’s disappearance.

My heart is in my throat from all this new information. I feel terrible for how I approached this situation with Adriana. I understand her now. Of course she couldn’t defend me. She’s been busy defending herself every night at home. I’ve been the victim before. I know how hard it is to get out of bed every morning. How hard it is to pretend everything is normal. How desperate you become to try to make things normal.

Adriana probably thinks that Julian would never do any permanent damage to her. After all, many victims find justifications for their abuse. We have to. It would be impossible to live with otherwise. But once you’re out on the other side, you see things others don’t. You see the possibilities. I thought Stefan’s abuse was contained to just me. And then he and my mother took Valentina. If I had been any later…if my mother had left the house…who knows what could’ve happened.

I think of the way Adriana squeezed my hand that first day at kindergarten drop-off. Despite all the nonsense that’s gone on these past two weeks, I still consider her a friend.

I am sure Julian did something to Erica. And it won’t be long before he does something to Adriana.

She needs my help.

Now.
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With the files tucked under my arm, I hurry out of the house and away from Magnolia Court. I am breaking yet another promise — this time to Tyler Boone. But does it really count if the files will help another victim?

This whole thing has gone too far. I refuse to be the villain in this story. I will not become the scapegoat for someone’s violent husband.

I feel a kinship with Adriana. I was so hurt by her lies, but they all make sense now. I, too, understand how scary men can be. And living with a man like Julian — a man who probably tricked her into marrying him — makes my stomach hurt, as it did all those years ago with Stefan.

Do Naomi and Victoria know? Is it the reason they made the comments they did about Julian, or do they simply think he’s a crappy husband? As atrocious as those two women are, they seem to care for Adriana. I have to think they’d want to help their friend if they could.

But I also know that if you haven’t experienced abuse yourself, it's hard to spot it. I spent years hoping that someone would walk in on Stefan, or that he’d spill his awful secret to someone who might call the police. I waited for years for my mother to come and save me, to pull me out of my pink, cracked bedroom, and bring me somewhere safe.

If someone had known, would they have helped me? Or would they have cast me aside as my mother did?

It doesn’t matter. What matters now is that I can help Adriana.

As I hurriedly walk along the sidewalk toward her road, I try to work out what to say. What’s the best way to offer help to someone in this situation? When I was young, I might’ve gone off with just about anyone to be free of my mother and stepfather, but for Adriana, things might be a little more complicated.

I will show her the police reports. I’ll tell her my story. It might help her to know she has someone on her side who’s been through something similar. I’ll keep everything a secret, help her come up with a plan to free her and Juliet from this madness. We don’t have much, but we have enough to at least help her get back on her feet.

By the time I reach Stillwater Court, I am positive she will take me up on my offer.

The road looks like it did the first time I drove down this way, and I walk past the massive houses. Today, I am not admiring their beauty or their size. I’m not envious of them, either. I had been so intimidated by this wealth, so sure we were out of place. But money doesn’t buy you happiness, peace, or pleasure. It doesn’t buy you safety. While it’s not always obvious, you can still have violence and brutality beneath a polished exterior.

I reach Adriana’s driveway and pause at the end.

I’m reminded of Valentina’s first day of kindergarten. My calves burn, and my face and neck are drenched in sweat. The papers in my hands feel moist, but I keep them close to my chest. This time, at least, I have an excuse for looking like such a mess.

I walk up the driveway, down the front walk, and ring Adriana’s doorbell.

The bell chimes, echoing back into the depths of their ridiculous house. A moment later, I hear footsteps. Through the frosted window, I can see a figure approaching slowly. Are the footsteps heavy? Light? Do they belong to Adriana? I hadn’t even thought about what I might say if Julian opened the door.

Suddenly, my decision to come here feels wrong.

It’s too late to back out of it now. The figure is at the door, and I hear the latch unlock before they pull it wide.

Adriana stands in the doorway, one hand on the doorframe, her eyes studying me from head to toe. Her curly hair hangs loose over her shoulders, and she’s wearing a sheer robe over a tank top and a matching pair of shorts.

“Hi,” I say breathlessly.

“Camila,” she says, more pleasantly than I expect. “What are you⁠—?”

“Listen,” I say, not wanting to waste time or mince words. “I know about Julian. About what he did. The police reports.” I hold up the folder. “Adriana, I’m so sorry. I didn’t…I didn’t realize.”

I watch her expression change from casual to stony. Her eyes widen as she looks at the folder, then back up to me.

“Oh, Camila,” she says, shaking her head. “You have no idea what you’re getting yourself involved in.”

My mouth drops. It’s not what I expected her to say.

“What?”

“Please. For your own well-being, just…drop this.”

“Adriana,” I say, more sternly this time. “No. I want to help you. Did he have something to do with Erica’s disappearance? Is he hurting you?” I peer into the empty house behind her. “Is he here?” I whisper.

“Camila.” She sighs.

“Please,” I say, my voice desperate. “Please let me help you.”

She inhales deeply. And then she says, “Why don’t you come inside? This is…a long story.”


THIRTY-FIVE
BEFORE BELLADONNA ESTATES



ADRIANA

The minute I laid eyes on Julian Callas, I knew he’d be trouble. But trouble can be overlooked if the man in question has ocean-blue eyes, a chiseled jaw, and broad shoulders. He sipped whiskey from a wide-rimmed glass like a gentleman twice his age. He was well-dressed, with shiny shoes that stood out in the dim light of Larry’s Brew Pub, the run-down dive bar on the outskirts of our college campus.

He looked so out of place.

We locked eyes like a scene in some movie, and I giggled and looked away, searching for reassurance from my friends. He’s staring, they whispered behind their vodka sodas, and I raised my eyes again to find him. He leaned casually against the bar, unabashedly watching me with his steady gaze. His eyes sparkled, like God himself had put a twinkle there. Like he was some kind of Disney prince.

We chatted until last call, when the bar’s bright overhead lights came on, and the patrons were sufficiently drunk. I worried he might look different in that light, which is so often the case in these situations, but somehow, he was even more handsome. He charmed me with a smile, and I wrote my number down on the back of his hand.

I convinced myself he wouldn’t call, but of course he did, at the respectable hour of one o’clock in the afternoon the next day, well after any lingering headache faded and clear heads prevailed once more. He asked if I liked Greek food, and the rest was history.

Julian was different from any man I’d ever met. He was bold. Educated and well-read. He loved a healthy debate. He was kind to strangers, animals, and children. He was a great kisser and even better in bed. For a long time, I had no idea that I was not the only woman in his life.

Less than a year after our fateful meeting in that bar, after evenings of passionate sex in his two-bedroom high-rise apartment, after mornings of home-cooked breakfast, fresh coffee, and roses, Julian proposed, and I said yes, and the wedding came fast and furious weeks after I showed off my shiny ring to my mother.

My mother, the perpetual pessimist, was convinced something was wrong and determined to find it. He was too good-looking. He was too well-off. He was too polished, too well-mannered, too perfect. “And nobody,” she’d say. “Nobody is that perfect.”

I told her that she was wrong. But silently, I worried.

I started looking for flaws, but found none. Even after the wedding and the glorious, expensive honeymoon, Julian remained an attentive husband. A few months later, we moved to a modest three-bedroom home with plenty of natural light, a robust home security system, and a walkable, lively neighborhood. Julian made so much money that I didn’t have to work, so I settled into my new surroundings comfortably.

Three weeks after we moved in, our alarm went off in the middle of the night.

The blaring sound shocked us both awake, sitting straight-backed in our bed. Julian told me to stay where I was while he took the gun from the safe and made his way downstairs.

The cameras caught everything.

It was a woman — a woman with brilliant red hair and a slender frame, wearing a dark baseball cap. The alarm scared her off, and I watched the grainy footage of her sprinting away on Julian’s phone. Perhaps that would have satisfied me, but I couldn’t make sense of the grimace on my new husband’s face. I could hear my mother’s voice in my ear.

There’s always something, Adriana. You’ll see.

Then, Julian met my gaze and told me all about his ex-girlfriend, Erica Collins.

They met in freshman year Art History, two years before I ever laid eyes on Julian. She sought him out, and together they shared their love of Baroque styles and Caravaggio, Rembrandt, and Gian Lorenzo Bernini. They shared a love of football, of sushi and noodle bowls, and working out. Julian reminisced about how strange it was that their interests always coincided and that Erica inexplicably loved all the same things he did.

As time went on, Erica’s story began to fall apart. She stopped being able to trick him with her surface-level knowledge of the things he loved so deeply, because she had never loved them in the first place. She had studied him obsessively from afar for months. Researched the things he loved and pretended to love them too, hoping that once he got to know her, those things might not matter so much.

She was sure, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that Julian Callas would fall madly in love with her.

