
The Wife Upstairs (Rachel Hawkins)

The Wife Upstairs by Rachel Hawkins is a twisty, suspenseful thriller that keeps you guessing until the very
end. Set in a wealthy neighborhood, it follows Bea, a woman who returns home after being presumed dead,
and the tangled secrets surrounding her husband’s new lover. With sharp twists, dark secrets, and complex
characters, this book is perfect for fans of psychological thrillers and gripping mysteries.

Chapter 1

On a dreary February day, amidst relentless rain, the protagonist drives from Center Point to Mountain Brook
to fulfill her duty as a dog walker in the affluent Thornfield Estates. The journey begins at the Reeds’
household, where Mrs. Reed expresses a performative sympathy for the protagonist having to walk her collie,
Bear, in such unpleasant weather. This act underscores the primary concern in Thornfield Estates:
appearances.

Mrs. Reed's disingenuous empathy contrasts sharply with the protagonist's indifference towards her and the
superficiality of the residents' charitable endeavors, which seem more about social status than genuine
philanthropy. The protagonist, equipped with a pragmatic army-green raincoat against the rain, sets out with
Bear, pondering on the luxurious yet hollow lifestyle of her employers versus her own modest living
conditions.

Her observations reveal a stark disparity; while every McMansion boasts lush backyards rendering dog
walkers technically unnecessary, the demand for such services is driven by desire rather than need,
highlighting the extravagance that defines the community. Not only does Mrs. Reed live in a lavish home far
too large for mere inhabitants, but this opulence is mirrored throughout the estate. The protagonist reflects on
her employment with various families within the neighborhood, such as the McLarens, the Clarks, and Tripp
Ingraham, noting the token gestures of respect afforded to her as the help — a shallow attempt by the wealthy
to assuage their guilt.

As she navigates the neighborhood, the contrast between the manicured perfection of Thornfield Estates and
the drab reality of her apartment becomes evident. Despite her attempts to beautify her small, leaky
apartment, it cannot compare to the vibrant, meticulously maintained homes she services. The neighborhood,
alive with the buzz of maintenance crews, stands in stark opposition to her own simple existence. Even as she
muses on the luxury of a Burberry jacket she saw at Mrs. Clark's, the protagonist is sharply aware of the
chasm between her world and that of her employers — a chasm underscored by her rain-soaked, pragmatic
attire and a yearning for something better amidst the affluence that surrounds her.

Chapter 2

surrounding. Bear tugs at the leash again, as if alerting me, but my gaze is fixated on the man who now, for a
moment, takes off his sunglasses revealing sharp, concerned eyes.

"My car," he starts, gaze shifting from me to the crumpled metal of his sports car leaning against the
streetlight. "Are you sure you're okay?" His concern seems genuine, but there's an underlying tension, a silent
acknowledgment of the cost of the accident.



I scramble to my feet, brushing off the rain-soaked debris, feeling a twinge of embarrassment mixed with
anxiety. “I think so. I’m sorry about your car,” I manage to say, voice shaky. Bear, sensing the change in
tone, quiets down but stays alert.

"It's just a car," he replies, but his eyes linger on the damaged vehicle with a hint of regret. "The important
thing is you're not hurt." Despite his reassured words, the seriousness of the situation hangs between us like
the rain-soaked air.

We exchange a few more words, an awkward dance of apologies and reassurances. He introduces himself as
Alex, a name that feels out of place in Thornfield Estates, too simple, too normal.

As we stand there, the difference between us couldn't be more glaring—the luxury and excess of Thornfield
Estates and my simple existence just outside its reach. Yet, here Alex stands, amidst the wreckage of his
expensive car, concerned more about my well-being than the material loss.

Before we part, he brushes off the incident with a nonchalance that belies the expensive taste evident in his
attire and damaged car. "These things happen," he says with a half-smile. "Let me know if you need
anything. And please be more careful next time."

As he drives away, his car now emitting a sad, uneven hum, I'm left standing in the rain, Bear by my side,
pondering the unexpected encounter. It’s a glimpse into the complexities and contradictions within
Thornfield Estates, a place of luxury SUVs and carefully manicured lawns, yet also of genuine concern in
unexpected circumstances.
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PART VI
BEA

NOVEMBER, FOUR MONTHS AFTER BLANCHE
Eddie didn’t hesitate today.
He came right in and sat down next to me, his thigh touching mine. When he said, “Are you okay
up here?” I could smell the mint on his breath.
For some reason, that made it easier. Knowing he’d brushed his teeth before coming to see me,
that he was expecting—hoping?—for this.
But then I’d gotten ready, too. I don’t have much in the way of makeup in here, but I’d taken a
shower, pinched my cheeks to put some color in them, brushed my hair. It was a little longer now,
closer to how it looked when we first met, and I figured that could only help with what I needed to
do.
Ever since that last visit, when the look on his face changed as soon as I mentioned Hawaii, I’d
known we would end up here, that the easiest and best way of keeping myself alive, reminding him
that he needed me, was through the one thing that had never let us down.
Sex.
But it’s one thing to consider seducing the man who murdered your best friend, the man who’s
keeping you locked up, the man you thought you knew, the man you married.



It’s another thing to go through with it.
I took his hand in mine, feeling the calluses on his palms, remembering that I’d always liked that
about him, how he worked with his hands, how he wasn’t like the Tripp Ingrahams of the world with
their soft, pale fingers.
He was beautiful.
He always had been.
I focused on that, taking a deep breath as I let my fingers run over his knuckles.
I couldn’t think about those hands on Blanche, couldn’t think about them pulling me into this room.
Instead, I thought of all the times I’d wanted those hands on me, the times I’d thought I’d die if he
didn’t touch me.
It had been like that, right from the start.
“Bea, what are you doing?” he murmured as I leaned closer, letting my lips brush the shell of his
ear.
“I miss you,” I answered, and realized all at once that it was true.
I did miss him.
Not the Eddie who killed Blanche. I didn’t know that Eddie. But the Eddie from before, the one
who had swept me off my feet with his easy smiles, his charm, the way he’d known exactly what I
wanted before I knew it myself.
I focused on those early days now. Before we moved here, before things went darker than I knew
they could.
“Do you remember that first night in Hawaii?” I asked him, rising up from the bed to stand in front
of him, my hands on his shoulders.
His own hands easily came to rest on my waist, almost like a reflex.
“I invited myself to your room,” he said as I slid my hands from his shoulders, down his chest,
moving even closer so that he had to open his legs to let me step between them. “You said you
weren’t that kind of girl.”
The corner of his mouth kicked up a little at that, a dimple deepening, and I leaned down to kiss
that spot, feeling him suck in his breath.
“I wasn’t,” I said. “Until you.”
Then I kissed him.
This part was so much easier than I thought it would be, maybe because kissing Eddie had always
been one of my favorite things.
Or maybe because as I re-created that first night for us, it was easy for me to slip into it, too. I
wanted Eddie to forget where we were, what had happened, what he’d done, but I was doing it, too.
Forgetting.
Slipping.
His mouth under mine made that so easy, and I wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling him in,
my fingers in his hai—
“No, no, Jesus, Bea, this is fucked up.”
Eddie pushed me away, his breath coming fast.
I stepped back from the bed as he stood up, nearly stumbling in his haste to get to his feet.
His face was red, his eyes almost glassy as he raked a hand through his hair.
“We can’t,” Eddie said, and my heart sank.
“I shouldn’t have come today,” he continued, moving past me. “I don’t know what the fuck I was
thinking, I don’t know—”
I reached for him before he could walk out, and he stopped, looking down at my fingers loosely
cuffing his wrist. The energy in the room shifted, tightened, and sharpened.
Moving toward him, I cupped his face in my hand and he didn’t turn away.
“It’s okay,” I told him, my voice soft. “It’s okay.”
“It’s not,” he protested, but he didn’t move, and I leaned in.
“If you really don’t want to, we don’t have to,” I said, keeping my voice steady. “But I want to. I
want you to understand that. I want this, Eddie. I want you.”



And I did.
I honestly did.
Which was maybe the worst part of all of it.
There was no holding back when I kissed him this time, no tentative testing of lips and tongue. I
kissed him like I had that very first night, and he gave in, like I’d known he would.
It was amazing, really, how easy it was. How quickly our bodies remembered each other.
You love me, I told him with every kiss, every touch, every gasp.
Remember that you love me, that what we have is good and right and worth something.
Remember you’re mine.
But in trying to make him remember all that, I’m remembering, too.
How good he feels. How much I loved him.
Reader, I fucked him.
And when it was over and we lay in the bed, sweat still sticking his skin to mine, something about
the quiet made me reach out, tracing my finger over his heart. “You know that I still love you,” I said,
my voice barely above a whisper. “You know I’d never do anything to hurt you.”
I wanted him to hear what I was trying to say. If you let me out, I’ll never tell what happened.
We’ll figure it out.
But it was the wrong thing to say.
Eddie sighed heavily, pulling away from me and reaching for his clothes, still in a pile beside the
bed.
I could see in the stiffness of his movements that I’d pushed too far. He’d heard what I was saying,
and he didn’t like it.
And when he walked out without another word, I wondered if I was going to have to start all over
again.