Julian did not fall in love with her. Her betrayal was maddening. He didn’t understand it.

I did, of course.

One look at Julian and any woman with a brain would know Erica Collins was not the first woman to obsess over my husband. She was just the boldest.

Near the end of freshman year, after she had bombarded him with gifts and phone calls, Julian went over to her house to tell her it was over for good. He assumed she would be devastated, of course, but that she would let it go.

Unfortunately for all of us, Erica was not someone who just let things go.

She tried every trick in the book. She was pregnant. She needed help. She couldn’t live without him. But Julian stood firm. Until finally, she turned her rage on herself.

“I’d rather die,” she said. “I’ll kill myself.”

Julian begged her to stop, but her rage was so great, so uncontrollable, it was as if she’d turned into a monster. She took the edge of a broken glass to her neck. She used her hands to choke herself, dug her fingernails into her flesh, gripped her wrists so tight it was a miracle she didn’t break them.

And when that didn’t work, she called the police.

When they arrived, she cried. Told them he hurt her, and, really, I understood why they believed her. Who would believe a woman caused those injuries to herself? Her story was so convincing that even Julian found himself questioning reality.

Erica filed a restraining order against him, and things seemed to go back to normal.

Until the night of the break-in.

Julian and I tried to stay positive. We reported the break-in to the police. We convinced ourselves it was a one-off thing. But it happened again two weeks later. This time, she broke a window. A note, rubber-banded to a rock, read: Who is she?

I was sick with worry. I couldn’t sleep. I stayed up night after night with the video camera app open on my phone. And when the alarm went off again a few weeks after that, I knew I couldn’t live that way anymore.

That was her intention, of course. She wanted to scare me away because somewhere in that sick brain of hers, she decided Julian was hers, whether he wanted her or not. So, we started talking to realtors. Started looking at new places to live. Places like Belladonna Estates.

But we didn’t move fast enough.

One afternoon, as I was leaving a restaurant after dinner with friends, I walked alone through the parking lot to my car. I let my guard down. Foolishly thought the gun in my purse and the pepper spray on my keychain would save me. But as I fished my keys out of my purse to get into my car, an arm wrapped around my neck and pulled me backward.

The fear was all-consuming. No one tells you what to do in moments of panic. Somewhere in my desperation, I managed to pull the gun out, but couldn’t keep a steady grip. The weapon clattered to the ground. I dug my nails into her arms and tried desperately to free myself from her. I knew it was Erica. Who else would it be?

“You bitch,” she hissed in my ear. “You stole him from me. You’re the reason he didn’t want to stay.”

The knife in her hands flashed in the streetlight. Then came a sharp pop of pain just above my hip where she tried to stab my liver.

It was obvious she wasn’t a skilled killer, because she couldn’t even get the knife back out. Later, the doctors told me it was the thing that saved my life. But it didn’t stop her from using her fists. She broke my eye socket. Ripped flesh off my arms. Choked me as I lay on the gritty concrete while she sobbed over my husband.

“You made me do this,” she said. “This is all your fault.”

Light faded at the edges of my vision. I remember her standing over me, her red hair hanging over her shoulders in sweaty ringlets. I saw the glee on her face, her maddening smile that spread from ear to ear as she pressed her foot down against my neck, cutting off my air supply. My lungs strained, my windpipe crushed. I could draw no air. I couldn’t cough, couldn’t yell for help. I was helpless as I watched this woman, a woman who was angry that my own husband loved me, crush the life out of me.

I don’t know what came next. But I do know that Erica Collins tried to kill me that afternoon.

And she almost succeeded.


THIRTY-SIX



Over the next two months in the hospital, doctors desperately tried to repair my body. In those first two weeks, I swam in and out of consciousness, whisked away to surgery after surgery. I saw Julian sometimes during my lucid moments — sleeping in the chair, lying beside me, or pacing the room.

“I’m sorry,” he said tearfully. “I’m so, so sorry.”

When I woke fully, all I could see was the guilt in his eyes. The boyish sparkle I’d fallen in love with had disappeared. “I should’ve done something sooner,” he said. “It won’t happen again.”

Julian hired the best and most expensive attorney he could find, and they put together our case. We wanted to put Erica away for good. She was dangerous and relentless. We couldn’t rest until she was behind bars.

Julian and I learned a lot about Erica Collins during that process. She was orphaned as a baby. During litigation, our attorney discovered she had a juvenile record. At some point before she turned eighteen, she changed her name from Erin Calloway to Erica Collins. We thought we had everything we needed to expose her for who she truly was and build a strong case against her.

We very quickly found out just how imperfect the U.S. justice system can be. Our physical evidence wasn't as clear-cut as we expected. The defense argued that some injuries on Erica were consistent with defensive wounds. Even though our attorney petitioned to use her juvenile record, the judge refused, ruling that her records were sealed. Erica’s restraining order against Julian complicated things. She claimed that I attacked her first.

Our case against Erica was rocky at best.

Despite my broken eye socket and terrified testimony, the prosecution ultimately agreed to a plea deal. Erica pled guilty to attempted manslaughter and was sentenced to eight years in state prison.

Julian and I did our best to heal. We put the house on the market. We looked for new, safe communities to move to and landed on Belladonna Estates. Every inch of the neighborhood was under a watchful eye, with its gated entrance, dedicated security team, and cameras hidden among the trees. Life finally felt like it could be okay. I started sleeping on a regular schedule again. I stopped needing Julian to accompany me everywhere. I felt like I could breathe.

Three years later, I found out I was pregnant with Juliet.

It should have been the happiest moment of our lives. Julian and I had created a precious life, a baby we would love and raise; the ultimate expression of our love. But a dark storm cloud hung over us, heavy with worry. Erica wasn’t in prison forever. She’d be out in five years or less. Yes, Belladonna Estates had all the bells and whistles, and yet, none of it felt sturdy enough to protect our beloved child.

I tried convincing myself that Erica would be healed by the time she got out. That somehow the time in prison might convince her that she was wrong. That Julian was no longer hers. They were not destined to be together.

But I knew it was wishful thinking.

Erica was violent and obsessive. If anything, time in solitude with nothing else to think about might ruin her. It might feed her delusions. She wasn’t getting help. She was most likely getting more furious. Who knew what her state of mind would be when she was released? She had already tried to kill me, and then we got her thrown in prison. Our story wouldn’t end in forgiveness. It would end in someone dying. Because I knew that if she found out that Julian had a child, she wouldn’t hesitate to use her against him.

And I’d rather die than let that happen.

This was something I told Julian as I neared the end of my pregnancy. He was worried, but not enough. He was still naïve enough to think things could still be okay. That we could be joyful and excited for Juliet’s arrival. “Don’t let her ruin this for us,” he said. “She doesn’t get to have this.”

To ease my mind, he hired a security system company to install a new, state-of-the-art system in our house. If someone so much as moved outside, we would be alerted on our phones. He installed panic buttons in the bedrooms and the kitchen. He installed cameras. Motion-detected lighting. We went to a gun range together, and he hired a private instructor to teach me how to shoot. He bought new guns and ammo and stashed them away throughout the house.

After all this was said and done, he tried convincing me that the Erica problem had been resolved. He’d written her off already, like she was someone we could altogether forget. As if his wishful thinking made up reality. But I knew that mindset was foolish. Yes, we were better prepared than before, and perhaps Erica could come out of prison a healed woman. But I had already let my guard down once. I wouldn’t do it again. Chances were she’d come out of prison even more dangerous than before.

Unfortunately for us all, I was right.
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ADRIANA

A soft breeze drifts through the foliage-canopied playground, but offers no relief. It’s another muggy summer day, the air heavy and unpleasantly moist. Juliet sits in the sand between a cluster of her friends, unaffected by the humidity. Today, a new girl with long dark hair has joined her crew. The four of them play together as if they’ve known each other for years. I study their sandcastles in progress, then return to my favorite activity in the neighborhood park — people-watching.

A woman sits on a nearby bench, her gaze fixed on the new child in Juliet’s group. That must be her mother. I lift my head, hoping to catch her eye, but something in the distance startles me.

I always freeze at a flash of red hair. The memory of Erica above me with her foot on my neck is seared into my brain and may never go away.

But this — this shade of red is different, more familiar. Whether it’s because she stands against a backdrop of vibrant green grass and trees, or because the sun coats her in a splash of gold, I can’t tell, but the color draws my attention.

I can’t look away.

She is not looking in our direction. Sunglasses cover half of the person’s face. It could be anyone. I study her slender body, the way her leggings cling to her, the way her arms are casually folded over her chest. She walks slowly, spinning around every so often, as if she is trying to take in all the sights. She looks carefree. Easy-going. She looks like someone who is trying to appreciate the things around her.