Bea had put that moment with Eddie and Blanche out of her mind when she sees them at lunch in
the village.
She was supposed to be at the Southern Manors offices in nearby Homewood, but she’d wanted
to drop by one of the Mountain Brook boutiques and see what was in the front windows.
Instead, she sees her husband and her best friend sitting at one of the café tables, laughing
over salads like they’re in a fucking Cialis commercial, and the anger nearly chokes her, shocking
in its force.
It isn’t just the two of them together—it’s that it’s so public, that anyone can see them, that
people will see them, and they’ll talk.
People might even feel sorry for her.
She stands there on the sidewalk underneath an awning, shielded by her sunglasses, and in her
mind, Bea can see other faces turned to her, other expressions of pity with just a touch of
schadenfreude, and suddenly her hands are shaking, and her feet are moving and she’s crossing the
street to stand in front of their table, taking a small, savage delight in the way they both flinch at
her bright greeting.
There are blueprints on the table between them. Eddie’s contracting business (the business she
paid for, the one she gave him) is doing an addition on Blanche’s house. It’s all innocent really.
Just a friendly working lunch to go over some details.
But it’s not just this lunch. It’s that ever since Blanche came up with this idea for Eddie to
renovate her house, Eddie has been there all the time.
Or Blanche has been at Bea’s house, sitting on the back deck with Eddie, drinking Bea’s wine
and showing Eddie some Pinterest board of her “dream kitchen.”
And Eddie just smiles at her, indulges her.
Takes her out to lunch, apparently.
“You embarrassed me,” Eddie tells her later, the two of them making dinner in the kitchen
together, Bea on her third glass of wine, the stereo up just a little too loud. “Actually,” he goes on,
“you embarrassed yourself.”
Bea doesn’t answer because she knows that will infuriate him, and it does.



With a huff, Eddie tosses the kitchen towel he’d had on his shoulder to the counter and heads
out to the back deck, taking her glass of wine with him.
They don’t talk about it again, but the next time Blanche and Bea have coffee, Blanche is all
apologies and brittle smiles and then—
“You always overreact, Bea.”
Bea thinks about that for a long time, that tossed-off statement as Blanche scraped the
whipped cream off her coffee with a wooden stirrer, the slight bite in the words, the implied
judgement.
But two days later, Bea picks up Eddie’s phone—he doesn’t password lock it, wouldn’t even
think to, which is classic Eddie—and sees the text.
It’s a selfie of Blanche. Nothing sultry or sexy, nothing tacky, but a shot of her face pulling an
exaggerated frown.
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“Since when does Eddie Rochester have a dog?”
Mrs. Clark—Emily, I’m actually supposed to call her by her first name—is smiling.
She’s always smiling, probably to show off those perfect veneers that must have cost a fortune.
Emily is just as thin as Mrs. Reed and just as rich, but rather than Mrs. Reed’s cute sweater sets,
Emily is always wearing expensive athletic wear. I’m not sure if she actually goes to the gym, but she
spends every second looking like she’s waiting for a yoga class to break out. She’s holding a
monogrammed coffee thermos now, the E printed in bold pink on a floral background, and even with
that smile, I don’t miss the hard look in her eyes. One thing growing up in the foster system taught me
was to watch people’s eyes more than you listened to what they said. Mouths were good at lying, but
eyes usually told the truth.
“He just got her,” I reply. “Last week, I think.”
I knew it had been last week because Eddie had been as good as his word. He’d adopted the Irish
setter puppy, Adele, the day after we met. I’d started walking her the next day, and apparently Emily
had seen me because her first question this morning had been, “Whose dog were you walking
yesterday?”
Emily sighs and shakes her head, one fist propped on a narrow hip. Her rings catch the light,
sending sprays of little rainbows over her white cabinets. She has a lot of those rings, so many she
can’t wear them all.
So many she hasn’t noticed that one, a ruby solitaire, went missing two weeks ago.
“Maybe that’ll help,” she says, and then she leans in a little closer, like she’s sharing a secret.
“His wife died, you know,” she says, the words almost a whisper. Her voice drops to nearly
inaudible on died, like just saying the word out loud will bring death knocking at her door or
something. “Or at least, we presume. She’s been missing for six months, so it’s not looking good.”
“I heard that,” I say, nonchalant, like I hadn’t gone home last night and googled Blanche Ingraham,
like I hadn’t sat in the dark of my bedroom and read the words, Also missing and presumed dead is
Bea Rochester, founder of the Southern Manors retail empire.
And that I hadn’t then looked up Bea Rochester’s husband.
Edward.