She looks like someone who’s just gotten out of prison.

My entire body freezes. Every muscle tenses. I keep my eyes glued on her, fingers reaching for the phone in my bag. Beside me, Victoria drones on about some woman’s buttcheeks showing beneath her short shorts. But her voice is distant and murky.

Could it be? Could Erica be out of prison already? Is it possible? I had anticipated some kind of warning — a call to caution us of impending danger. At the very least, a courtesy call.

Hello, Mrs. Callas? The woman who tried to kill you is out now! Good luck!

The woman gets closer, weaving in and out of the trees that dot the far end of the park. She’s beside the bathrooms now. I can see the freckles on her arms.

“Adriana?”

Someone is calling my name, but I can’t focus. I’m stuck on the woman who is still fast approaching. Mindlessly, I pass my phone between my hands. Who do I call for this? Julian? The police? The woman pauses near the swings, then lets her sunglasses fall down her nose.

I will never forget her eyes. How haunted and empty they were as she stared down, waiting for me to die. And now, they are looking at me from across the playground. Miles away from where I last saw her . I can feel blood pump through my heart. I can feel my pulse in my ears. My fingers tingle. The world spins.

Recognition flickers across her fair features, and the two of us are suspended in the moment, staring at one another. I feel my jaw give way, mouth opening in surprise. My fingers search for something to hold, for fear I may be thrown off the bench and straight into her grasp.

Her gaze shifts. I watch as her eyes trail downward, studying the details of who I am eight years after I last saw her. I am suddenly aware of the large bag I have taken to the park — the one with extra napkins, snacks, and water. My Mom bag, Julian calls it. Because doesn’t it just scream mom?

It was cute. It made me laugh. But now, it feels reckless.

I grip the side of the bench and lean forward.

Her eyes pause, finding their target, and I follow the line straight to Juliet’s curly head. And then, I watch as she slowly brings her gaze back to mine. The corners of her lips move, lifting into a small, sinister grin.

My worst fear realized. She has spotted Juliet. She knows who she is.

“We need to go,” I whisper, surprised I can even speak at all.

“What?” Victoria asks.

“We need to leave,” I repeat. “Right now.”

“Are you okay?” Victoria removes her sunglasses, eyes wide with worry. I expect her to ask more questions, but one look at my face and she jumps into action. She stands, taking charge, as she approaches our children in the sandbox.

“Let’s go,” she whispers to Charlotte. “Right now. Come on, girls.”

Naomi slides her phone into her pocket and grabs me by the arm, helping me to my feet. I am shaking. I imagine Erica running over to me, pulling a knife, stabbing me to death in front of my daughter and her friends. I imagine myself drowning in my own blood. I imagine her foot on my neck. I still remember how it felt. How it smelled — like dry earth and hot rubber.

But Erica remains at a distance even as we quickly gather our things and leave the playground. And then I tell Victoria and Naomi everything I know about Erica Collins and Erin Calloway.

The whole way home, I swear, I feel like she’s watching me.


THIRTY-EIGHT
FRIDAY, AUGUST 28
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ADRIANA

I don’t think Julian believes me.

This isn’t the first time I’ve “seen” Erica. I’ve spotted her in Greyhaven and around Belladonna Estates before. I have been so sure of her presence that I’ve panicked and called Julian at work, begging him to come home. He always does, and we always do our due diligence, but my fear has never been real. A trick of the light. A flash of red. Sometimes I see things that aren’t really there. We have been through this already. So I can understand why he’s hesitant to stay home with me, especially since his biggest clients are currently in town.

This morning, he went to work as usual, and I assured him I would be fine, even though I’m lying. Juliet has spent the morning in front of the television, and I have paced in the bedroom, taking the handgun I feel comfortable using in and out of the safe. I load the mag and get used to the weight. I unload the weapon, practice my shooting stance, and then do it again.

I refuse to be caught off guard this time. If Erica wants to hurt me, she’ll have a whole lot more to contend with now. At least I can find comfort in that.

After Juliet and I eat lunch, she takes a nap. I return to the bedroom and the gun safe. Sheer curtains cover our windows. We have blackout pull-down shades, but I love letting the morning light filter into our room. I consider putting the shades down. What I’m doing might look concerning if someone were to see my shadow inside the bedroom.

After all, I don’t want to get a bad reputation.

But when I go to pull down the shades, I can see a figure at the far end of the street. She is dressed in black again, and her red hair is pulled up into a bun.

The way I throw myself against the wall is nonsensical. She can’t see me from that distance. And yet, I dart around the room, clutching the gun in my sweaty hand to close all the shades. I tuck the weapon into the back of my jeans and pull out my phone to arm the security system.

I set the house alarm to high alert.

But even that doesn’t quell my fear. Erica is here. She’s on our street.

Does she know where we live?

I race to Juliet’s bedroom, cracking the door to peer in at my girl. She’s still asleep in her bed, curled up with a pillow. I bite my lip. Erica Collins doesn’t get to make me live in fear. She doesn’t get to hurt my Juliet.

The doorbell rings.

I am so startled that I slam into Juliet’s bedroom doorway.

Oh my God.

With shaking fingers, I reach around my back for the gun. I can feel its smooth texture, and carefully, I pull it into my grip. It feels heavier than it did in the bedroom. More lethal.

I press my back up against the wall in the hallway and slide down it toward the stairs. There are no blackout shades on our downstairs window, only the front door’s frosted glass. I see a figure there, their shadow unmistakable. Hair piled up on her head. Arms at her sides.

I creep down the stairs. Blood rushes in my ears. I feel dizzy, nauseous, and tense. I grit my teeth together, feeling them strain as I reach the bottom floor. The audacity of this woman to show up at my house. In my neighborhood. Trying to threaten my family.

My anger uncoils, and I tighten my grip on the weapon in my hands.

Screw this lady. Screw her and the horse she rode in on. I pull out my phone and disarm the security system with one hand.

My fingers reach for the lock. My lungs struggle to pull air, but I flip it anyway. If I threaten her with the gun, maybe she’ll back off. Rethink her choices. Maybe she’ll understand who she’s up against now. I won’t be so easily subdued this time.

Anger fuels me to reach for the door handle. I press down the latch and pull the door wide.

I fumble with the gun in my hands, settling into my practiced stance as I point it at Erica. The sun is so bright that I am forced to squint.

The person on the other side yells. Something clatters to the floor.

“Mrs. Callas!”

I blink.

My eyes water, but everything slowly comes into view.

The figure on the other side of the door does not have red hair. She is not wearing black clothing, and she certainly looks nothing like Erica.

My housekeeper, Marisol, holds her hands up in the air, her eyes wide and terrified as she takes in the gun in my hands. The cleaning bucket and mop she usually carries with her have fallen to the ground.

“Oh my God, oh my God!” Hastily, I slide my weapon back into my back pocket and bend down to pick up her items. “Marisol, I am so, so sorry.”

“What are you doing?” she cries as I hand her the mop and bucket.

“Sorry! I’m so sorry. I thought…”

In my panic, I’d completely forgotten that today was the day our housekeeper comes to clean. I was so focused on Erica, so sure she’d come to finish the job she started eight years ago. I hadn’t even considered there might be someone else at the door.

“Are you okay?” she asks, looking into the house behind me. Her brows are raised in suspicion.

“Yes,” I say. “I’m so sorry, I just…you scared me.”

Marisol presses her lips together. I can see her inwardly judging me, but she doesn’t say anything as I open the door to let her into the house.

Once she’s inside, I peer out toward the sidewalk where I saw Erica. Someone is still there, distant, at the beginning of our road. I can barely make out her details, but she seems to be looking up at the street signs.

Suddenly, I have an idea. A bold and very stupid idea.

“Marisol?” I call. “I have a favor to ask.”

I ask my housekeeper to keep an eye on Juliet. If she wakes up, she is to tell her that I’m out for a walk and will be back soon. I promise not to be longer than half an hour.

Marisol reluctantly agrees.

And then, with the gun still in the back waistband of my jeans, I follow Erica.
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I keep Erica Collins at a healthy distance, careful to always have a tree or object to hide behind. I follow her as she turns down Willow Bend Lane and disappears up the curve. She walks the sidewalk as if she belongs here. I can feel my blood boiling. No one has ever belonged here less.

At the end of the road, she comes to a stop. I duck behind a large bush at the edge of someone’s property and watch through its branches. She looks over both shoulders. Then, she steps up to the driveway of the last house on the cul-de-sac. She reaches for the sign that’s stuck in the grass and pulls it out.

It’s a For Sale sign.

With some effort, she folds it in half, tucks it under her arm, and marches up the driveway. I leave the safety of the bush and get a little closer, this time ducking behind someone’s car, watching through the front window.

Erica is at the side door next to the garage. She stays there for a few minutes until the door swings open. With the sign still under her arm, she enters the garage and closes the door behind her.
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ADRIANA

Juliet and I pull into the driveway after a long day at the pool. I can’t keep her inside all weekend, especially when it’s so hot out, so I begged Naomi to meet us there. As luck would have it, Juliet’s new friend Valentina and her mother, Camila, were there too.

Being in a crowded, public place where you have to check in with your house number made me feel a little better. Safer. A little normal for a while. It was better than sitting at home, stewing in my fear.

“And,” my daughter says in her sweet little voice as I pull the car into park, “Valentina said that she has a pink dollhouse.”

“Does she?” I say, feigning my excitement. “We’ll have to go see it soon!”

“Can we go right now?”

The perpetual impatience of small children never ceases to amaze me.

“Not today, sweetie. I’ll ask Valentina’s mom when they’re free next.”

We get out of the car and enter the house through the garage.

There is nothing notably out of place. In fact, the house looks sparkling clean, just the way I left it this morning when we went to the pool. But the air feels different. Something about my home is wrong.

I just know it.

“Let’s get out of our swimsuits,” I suggest to Juliet, making a big effort to keep my tone neutral and calm. I have no proof that anything is wrong. No sense in getting all worked up.

We climb the stairs. If my daughter thinks it’s strange that I keep a tight grip on her hand, she doesn’t say anything. I tell myself that this fear I’m feeling is a spillover from yesterday. That I’m terrified Erica might do the unthinkable. But we have the security system. It would have alerted me if anyone broke in.

While Juliet plays in the bath, I sit on the tiled floor and open the security app. There is a new notification. The red bubble taunts me in the notifications tab.

Something was picked up in our backyard only an hour ago.

I swallow against a dry throat. My eyes are wide, practically bulging out of my head.

I check my settings. In the last year or so, I’d turned off the feature that alerted me anytime something happened on the exterior of the house. It kept picking up neighbors walking their dogs, deer prancing across our backyard, and one time, it even alerted me to a tree swaying in the wind.

I click into the new notification.

Person Seen. Back Patio.

The alert comes with a video.

I see her red hair almost immediately, and almost drop my phone. Erica creeps across my back patio, past the glass outdoor table, beneath our umbrella, over to the back steps. She disappears for a minute, then steps back so she’s in full view again.

She’s holding something. I use my fingers to zoom in.

It’s a can of spray paint.

My heart ricochets in my chest. I can feel every beat in my body. I feel the tile floor beneath my fingers, smooth and cold. Breathe. I inhale through my nose and exhale through my mouth a few times. Close the phone. Tuck it in my pocket.

I cannot panic in front of my daughter.

Once Juliet is dressed and situated with her toys, I cautiously make my way to my bedroom to retrieve my gun. The rest of the video shows Erica doing something to the side of the house before she darts back across the patio and out of view. I don’t think she’s still here, but I don’t want to take any chances.

The gun feels slippery in my sweaty hands, so I wipe them on my shorts as I make my way downstairs. From the kitchen, I look out onto the patio, eyeing the bushes and distant trees to make sure there’s no one lying in wait. I take my time, making sure I inspect every detail.

Our freshly trimmed grass looks pristine. The trees stand tall, untouched. Our landscaping is clipped and cropped to perfection. And then I see it. A blemish on the patio’s gray stone. Bright red. Too vibrant to be blood.

Carefully, I unlock the back door. The security system’s chime rings, and I step out onto the patio.

The hot air ripples above the patio’s teardrop shape. It was one of my favorite features about this house when we first bought it. But unfortunately, the gigantic blemish on the side of my house distracts me from its beauty.

Erica’s graffiti writing is crude and sloppy. The letters ooze down over our beige siding, dripping red down the side and into the mulch around our landscaping. The paint glistens in the hot sun, sweating in spots. My hand comes to my mouth as I read what she’s written.

FOUND YOU.


FORTY
MONDAY, AUGUST 31
7 DAYS BEFORE LABOR DAY



ADRIANA

The police came on Saturday evening to collect the evidence we had and put out a press release about the incident. Julian hired someone to come paint the side of the house on Sunday morning while he took us out to an extravagant breakfast.

And then we hosted playgroup.

When Camila brought up Erin Calloway, I nearly lost my lunch. I had instructed my friends not to talk about her to anyone until we figured out what was going on, so they’d all feigned ignorance. But Camila kept pressing.

Later, Victoria had texted me about Charlotte’s little confession.

So sorry, Adriana. Charlotte said she’s seen that woman at the park a lot recently. Apparently, she waves sometimes. She thought that was nice. [image: face with rolling eyes]




We told the Greyhaven Police Department all the information we had about Erica squatting in the house on Willow Bend Lane, but their call to Julian on Sunday evening suggested there was no evidence to back up our claim.

I felt my lip curl as Julian delivered the news.

“We just need to get the evidence ourselves, then,” my husband suggested. “I’ll get it. Tomorrow night. She’ll have to come back to sleep.”

Today, he went to work as usual.

Juliet and I have spent her last day before kindergarten coloring pictures and picking flowers in the backyard. We fill a vase with dandelions and take a nap on the couch. We watch her favorite television show, then cook dinner — her favorite, chicken parmigiana.

Julian arrives home with a wide smile, and we eat together at the dinner table. Juliet tells us how excited she is to have a new friend in her class tomorrow and then proceeds to plan out the next five years of their friendship. She falls asleep with ease, and Julian and I watch her snuggle into her bed from the doorway.

For a few precious moments, everything feels normal.

But when I study my husband, I can see the unease written on his face, the way his brow scrunches together in the middle. Wrinkles will form there in a decade’s time, and he will still look just as handsome. I take a heavy breath. I don’t want him to be troubled, but I do want him to be worried. He wanted this Erica thing to go away easily. I had warned him it wouldn’t.

He tilts his head and leads me away from Juliet’s bedroom, down into our living room. He paces the floor, and I sit on the edge of the couch with my arms crossed over my chest.

“I’m gonna go over now,” he says, finally meeting my gaze.

“Take the gun,” I tell him.

And he does.

He gets into his car, and I watch from the window as he backs out of the driveway and onto the street. The sky is a deep indigo, bleeding into bright yellow; the sun’s last remnants as it sinks below the horizon. Stars twinkle in the distant sky. Julian’s taillights splash the road with red as he disappears down the street.

I hold my breath. I know this is not his fault, and yet, I find myself irritated with him. How could he not have seen how crazy she was? How could he have let this woman into his bed? Into his life?

I run my hand over my mouth.

Now, there’s only one way out of this. Julian will get the evidence, and first thing tomorrow, we’ll go straight to the police. We’ll get on the phone with our lawyer. Maybe Erica will be locked back up by the end of the week.

Maybe this will be easier than I think.

The sun sets. Streetlights blink on. The sky darkens and turns black. A slow drizzle starts, pattering lightly against the windows.

I remain at the window, arms crossed, chewing on my nails until I bite the nail bed and make myself bleed.

An hour passes. I text Julian, with no response.

My mind spins a dozen different possibilities. She’s killed him. She’s threatening him, keeping him hostage. She’s popped the tires on his car. She’s on her way here right now.

Another half an hour goes by. I call him.

The call goes straight to voicemail.

Oh my God.

I pace at the window, eyeing the loaded gun I’ve placed on our shiny, virtually unused dining room table. It looks like a blemish on the fine, polished wood. Something out of place. A tool of violence in a pristine room.

If it came down to it, could I use it? Could I go over there? Shoot her to save Julian?

I think I can. And that scares me. I text him again.

Call me right now. Or I’m calling the police.




There is movement out the window, and I look up, squinting desperately into the dark to see Julian’s car. Headlights wash across the pavement, but it’s hard to see what kind of car it is. I follow its movement, trying to see the driver behind the wheel.

The car turns into our driveway.

Tension leaves my chest, and I suck in a relieved breath, darting from the dining room to the laundry room that leads to the garage. But my relief is short-lived.

Because when Julian comes in through the door, he is covered in blood.

I can smell it from where I stand — sharp, metallic, and mixed with rain. It nauseates me. Is it his or hers?

He looks up at me, his pupils wide, face sagging. He looks unlike himself: exhausted and defeated. Worry consumes his features. Stunned, he looks at his hands. They are red, like the rest of him.

“What did you do?”

I hear the words before I register what’s coming out of my mouth.

He opens his mouth. Closes it. Shakes his head at me.

“Julian?”

“She was waiting for me,” he tells me. “She…” He shakes his head. His lips are moving, but no words are coming out.