Eddie.
The joy that had bloomed in my chest reading that article had been a dark and ugly thing, the sort
of emotion I knew I wasn’t supposed to feel, but I couldn’t really make myself care. He’s free, she’s
gone, and now I have an excuse to see him every week. An excuse to be in that gorgeous home in this
gorgeous neighborhood.
“It was so. Sad,” Emily drawls, apparently determined to hash out the entire thing for me. Her
eyes are bright now. Gossip is currency in this neighborhood, and she’s clearly about to make it rain.
“Bea and Blanche were like this.” Twisting her index and middle finger together, she holds them
up to my face. “They’d been best friends forever, too. Since they were, like, little bitty.”
I nod, as if I have any idea what it’s like to have a best friend. Or to have known someone since I
was little bitty.
“Eddie and Bea had a place down at Smith Lake, and Blanche and Tripp used to go down there
with them all the time. But the boys weren’t there when it happened.”
The boys. Like they’re seventh graders and not men in their thirties.
“I don’t even know why they took the boat out because Bea didn’t really like it. That was always
Eddie’s thing, but I bet he never gets on a boat again.”
She’s watching me again, her dark eyes narrowed a little, and I know she wants me to say
something, or to look shocked or maybe even eager. It’s no fun to spill gossip if the recipient seems
bored, so that’s why I keep my face completely neutral, no more interest than if we were talking about
the weather.
It’s satisfying, watching her strive to get a reaction out of me.
“That all sounds really awful,” I offer up.
Lowering her voice, Emily leans in even closer. “They still don’t even really know what
happened. The boat was found out in the middle of the lake, no lights on. Blanche’s and Bea’s things
were all still inside the house. Police think they must’ve had too much to drink and decided to take the
boat out, but then fallen overboard. Or one fell and the other tried to help her.”
Another head shake. “Just real, real sad.”
“Right,” I say, and this time, it’s a little harder to fake not caring. There’s something about that
image, the boat in the dark water, one woman scrabbling against the side of the boat, the other leaning
down to help her only to fall in, too …
But it must not show on my face because Emily’s smile is more a grimace now, and there’s
something a little robotic in her shrug as she says, “Well, it was tough on all of us, really. A blow to
the whole neighborhood. Tripp is just a mess, but I guess you know that.”
Again, I don’t say anything. Mess does not even begin to describe Tripp. Just the other day, he
asked if I’d start packing up some of his wife’s things for him, since he can’t bring himself to do it. I
was going to refuse because spending any more time in that house seems like a fucking nightmare, but
he’s offered to pay me double, so I’m thinking about it.
Now I just watch Emily with a bland expression. Finally, she sighs and says, “Anyway, if Eddie’s
getting a dog, maybe that’s a sign that he’s moving on. He didn’t seem to take it as hard as Tripp did,
but then he didn’t depend on Bea like Tripp did on Blanche. I swear, that boy couldn’t go to the
bathroom before asking Blanche if she thought that was a good idea. Eddie wasn’t like that with Bea,
but god, he was broken up.”
Her dark hair brushes her shoulder blades as she swings her head to look at me again. “He was
crazy about her. We all were.”
I fight down the bitter swell in my chest, thinking back to the one photo I pulled up of Bea
Rochester on my laptop. She was strikingly beautiful, but Eddie is handsome, more so than most of
the husbands around here, so it’s not a surprise that they were a matched set.