“Are you okay?” I ask, scanning his hands and arms. I lift his bloodied shirt, and he lets me. His chest and stomach are free from injury. “Did she hurt you? Is this your blood?”

He shakes his head.

“She hurt herself,” he explains. “Like last time. Cut at her stomach, slammed her head against the side of the house until…” He squeezes his eyes shut as if the memory pains him.

“Okay,” I say, trying to maintain my composure. “Then what?”

“She took photographs and videos of herself,” he says. “Of her injuries. I’m in the background. She threatened to bring them to the police. The restraining order,” he says, eyes distant. “If she shows them to the police, they’d…” He runs his hand over his face. “I tried to run after her to get the phone. Delete the photos. But she ran. And…God damn it.” A sudden burst of anger erupts from him. He turns away from me and slams his fist into the door behind him, leaving a red stain behind.

“Julian…” I soothe.

“I chased after her,” he cries. “Like a goddamn idiot. All the way to the pool and the HOA office.” He turns, his eyes wet with tears. “There are cameras there, Adriana. If they caught me…we’re screwed.”

My heart drops. I feel my stomach roll over on itself, and my body begins to shake.

She’s somehow done it again.

Even after she trespassed at our home, she’s making it impossible to go to the police. Now, it looks like Julian took matters into his own hands and physically retaliated against her. She has evidence.

This is bad.

What are we going to do?


FORTY-ONE
FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 4
3 DAYS BEFORE LABOR DAY



ADRIANA

My vibrating phone wakes me out of a deep sleep. I blink my eyes open, then glance at my bedside table. The digital clock reads 6:04 a.m.

I roll over, pulling my phone into my hands.

A notification from our security system.

Person Seen. Front Door.

I tense. Sit up. My hand finds Julian’s bare chest, and I shake him awake. He mumbles something as I open the recorded video and watch it.

The camera has picked up a figure approaching from the front walk. The red-haired woman walks confidently up to the front door, removes a white envelope from her sweatshirt pocket, and then waves it in front of the camera. Erica’s face takes up the entire screen as she leans in, licking her teeth. Then, she leaves the envelope on the front doormat before walking away.

My heart beats in my throat, which feels like it’s closing. I can feel my jaw clicking as I tense it. This is insane.

My instinct tells me to call the police. I could tell them how crazy she is. Insist she’s hurt herself. Show them she’s shown back up here again. But I know all the video footage, including whatever the security cameras caught, will implicate Julian, too. Plus, there’s no way she’s hanging around to get caught.

Julian sits up, rubbing his eyes with his fists. “What time is it?” he yawns.

“Look,” I say, shoving the phone in his face.

He watches the video, and even in the dark, I can see all the color drain from his face. He looks up at me with wide, frightened eyes.

“What do you think it is?”

I shake my head, dumbfounded.

Together, we get out of bed. I pull on a robe while Julian pulls on his sweatpants. He takes a gun from the safe and steps in front of me as we leave the safety of our bedroom. Before we head down the stairs, I peek in on Juliet, who’s still fast asleep in her bed.

Good.

Slowly, we climb down the stairs. I can see from the bottom landing that the front walk is empty. Nobody stands in front of our frosted door. Still, Julian holds the gun in his left hand as he opens the door slightly, peeking his head out. He pauses there for a moment. Then, he bends down to retrieve the envelope before he closes the door and turns to face me.

We lock eyes for just a moment before he looks at what he’s holding.

“You don’t think there’s like…anthrax in here or something?” he asks.

I raise my eyebrows. “She’s in love with you,” I say. “She’s not trying to kill you.”

He considers this, then opens the envelope. Inside is a single piece of paper. Julian’s eyes scan it before they lift to meet mine.

“What’s it say?” I ask. My voice quivers. I grip the banister tighter, digging my nails into the wood. He turns the piece of paper around and shows it to me.

Let’s talk. Meet me at 43 Willow Bend Lane. No cops, or you know what happens.

[image: ]


Julian calls out of work, and then he drives to Willow Bend Lane. He reassures me that he will try to talk some sense into Erica, which I laugh at. Sense? That woman is living on another planet. In another universe. The universe of crazy-bitch-land.

I make Juliet a quick breakfast before I return to the dining-room window, awaiting his arrival.

He takes twenty minutes to get home.

When he comes in through the garage, his face is stony, like he’s conflicted. He pauses in the mudroom, frowning at me.

I raise my eyebrows. “So?”

“She’s certifiable, Adriana. I…don’t know what we’re going to do. She was talking to me like…” He shifts, looking visibly uncomfortable, “…like we were still together.”

I laugh. I can’t help it.

“I think I’ll call the lawyer, update him with what’s been happening, and go from there,” he says. “Surely, there’s a case here?” I can tell he’s trying hard to believe himself.

I nod at him, and we both move into the kitchen. He sits at the center island.

“I also saw the HOA manager,” he says. “Kevin.” He scrunches up his lips in thought. “I think he saw me,” he says. “He was just…sitting in his car. Watching Erica’s driveway.”

I pull my head back, confused. “Wait…why? You think the police have him on the case?”

Julian shakes his head. “Doubt it. That guy’s kind of a creep. I barely trust him with the HOA. I doubt the police would trust him with something like that.”

“Maybe the HOA has gotten complaints about her?” I suggest, hopefully. That would be the best-case scenario.

Julian sighs, his posture deflating. “I yelled at her,” he admits. “I’m sure it didn’t look good, whatever he saw. Not that it matters. I’m already completely screwed.”

“Don’t say that. Not yet.”

“How can you think otherwise?” he asks, his tone curt.

“Because. You’re innocent, Julian. There’s a way out of this. I’m sure of it.”

He nods and looks away.

Which is probably a good thing. Since I’m lying straight to his face.


FORTY-TWO
SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 6
1 DAY BEFORE LABOR DAY



ADRIANA

I have known no peace for nearly two weeks, and tonight is no different. The security system is armed to the teeth. Both Julian and I have guns within arm’s reach. And still, I know neither of us will get any decent sleep tonight.

The lawyer is working on our case. The police are still on the hunt for Erica. But these things take time, and I know, better than most, that nothing will happen before Erica strikes again.

Julian is in the shower. I can hear the hot water splashing against his toned body, a visual I normally enjoy peeking in on. But tonight, I have no desire. I sit on our bed, waiting for him.

I know I can’t live like this. But I don’t know if we have any other option at this point.

Julian’s phone vibrates on his bedside table. I lift my eyes and stare at it.

It vibrates again.

And again.

And again.

I straighten.

Julian often gets texts at all hours of the day, but it’s late. Who would text him like this at nearly midnight?

My breath is short. I climb over to his side of the bed, the world feeling hazy and slightly dreamy. I never look at my husband’s phone. I trust him implicitly. But something about this feels off. And with everything going on…

I turn the device over and wake up its screen, while the phone continues to vibrate in my hand. There are a series of text messages from an unknown number coming in at an alarming rate.

Hi.




It’s me.




I don’t like how we left our last conversation.




I love you, Julian.




And I know you love me.




Your wife and kid are getting in the way of us.




I can give you all of that and more.




Just give me a chance.




Please.




I can’t live without you.




Do you know where I am right now?




The lake.




I saw your bedroom light on before I came here.




So I know you’re awake.




I’m going to go as far out as I can. Until I can’t touch the bottom.




If you’ve ever cared about me, you’ll rescue me.




Because you know I can’t swim.




I know you’ll come for me.




Because I know you’re a good man.




You won’t let me die.




I love you, Julian.




I love you.




I inhale and stare at the screen.

Then, I open his messages and respond.

I’m coming.




I delete the text messages.

And then I pocket my loaded gun.
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Summer air rolls through Belladonna Estates like a breath, slow and steady, making the trees sway as if they’re dancing. A perfect crescent moon reflects in the lake’s still water. The sky is black with a few drifting clouds.

I left without telling Julian.

Because even though I know he wants this to end, I don’t think he wants it to end as badly as I do.

Belladonna Lake is so large that it’s nearly impossible to see to the other side. It’s a little after midnight. Lights in houses are mostly extinguished, except for a few soft glows. But that’s not what I’m looking for.

Erica is easy to find. She faces away from me, standing in knee-deep water. Her hair, brilliant even in the low moonlight, is loose and wavy. Her head tilts back, and she arches her back, sticking her nose into the air. From where I stand, I see the steady movement of her shoulders as she breathes deeply.

She shifts, suddenly looking over her shoulder. Quickly, I hide myself behind a tree, clutching the bark to ground myself. My fingertips study the raised grooves before I brave another look.

Erica is searching the path. She’s looking for Julian.

My nostrils flare. I dig my fingernails into the tree. What nerve! She’s looking for my husband. The father of my child. She wants to steal him away, wants our daughter to disappear, and wants me to die.

I won’t let that happen. Only one person will die tonight.

The gun feels heavy in my back pocket.

Erica goes further into the lake, ripples spreading from where her body disturbs the water. She moves slowly, a little uncertainly, until the water is up to her waist. She pauses. Looks over her shoulder toward the walking path. Toward me.

I can’t look away. I keep most of my body behind the tree, peering out only a little so she can’t see me from where she stands. I am helpless to stop watching. As awful as this woman has been to my family and me, it is simply incredible to see where her delusions have landed her.

Her gaze drifts past where I stand. I can see disappointment etched into her brow. A frown on her lips. Her shoulders sag.

She moves in farther.

Perhaps she thinks the deeper she goes, the more she’ll draw Julian out. Only she doesn’t know he’s not coming. The text message I sent ensured she wouldn’t give up on her foolish plan. She’s so desperate, so delusional, she’ll do anything to get his attention. Even put herself on death’s doorstep.

The water has reached Erica’s chest. Her white skin stands out starkly against the dark lake. She turns. Looks.

And then she keeps going.

When the water reaches her chin, my body jerks forward involuntarily. She said it herself; she can’t swim. Any further, and she’s going to drown. My instincts instruct me to save her. To shout out that she should come back.

I make a conscious effort to keep my mouth clamped shut.

My fingers touch the scarred skin on my forearms, where Erica had once dug her long fingernails into my flesh so deeply that my arms will be marred forever. I let them wander up my chest and to my neck, where she had once crushed my windpipe, then lower, to the scar just above my liver.

Saving Erica is not an option. Doing so would sign my own death certificate.

I can see her eyes now. They’re bright in the dim moonlight, searching the walking path. Her chin is lifted. She’s struggling to maintain her footing. And yet, there’s no fear in her expression. Just steeled determination.

She is so sure Julian is coming.

If he’d seen those text messages, maybe he would’ve.

The moment Erica slips beneath the water is silent. She is there one moment, gone the next. If I blinked, I might’ve missed it.

Her hair floats on the water’s surface, beside the small ripples, floating like sea foam. More ripples emerge, then a hand, stretching toward the night sky. It is white and desperate, clutching at the air. There is nothing for her to hold on to. There is no one coming to save her.

For a moment, her head pops back up. I hear a gasp of breath. A splash. But night’s silence prevails as she slips back beneath the surface.

It’s the last time I see Erica Collins’ face.

The ripples persist for a few more moments. And then, the lake is still. Crickets hum in the distance. A frog croaks. There is no evidence that anything happened here. No proof that someone drowned. No testament to a lost life.

I should feel something, shouldn’t I? What does it mean that I don’t? The only thing I can focus on right now is the relief I feel.

Exhaustion blankets me. I have no idea how I make it home.

When I arrive, Julian is at the door. His hair is still wet from the shower.

“Where were you?” he asks.

I shake my head and climb the stairs.

I sleep until morning.


FORTY-THREE
MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 7
LABOR DAY



ADRIANA

A wave of panic startles me awake. Beside me, the bed is cold and empty.

Julian.

I race out of bed, the pieces of last night’s events at the lake soothing my movements as they come back to me. Erica, knee-deep in water. Erica’s hair floating on the water’s surface. The quiet night. So still. Unmoving.

Dead. Just like Erica.

I throw on my silk robe and race downstairs, barefoot.

Julian sits at our kitchen table, scrolling on his phone. He’s wearing his glasses. His hair is untidy. He looks as if he’s carrying the weight of the world.

“Good morning,” I say, taking the seat beside him.

He looks up at me, perplexed.

“Morning,” he says, putting his phone down. “Want to tell me where you were last night?”

It looks like he’s been waiting all night to ask me this question again. I feel bad. But after all the hell his decisions put me through, I think he might’ve deserved the extra few hours of worry.

After seven different apologies, I recap my evening for Julian. His face alternates between horror and relief. When I’m done, he absentmindedly rubs his hand across his mouth.

“I’m going to call the property management company,” he tells me. “Tell them about the weirdo HOA manager watching her house. Throw the cops off our scent.”

I shake my head. “Why? We didn’t do anything.”

“They won’t assume that,” he says. “They’ll find a body in the lake with a ton of injuries and video evidence of me chasing her. Those deleted text messages are easy to retrieve. Who do you think will be the first person they suspect?”

We lock eyes, and I deflate.

“You.”

He nods. “At the very least, it’ll give them someone else to investigate. God. I could lose my job, Adriana. I could go to prison.”

I feel the kitchen table’s wood beneath my fingers as I try to steady myself. Even in death, somehow, Erica is still taunting us.

“No,” I say with determination.

“No?” He cocks his head to the side.

“We’ll call Victoria and Dominic,” I say. “He’s connected at the police department. The sheriff is a family friend. He works with all the judges in our precinct. I have enough dirt on Victoria Sterling that she can’t say no.”

“Okay…” Julian says uncertainly.

“We can get rid of the webpages, too,” I suggest. “Daniel, Naomi’s husband. He’s a tech guy. He can probably get them off search engines. Wipe the slate clean. So nobody from work can look into this too deeply. And…” I think for a minute. “I’ll see what we can do about the security footage. Maybe we can bribe someone into deleting it.”

So life can go back to normal.

“Adriana.”

I hold up my hand to stop him from saying anything else. “I can fix this,” I promise.

This time, I mean it.

Outside, on our freshly painted patio, I call Victoria. She answers with her typical drawl and a polite yawn. It’s her way of telling me I’m calling too early. But we have no time to waste.

I tell her what happened.

Victoria doesn’t interrupt me once. I hear her breathing in the background as I tearfully ask for Dominic’s help in mentioning what an upstanding person Julian is to the sheriff. To the judge. To literally anyone they know who has any influence at the Greyhaven Police Department.

“We’re just such great friends,” I say. “I know you’d never judge someone for the mistakes they make behind closed doors.” I pause before adding, “And neither would I.”

Silence lingers between us for a moment.

“It’s no problem,” she says casually. “Dominic loves Julian. He’ll be happy to help.”

Naomi comes next. Unlike Victoria, she doesn’t need to know all the details. But I tell her enough.

“Julian’s reputation is so important to his work,” I say. “He’s spent years perfecting it. The article could ruin him. Could ruin us.” I sniffle. “You know how important it is to maintain a good image.”

“Of course,” she says. “Daniel can have it down by lunchtime.”

I hang up to go tell Julian the good news. I want to believe my friends helped us out of the goodness of their hearts. But I know, deep down, these women know it’s beneficial to have future favors due.

While I drink my morning cup of coffee, I call the security office. To my surprise, there’s been an issue with their footage. All the evidence from that evening has somehow been deleted. A mistake with Belladonna Estates’ HOA manager. They reassure me he’s been put on probation and apologize for the inconvenience.

“It’s fate,” I tell Julian.

“It’s too easy,” he argues.

Maybe. But we’ve done all we can do.

“We should go out,” I suggest. “Let people see us.”

He agrees. Acting suspiciously or antisocially could implicate us further. It’s best to act as if nothing has happened. So, Julian goes to the driving range with Daniel, and I go to the park with Juliet to meet Naomi and Victoria.

I feel sorry for Camila when she gets hysterical at the playground. I really do. But she shouldn’t have gotten involved in all of this. She shouldn’t have kept asking questions when I made it clear I could give her no answers. And she certainly shouldn’t have gone after Charlotte Sterling.

Victoria puts her in her place. But as Camila casts one last desperate look my way, I can’t help but feel pity for her. She’s innocent in all of this, but somehow, she let Erica get her claws into her.

And I know, better than anyone, how impossible it is to get them out.
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The evening sky is awash with pink, yellow, and orange. Wispy purple clouds float lazily across the horizon, just above the tree line in our backyard. Julian and I sit side by side on our patio chairs, watching Juliet in the grass. She blows into her bubble wand, eyes widening as the bubble grows from the other side.

It bounces on the wand, reflecting the setting sun, before it takes off into the gentle breeze. Juliet chases after it, her carefree laughter flying into the wind. My heart lifts. I turn to look at my husband. His eyes are closed. His head is tilted back, nose in the air.

I am reminded of Erica yesterday in the lake.

I should feel guilt, shouldn’t I? To watch someone die when you could’ve done something is not a natural thing. But Erica was relentless. She was dangerous. If I had helped her or let her live, nothing would’ve stopped her from coming after Juliet and me.

It was really her obsession that got her killed. Her insistence on living in a fantasy and her inability to let Julian go ended in her own demise. Feeling guilty won’t change that.

So I let myself enjoy the sunset, feeling a peace I haven’t known for years.