Chapter 19
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The casseroles start showing up the next day.
First, it’s Caroline McLaren with chicken Divan and a big hug. “Oh god, this is all just so awful,”
she says, before tapping the foil covering her glass dish and saying, “And this can’t go through a
dishwasher.”
Emily and Campbell are just a couple of hours behind her. They bring three big paper bags full of
things from the gourmet store in the village, the place that makes the fancy dinners you can pass off as
your own.
As I stack the foil containers in the freezer, Emily and Campbell sit at the island, sipping the iced
coffees they’d brought with them, which is kind of a shame because I already feel like drinking today.
I know they’re just dying to ask a thousand questions, and I could use the fortification.
“How’s Eddie holding up?” Emily asks when I close the freezer and turn back to them. Outside,
it’s started to rain, and I think back to that first day I met Eddie, the gray skies, the slick roads.
“Not great,” I reply. “I think he’s still in shock, really.”
“We all are,” Campbell says, stabbing her straw into her drink. “I mean … it just never occurred
to any of us that they’d been murdered. I’ve never known anyone who was murdered.”
For the first time, I notice that her eyes are red, and that Emily isn’t wearing any makeup, and shit.
Shit.
I was so sure they were coming over here to get the dirt, but Bea and Blanche were their friends.
Two women they’d loved whose deaths had seemed tragic, but at least accidental. Finding out that
someone had killed them had to be awful, and here I am, thinking they just want gossip.
“How are the two of you?” I ask, leaning against the counter, and they glance at each other.
“Oh, honey, this isn’t about us,” Emily says, waving her hand, but Campbell says, “Not great,
either.”
Another shared glance, and then Emily sighs, nodding. “It’s just a lot to absorb. That someone
wanted them dead, that we’ve suddenly got the police around, asking questions…”
I’m starting to get too familiar with that feeling of my stomach dropping, the icy wave that breaks
over me every time some new, ugly bit of information is revealed.
“They’re asking you questions?”
Campbell sighs as she rises. “Not yet, but I’ve got an interview scheduled with them later this
week. Em?”
Emily nods again. “Yeah, Friday for me.”
I think of the two of them, sitting in a police station, answering questions about Bea and Blanche.
About me.
Because the detectives are going to ask, aren’t they? Where did I come from, how soon did Eddie
and I start dating?
They’re going to look into whether I was around last summer or not, and suddenly I want both of
them to leave, want to huddle in a ball on the sofa until this somehow magically all goes away.
But then Emily reaches across the counter and squeezes my hand. “I just hate that you have to deal
with all this.”
My gut reaction is to snarl at her, to search her face for some sign that she’s actually loving this,
but when I look at her, there isn’t any. Her gaze is genuinely warm and sympathetic, and I think back
on all those times, sitting at lunch tables by myself, self-consciously tugging at the hem of a Salvation
Army T-shirt, knowing it never mattered what shoes people were talking about, or what CD everyone
wanted, I was never going to be able to have those things.



I’d always thought it was just the money that I wanted, but looking at Emily now, I know I’ve
wanted this, too. People to care about me. People to accept me.
And while it is weird as shit that, of all people, it would be this crew of Stepford Wives who let
me in, they had.
And I was grateful for it.
“Thanks,” I reply, squeezing back.
My phone starts ringing on the counter, and as I glance at it, both Emily and Campbell stand up.
“Get that, honey,” Emily says. “We can show ourselves out.”
I hear them make their way to the front door as I look at the screen.
A 205 number, which means Birmingham.
Which could mean the police.
If they’d found something bad, they’d be over here, I tell myself as I slide my finger across the
screen to answer the call. Sound normal. Sound calm.
“Hello?”
My voice only cracks a little on that last syllable.
“Jane.” Not the police, not Detective Laurent. John fucking Rivers.
“What do you want?”
I can practically see him smirking on the other end. “Good to talk to you, too.”
“John, I don’t—” I start, but he cuts me off.
“I know you’re busy doing whatever it is Mountain Brook housewives do, so I’ll make it quick.
The church is raising money for a new sound system, and I thought you’d like to contribute.”
I’m still so shaken up by everything else going on that at first, I don’t see the threat beneath his
words. It takes a second for my brain to turn them over and see what’s really being said.
“I thought we were good after the other day,” I reply, the fingers of my other hand curled around
the edge of the counter.
He pauses, and I hear him swallow something. I imagine him standing in the kitchen of his
apartment, drinking Mountain Dew, and fight back a shudder of revulsion because he’s not supposed
to be here. I was supposed to be able to leave him behind forever, but he keeps rising back up, the
world’s most pathetic ghost.
“Well, we were. But that detective from Phoenix called again, which was just a real hassle for
me, Jane. And I was going to ignore it, but then I saw in the paper where you and your boyfriend got
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PART II
BEA

JULY, ONE DAY AFTER BLANCHE
I don’t know who I’m writing this for.
Me, I think. A way to get this all down while it’s still fresh in my mind. I can’t let myself hope that
someone will find it. It hurts too much to hope for anything right now.
But maybe if I write everything down in black and white, some of it will start to make sense to
me, and I can keep from going crazy.
Last night was the first time I understood how easily sanity can slip right through your fingers.