I feel a swell of gratitude for my great neighbors. Good ones are those who pick up mail and feed pets when others go on vacation. They’re reliable for occasional childcare or a cup of sugar. But great neighbors keep secrets. Great neighbors help you when you’re in trouble.

Now, life can go back to normal. I can sleep easily knowing that my family is safe. That Juliet will have a happy, long, and fulfilling life without having to worry about some crazy red-haired lady coming after her.

As for Julian?

With the video footage gone, the news articles de-indexed, and a good word from Dominic Sterling, I think he’s in the clear.


FORTY-FOUR
MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 14
7 DAYS AFTER LABOR DAY



CAMILA

“The HOA manager’s been arrested,” Adriana says. “Apparently, they found blood all over his office and car. Erica’s blood.” Her eyes are shiny with tears. “I don’t know why or how, but…”

She plays with the threading on the pillow she’s holding in her arms. I swallow against my dry throat, eyes watering. Because, as awful as this story is, I understand it. More than Adriana even realizes. Protecting my family will always come first. Ensuring the safety of my husband and my daughter is the highest priority for me. And like Adriana, I would do anything to maintain it.

She won’t meet my eye, and I can feel my dread building at the bottom of my spine. Because I also realize something else.

I am a loose thread.

“I understand,” I finally say.

She looks up, and I can see the relief swimming in her wide blue eyes.

“You do?” she asks in surprise.

I nod. “You protected your family,” I say with a shrug. “I think most people would do the same in your situation.”

Absentmindedly, her fingers come to her ribs — likely where her scar is. She touches it gently.

“You really think that?” she asks.

“I really do,” I say. “You didn’t do anything wrong. In fact, you probably did less than most people would’ve.”

“Just the idea of her coming back,” she says, shaking her head. “I couldn’t…” Tears spill out now as she closes her eyes. “You must think I’m an awful person.”

“No. I don’t. If you’re a bad person, then I’m an even worse one.”

Her eyes pop open. She meets my gaze, her brows raised in question.

“It’s probably time for me to tell you why we came here in the first place,” I say.

I hadn’t planned on coming clean.

But now feels as good a time as any.


FORTY-FIVE
WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 14
7 MONTHS BEFORE LABOR DAY



CAMILA

I haven’t been able to sleep.

What my mother and Stefan did to Valentina has settled into my brain like a tumor, leeching into everything I do. I see them lurking around every corner. Waiting for us at the daycare, at the supermarket, at the pharmacy. I am constantly on alert. I hear and see things that aren’t there.

I am starting to scare Alejandro.

Around lunchtime, I ask my boss if I can go home early. I never ask, and she seems genuinely worried about me. But I don’t go home.

I take the route back to my mother’s apartment.

I shouldn’t be seeking them out. I know this. But there’s an itch I can’t scratch, something I know that needs to be done.

I wait in my car, positioned perfectly so I can see who comes in and out of that yellowed vestibule. People come and go. Some get into cars; some walk the sidewalk. After half an hour has passed, I wonder if I should just go home.

And then I see her.

My mother hobbles out of the building. She looks so much older than she should, with her staggering gait and wrinkled face. She’s wearing a pair of purple scrubs beneath a faded jacket. I feel a sharp stab of pity. To my knowledge, Stefan does not work. He never has. My mother provided for us. He has always been unashamed of leeching off others in more ways than one.

I watch my mother climb into the same tired Camry she’s had for at least a decade. The car starts with a sputtering engine, and she takes off down the road. I duck, but there’s no need. She’s not looking for me.

Story of my life.

Stefan comes out of the apartment building five minutes later. He’s wearing a cap that shields his eyes and a large, oversized jacket that reaches his knees. Sunglasses cover most of his weathered face. He looks like he’s trying to hide.

He hurries down the front steps and takes the sidewalk in the opposite direction.

I know I shouldn’t, but I follow anyway. We travel nearly twelve city blocks before we reach a playground area. There is a jungle gym, a set of swings, and a large basketball court. It’s crawling with small children.

Stefan sits on a nearby bench and watches.

I watch him. Within ten minutes, he’s shifting beneath his coat, and I swallow my sick before I turn to go back to my car. I’ve seen enough. I don’t want to know what’s going on behind those sunglasses and beneath that large, oversized jacket.

But I do. Because I know better than anyone how depraved he is.

Taking Valentina from her daycare had not been a one-off thing. It had not been an accident or something to ease my mother’s sadness. It was Stefan’s doing. I’m sure of it. And now that he’s seen Valentina and knows she is my spitting image, he is probably fantasizing about all the things he wants to do to her in that bedroom with the cracked wall. Just like he did to me.

He will strike again. Maybe he already has.

But I won’t let anything happen to my daughter.

I pick Valentina up that afternoon, and we wait for Alejandro to come home. We have dinner. We put our daughter to bed. We watch a television show and eat bowls of ice cream. I keep glancing at the clock on my phone. My mother normally works twelve-hour shifts, so I should have until midnight.

Alejandro and I go to sleep around ten. But I don’t close my eyes. I wait until his breathing slows, until I can hear him lightly snoring, and then I sneak out to the car.

The streets are mostly empty at this time of night, but I manage to find a parking spot a few blocks away. Despite the time, the city still feels alive. Streetlights illuminate the dirty sidewalk, highlighting every crack. Windows are dimly lit behind curtains. Televisions play, shadows move, and the insides of the buildings breathe in a way only the city can. A smattering of people hang out on their stoops. A few people walk the sidewalks, hooting and hollering, too loud to be considerate.

I avoid the front of my mother’s building and instead take a thin, dark alley that leads to the back, which features more windows and a flimsy fire escape. Two dumpsters rest against the brick structure beside an emergency exit door. It smells like urine back here. The only light comes from people’s windows.

I check my watch. It is 10:23.

My mother is a creature of habit, but Stefan is too. She admonished him for years about smoking cigarettes, but given the state of their apartment the last time I saw it, I know she’d finally given up. He will come out onto the fire escape and light up his evening cigarillo, like he always has.

Then, I will need to move quickly.

My heartbeat speeds up at the thought. There’s enough time to reconsider. To turn around, get back in my car, and go home.

But I don’t.

Seven minutes later, on the dot, I hear the window slide up.

The light is dim enough that he cannot see me down here. I watch the third floor as he clambers out of my mother’s living room window and onto the fire escape. I wait until he lights the tobacco.

And then I move.

Here, people work strange hours, like my mom, so I have no trouble getting inside their building.

My skin prickles at the thought of being here the last time. That fear was so pervasive and consuming, I can still feel it radiating now.

I take the elevator this time. It smells like old soup and sweat. The overhead fluorescent is somehow both bright and dim, flickering so much that it makes me feel dizzy.

The elevator chimes. I step out on the third floor.

I briefly assess my body, surprised to feel so calm. My heart beats evenly. My breath comes normally. I’m on alert, but not tense. In fact, I feel so sure of what I’m about to do that I’m not even considering fear.

My mother leaves a spare key beneath her and Stefan’s welcome mat. It was there for me when I was a teenager, so I could get inside the apartment. I was always forgetting to bring mine with me. When I lift the mat, it’s still there, waiting for me.

Like I said, creature of habit.

I am quiet as I stick the key in the lock and turn the handle. I don’t want Stefan getting spooked, thinking it’s my mother coming home early.

Inside, I close the door behind me. I creep through the tidy kitchen and into the living room. The window is pulled up, the cool breeze sweeping the rich, smoky aroma back into the apartment. Stefan always thought he was good at hiding his filthy habits. But I always noticed. How could you not?

Anxiety has caught up to me. My heart is in my throat, and I can feel sweat at the back of my neck, despite the cold winter air. I approach the window on my tiptoes. My heart pounds like a pair of hummingbird wings.

I hesitate. And then I remind myself of the truth.

I am protecting Valentina. Younger me. Anyone he’s hurt since. And all the potential kids he might hurt in the future.

Stefan leans lazily over the railing, looking down at the concrete. Smoke billows up past his head, drifting off into the night sky until it disappears. He sucks in. The end of his cigarillo burns red.

I’m not sure if he sees me when I step out onto the ledge. There’s not enough time. The space is so small that he’s easy to slam into. The fire escape creaks precariously. The cigarillo falls from his hand. His body is pressed up against the railing. I feel a bone crack.

He yells in surprise, twisting his neck to look over his shoulder.

I’m too quick. I crouch, lifting him with my shoulder. His body is so thin and frail that he feels like a feather, and before I know it, he’s tumbling over the ledge.

Time slows. I peer down at him as he falls, his body twisting, arms reaching out to catch anything but air. His face contorts in fear, eyes wide and pleading. I watch him fall without sympathy.

I want the last thing he sees to be me so that he knows: you don’t get to be this evil without consequences.