Eddie included a book in the supplies he brought me, a cheap paperback I’d had since college,
and I found a pen wedged in the back of a drawer in the bedside table we carried up here just a few
months ago.
There’s something especially bizarre about this, about writing my own story over the words I read
and reread when I was younger.
But it’s even harder to write the truth.
Last night, my husband, Edward Rochester, murdered my best friend, Blanche Ingraham.
Blanche is dead. Eddie killed her. I’m locked away in our house. No matter how many times I
repeat these facts to myself, they still feel so wrong, so crazy, that I can’t help but wonder if this is all
some kind of awful hallucination. Or that maybe I drowned along with Blanche and this is hell.
That almost makes more sense than this.
But no. Blanche and I went to the lake house for the weekend, a girls’ trip that was supposed to
give us a chance to spend some time together. We’d both been so busy—me with running Southern
Manors, Blanche dealing with Tripp—and to just sit and talk with my best friend, to drink wine and
laugh like we’d been doing since we were teenagers had been … perfect. That weekend was perfect.
I’m replaying it all in my head to convince myself that there wasn’t any sign of what would
happen next.
It’s hard to untangle, you see.
I remember Eddie showing up unexpectedly, and the three of us deciding to take the boat out for a
midnight cruise. Eddie was driving, Blanche and I were dancing to the music piping out of the
speakers. Then my head was heavy, my thoughts fuzzy, and it was dark. Blanche was screaming, I was
in the water, and it was warm, warm like a bath, and I knew I had to keep swimming and swimming,
but when I got to the shore, Eddie was already there, and there was a blinding pain in my head, and
then blackness. When I opened my eyes, I was … here.
In this room.
It was Eddie’s idea to add a panic room to the third floor, after watching some 60 Minutes
episode about how they were all the rage in new construction. I’d gone along with it when he’d
renovated the house because I wanted our new home to have the best of everything, and if it made him
happy, why not?
I would’ve done anything to make Eddie happy.
And it had been his idea to make it more than just an empty space, too. He’d been the one to
suggest the bed.
“In case we get stuck in here for a while,” he’d teased, grabbing me around the waist, pulling me
close, and even though we’d been married for almost a year by that point, I felt the same thrill that had
shot through me the first night he’d kissed me.
I’d never stopped feeling that for Eddie. Maybe that’s why I’d never seen this coming. I’d been
too in love, too trusting, too—
Eddie came in as I was writing that last entry. I was able to shove the book under the bed before the
door was open, so he didn’t see that I was writing, thank god. I’m going to have to be more careful in
the future.
It’s not much consolation, but he looks awful. Eddie has always been so polished, but today his
eyes were red and his skin looked a little slack, almost gray. And as insane and fucked up as it is, for
a second, I felt sorry for him. I wanted to help him. That’s how our marriage had always gone, after
all. I was the planner, Eddie was the doer.
I waited for him to say something, for him to at least try to explain what the fuck is going on. I
probably should have screamed at him, rushed toward him, hit him. Anything.
But I just sat there, frozen.
I’d like to blame it on the lingering effects of whatever drug he slipped me and Blanche, but from
the second he’d walked in, I’d felt paralyzed with some combination of fear and shock.
All I could do was watch as he put bottles of water and packets of peanut butter crackers, plus a
couple of apples and a banana, on the table near the door, his back to me.
Eddie killed Blanche.



He killed her, and he could kill me.
Eddie, my husband, my partner. The man I thought I knew so well. Who smiled at me the day we
met with such sweetness in his eyes. Who always listened so carefully when I talked about my day,
my business, my dreams. Who remembered little, silly things—like my favorite hot sauce or how I
always liked my coffee with one regular sugar, one Splenda.
That man, my Eddie, was a murderer.
If I think too much, I feel like screaming, and I’m afraid if I start screaming, I’ll never stop, so
instead, I’m taking deep breaths, even though the pattern—in for four, hold for four, out for six—
reminds me of the yoga class Blanche and I took together just last month.
God, one month ago. It already feels like another lifetime.
Eddie didn’t speak to me, just set the food and water down, then went back out the door, and when
he was gone, I laid down on the floor and cried, shaking so hard that my teeth chattered together.
How had I married a monster and never seen it until it was too late?
FOUR DAYS AFTER BLANCHE
Today, Eddie came in again, more water, more food, and this time, I tried to talk to him, but as soon as
I said his name, he held up a hand, his face closed to me.
It was like looking at a stranger who shared Eddie’s familiar features. This cold, dangerous man
was no one I knew, and when he left, all I felt was relief. This time, there were no tears, no shaking.
Maybe writing all this down is helping after all.
SIX DAYS AFTER BLANCHE
It’s been two days since Eddie was last here, and in that time, I’ve felt myself growing calmer, saner.
I still don’t understand what his plan is, or why he’s keeping me here, why I’m not at the bottom of
the lake with Blanche. But there has to be a reason, and I’m going to figure it out.
I have to be smart.
Smarter than Eddie.
It’s the only way I’m getting out of this alive.