His body lands with a sickening thud on the concrete. Blood oozes from his broken skull, shimmering in the moonlight. His lifeless eyes stare up at the sky. He lies in a dark heap at the bottom of the building beside the dumpster.

It’s an appropriate place for him.

On autopilot, I climb back through the window. I lock the door, wipe the key with my shirt, and put it back under the mat. I can wash my hands clean of this. I can rest easy now, knowing he will never pursue my daughter again. I can⁠—

“Camila?”

My mother’s voice carries down the hallway. I am suddenly seven years old again, being scolded by her in the kitchen. I straighten, arms at my side, and turn slowly.

“Cami, what are you doing here?” she asks, approaching.

I taste bile in my throat. She will know. She will see what I’ve done. She will never forgive me.

Maybe that’s okay. Because I’ll never forgive her, either.

I dart past her in the hall and take the stairs all the way down to the ground level, two at a time. By the time I get back to my car, I am shivering so hard my teeth clatter together. Once again, fear plagues me, hovering in my peripheral vision. I imagine police on every corner. My mother, pointing her finger at me. And even though I know it’s not real, I feel like I can hear her screaming.

But when I arrive back home, I have no trouble sleeping.


FORTY-SIX
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CAMILA

“My mother was relentless in trying to put me away for his murder,” I tell Adriana. “But he’d been drunk that night. There was no proof that I’d done anything. They ruled it an accident.” I sigh, rubbing my hands between my knees. “Instead of murder, I was officially charged with breaking and entering. I spent a few days in jail before the judge heard my case, but I was let off on probation and a few fines. It’s why I haven’t been working since we moved here. With a record, it’s so hard to find a job.”

I’m afraid to meet Adriana’s eyes. The only person who’s ever known what happened that night was Alejandro. And now, Adriana Callas.

“Afterwards, I was still seeing things. Stefan’s ghost. My mother hiding, waiting to get revenge on me. I ended up seeing a psychiatrist who put me on anti-anxiety medication and an antipsychotic for a while to even me out. We moved here. And…” I shrug. “You know the rest.”

Finally, I meet my friend’s eyes. Her mouth is slightly open, her cheeks bright red. She’s still holding the pillow in her lap.

“Did your mom ever…you know⁠—?”

“Believe me?”

She nods.

“No,” I say. “I haven’t talked to her since.”

“Oh, Camila…”

Adriana drops the pillow she’s holding and gets up, closing the space between us. She sits beside me on the loveseat and pulls me into her arms.

There’s a sense of relief in being this vulnerable, but my confession is also selfish. I don’t want to be a loose end in the Callas’s story.

After all, Adriana would do whatever she needed to in order to protect her family.

“Thank you,” she says, pulling away from me. She swipes at the tears staining her cheeks and sniffs. “I’m so sorry. For both of us.”

“Me too. But those things don’t define us. We did what we had to do. Those people left us no choice.”

She nods. “For our families.”

“Anything for our families.”

I have shelved my guilt since Stefan’s death. Between probation, psychiatrist visits, and what he did to me as a child, I’ve more than made up for my crime. But as hard as I tried to let the past stay there, the guilt resurfaces every so often. I have to remind myself that sometimes, when people are relentless in their pursuit of evil, the only right decision is to let them succumb to it.

“You know,” Adriana says, meeting my gaze. “Despite all that’s happened, Belladonna Estates really is a safe community.”

I raise my brows in question. “Really?” I laugh.

She swallows, then leans forward, almost eagerly. “We protect our own,” she whispers. “Everyone has secrets. Everyone has a past. But being neighbors doesn’t just mean we’re only there for each other for the little things. It means we protect each other. No matter what.” She places her hands in her lap and smiles up at me. “Now, you’re one of us, Camila. And we’ll protect you, too.”

I smile back.

I think I believe her.
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CAMILA

“¡Mami!” Valentina calls from her bedroom.

“Yes?” I dip my head back from the breakfast bar where I’ve laid out the snacks. She stands in the middle of the hallway, a wide grin spread across her face.

“My room is clean! Come and look.”

“Okay, baby.”

She’s right. Her room is the cleanest I’ve seen it in months. She’s set up all her stuffed animals at the head of her bed. The sheets are tucked tight; the canopy perfectly smoothed around the bedposts. Her hamper is hidden behind her closet doors. Even her dollhouse is tidy. She smiles at me proudly.

“Wow,” I say. “It looks great!”

“Do you think they’ll like it?”

“I think they’ll love it.”

As if on cue, our doorbell rings. Valentina’s brown eyes widen, and then she jumps up and down, hopping from one foot to the other.

“They’re here, they’re here!”

“Let’s go get them!”

We race each other down the hallway to the stairs. Valentina bolts down first, opening the door wide to three smiling little girls who greet her with hugs and shrieks. Valentina leads Charlotte, Juliet, and Poppy past me, up the stairs, and into her room before I can even get a word in edge wise.

“Hi,” says Naomi, distracted, giving me a half-hug before she climbs the stairs.

“Camila,” says Victoria. “What a cute house!” I don’t roll my eyes, even though I want to. We air-kiss each other before she follows Naomi upstairs.

“Hi,” says Adriana. We give each other a big, genuine hug.

Things with the housewives have improved greatly over the last few weeks. After a number of tearful apologies and half-confessions, Victoria and I made peace with each other. I apologized profusely to Charlotte, who seemed to have already forgotten the entire encounter. Naomi, in true Naomi fashion, was completely unbothered by it all and more interested in knowing when Valentina and I would be attending the next playgroup.

We offered to host.

Adriana and I have spoken almost every day since our tearful confessions. Most days we walk around the lake, and sometimes we go out for coffee. In all honesty, I don’t care what we do. It’s just nice having a friend that I enjoy spending time with. Someone who knows my darkest secrets. Someone I can be myself around.

Because we share more than our trauma. We share deep morals. The understanding that we would both do whatever it takes to keep our families safe. We share an understanding that holding onto each other’s deepest, darkest secrets is a responsibility. We have vowed to protect each other.

No matter what.

The HOA manager was officially charged with Erica’s disappearance. While searching his house, they found evidence of previous unsolved murders. After that, the case was closed with no further investigation. Julian’s stellar reputation was maintained.

I show off the snacks I’ve put together. It’s nothing fancy, just a fruit and veggie plate, some cheese and crackers, and a queso dip. But the ladies go crazy over it, filling their plates as I pour wine and lemonade.

We sit in my living room, eating snacks, while Victoria talks about the next event at the elementary school.

“A Welcome to Fall soireé,” Victoria gushes.

Naomi rolls her eyes. “What do we need to do this time?”

“¡Mami!” Valentina rushes out, the three other girls behind her.

“What?” I say, mouth full of cheese.

“We made up a dance! We want to show you!” The other girls nod eagerly.

“Oooh,” says Naomi, holding up her camera. “Let’s see.”

Valentina grabs for my phone and navigates to Spotify, where she puts on her new favorite song. “Press play when I say,” she tells me, then leaves the important job in my somewhat capable hands.

The girls are dressed up with feather boas and tiaras from Valentina’s play chest. They all turn around, giggling as they strike their poses. I wrinkle my nose playfully at the rest of the women, who are smiling widely, eyes shining with pride.

“Okay, mami!” Valentina says.

I hit play.

The pop ballad starts. We boogie on the couch, and once they’re finished with their incredible number, we laugh, clap, and holler so loud I think the neighbors might hear us.

My living room is filled with joy. With neighbors and friends we’ve met. With love and music. With people I have vowed to protect. For the first time in my life, I finally feel at ease.

This is our home. These are our friends. In Belladonna Estates, we protect our own.

No matter what.

THE END.
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THE SECRETS OF BELLADONNA ESTATES

SHE DESERVED IT

by Rita Maxil

A dead girl. A daughter accused of murder. A mother who will do anything to save her.

After years of watching her daughter suffer through relentless bullying, Rachel Ellison is desperate to give Avery a better life. As a single mom, she’s worked hard to afford their move to the exclusive Belladonna Estates. Finally, they have the fresh start they deserve. 

Until a rich girl winds up dead at a party. And Avery becomes the prime suspect. 

Rachel knows her docile daughter isn’t a killer. She can’t be. But Avery doesn’t remember what happened that night, and she has no alibi. Evidence piles up against her. Before Avery can defend herself, the neighbors have already decided she’s guilty.

To save her daughter’s future, Rachel must decide how far she’s willing to go. But the closer she gets to the truth, the more she risks losing it all. Including the daughter she’s so desperate to protect. 

A twisty domestic psychological thriller filled with dark secrets, family betrayal, morally gray women, wealthy neighborhoods, shocking twists, and impossible choices. Perfect for fans of domestic suspense where no one can be trusted.

Now available for preorder.
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