Bea didn’t mean to be late, but traffic was bad and the rain hadn’t helped.
By the time she slides into the booth opposite Blanche at their favorite restaurant, La Paz,
Blanche is already on her second margarita and the chip basket is nearly empty.
As soon as she sits down, Blanche signals the waiter, pointing to her glass, then to Bea, who
tries not to be annoyed. She does usually get a margarita, it’s just that tonight, she hadn’t planned
on drinking.
And she clearly doesn’t do a great job of hiding that annoyance because her voice is sharper
than she’d intended when she says, “A three margarita Tuesday, huh?”
Blanche just shrugs and drags another chip through the little blue dish of salsa. “Smoke ’em if
you got ’em!” she says, bright and, to Bea’s ears, fake.
Something has been off with Blanche lately, but Bea can’t figure out what it is. It might be
Tripp; he and Blanche have only been married a year, but there’s already a brittleness there, a
tension. Just last week, Bea went over to their house for drinks, and had to sit through two hours
of the two of them steadily chipping away at each other, flinging little barbs, little insults wrapped
in affection.
And sitting across from Blanche now, Bea sees that Blanche’s eyes look a little puffy, her skin a
little dull. She wishes she hadn’t made that crack about the third margarita.
When their drinks are set in front of them, Bea picks up the heavy glass with its salted rim and
touches it to Blanche’s. “To us,” she says. “And not drinking those sugar-bomb monstrosities from
El Calor anymore.”
That makes Blanche smile a little, as Bea had hoped it would. El Calor had been the cheap
Mexican place near Ivy Ridge, the school she and Blanche had both attended as teenagers. They’d
gone in nearly every Friday night, long before they’d turned twenty-one, and ordered the most
obnoxious margaritas on the menu, frozen concoctions that came in giant bowls and were bright
red or blue or neon green, colors that stained their lips and teeth.
Bea still has a picture of her and Blanche their senior year, sticking out their tongues for the



camera, Blanche’s purple, Bea’s scarlet, their eyes shining with alcohol and youth.
She loves that picture.
She misses those girls.
Maybe tonight is the chance to recapture a little of that?
But then, Blanche lifts her menu and Bea sees the bangle around her wrist.
Without thinking, she reaches for Blanche’s hand, and examines the bracelet. It’s pretty, a thin
silver circlet with a dainty charm—Blanche’s zodiac sign, Scorpio, picked out in diamonds.
“We have something similar to this coming out next year,” Bea says, turning Blanche’s wrist so
she can better see the bracelet. “But we did an enamel backing on the charm, and we’re offering
colored stone options. I’ll get you one.”
Blanche jerks her hand back, her elbow nearly upsetting her drink, the movement so sudden, so
aggressive, that for a beat or two, Bea doesn’t pull her own hand back and it just hovers there over
the chips and salsa.
“I like this bracelet,” Blanche says, looking at the menu and not meeting Bea’s eyes. “I don’t
need another one.”
“I just thought—” Bea starts, but then she drops it, picking up her own menu instead, even
though she always orders the same thing.
So does Blanche, but you’d think the secrets of the universe were encoded among the various
descriptions of burritos and enchiladas, that’s how intently Blanche is staring at her menu now.
The silence between them is heavy and awkward, and Bea tries to remember the last time she
felt this way around Blanche. Blanche, who’s been her best friend since she was a nervous
fourteen-year-old, away from home for the first time, trying to fit in at a new, fancy school.
Once the waiter has taken their orders—the usual for both of them, Bea’s enchiladas verdes,
Blanche’s tortilla soup—that same silence returns, and Bea wonders if she’s going to be forced to
scroll through her phone when Blanche says, “So, how’s the guy?”
Another spike of annoyance surges through Bea.
“Eddie is fine,” she says, putting extra emphasis on his first name, which, for some reason,
Blanche never wants to use. He’s always “the guy,” occasionally “that guy,” and once, at a lunch
with some of their friends from Ivy Ridge, “Bea’s little boyfriend-person.”
It was something Bea had heard Blanche say a lot over the years, her go-to dismissive phrase,
but Bea had never had it directed at her before, and she’d ended up leaving lunch early.
Now Blanche drains the rest of her margarita and repeats, “Eddie.” Folding her arms on the
table, she leans forward, the sleeve of her tunic coming dangerously close to a splotch of salsa by
her wrist. “I never trust men who go by nicknames like that,” she says. “Like. Grown men. Your
name is Robert, don’t be Bobby, for Christ’s sake, you know? Or Johnny for John.”
“Right,” Bea can’t help but reply. “Like when a guy is ‘the third’ but goes by ‘Tripp.’”
Blanche blinks at that, but then, to Bea’s surprise, laughs and sits back. “Okay, touché, you
bitch,” she says, but there’s no real heat in it. Bea feels some of the tension drain away, and
wonders if this night will be salvageable after all.
But then Blanche leans forward again to take Bea’s hand. She’s drunk now, Bea can tell, that
third margarita finishing the job the first two started, and her grip is surprisingly tight.
“But seriously, Bea. What do you know about this guy? You met him at the beach. Who comes
back from vacation with a boyfriend?”
“A fiancé, actually,” Bea says, looking Blanche in the eyes. “He asked me to marry him last
week. That’s why I wanted to have dinner with you. So I could tell you. Surprise!”
Bea holds her hands out awkwardly to either side of her face, wiggling her fingers, and
smiling, but she knows she’s not going to get it, the moment she’s seen other women have, the
moment she gave Blanche. That pause and then the squeal and the tear-filled eyes, the inelegant
hugging, the immediate plans for showers and parties, questions about rings and dresses and
honeymoons.
No.
Blanche, her best friend in the entire world, doesn’t give her that.
Instead, she sits back against the booth, her lips parted in shock. Blanche is blond right now,



and the color is well done, but it’s too harsh on her, and for a second, she could almost be a
stranger sitting across from Bea.
Then after a moment, she gives another shrug, rattles the ice in her glass. “Well, at least let
Tripp set you up with a prenup.”
Their food arrives then, and as the waiter sets their plates down, Bea can only stare at
Blanche, waiting until they’re alone again to lean closer and hiss, “Thanks for that. Really
supportive.”
Blanche throws up her hands, that silver bangle sliding up her skinny arm. “What do you want
me to say, Bea? That I’m happy for you? That I think marrying a really hot guy who just strolled
up to you on a beach is a great idea?”
“It wasn’t exactly like that,” Bea says, putting her napkin in her lap and glancing around.
They’re keeping their voices low, but she still feels like they are just a few seconds away from
creating a Real Housewives of Birmingham scene, and that’s the last thing she wants.
It’s the last thing that the old Blanche would’ve wanted, too, but with this new Blanche—too
thin, too drunk, too blond—who knows?
“You don’t get it,” Blanche insists, and now, okay, yes, a woman at another table is glancing
over, her eyebrows slightly raised. “You’re rich now, Bea. And not, like, normal person rich. You
aren’t a successful lawyer or doctor. You are on your way to having Fuck You Money, and this guy
knows it.”
“And that’s why he’s interested in me, right?” Bea says, feeling her face go hot even as every
other part of her seems cold. “Because I’m rich. Which, coincidentally, is also what bugs you.
Obviously, being my friend was a lot easier when I was some … some fucking charity case for
you.”
Blanche scoffs at that, sitting back in the booth hard enough to rattle it. “Okay, fine. I’m just
trying to look out for you and remind you that you can’t just attach yourself to anyone who’s nice
to you, but seeing as how that’s your entire deal, I guess I’m wasting my breath.”
Bea is almost shaking now, can’t even conceive of eating her dinner, and she pushes the plate
away and picks up her drink. The ice has melted, the margarita has turned salty and sour and too
strong, but she downs it anyway.
“I just want you to be careful,” Blanche says, her expression softened. “You hardly know him.
You’ve been together, what? A month?”
“Three months,” Bea replies. “And I know everything I need to know. I know he loves me, and I
know I love him.”
Blanche’s face twists. “Right. Because love is definitely all that matters.”
“I know things are rough with Tripp right now—”
“They’re not ‘rough,’” Blanche argues, making air quotes with her fingers. “It’s just that
marriage is a lot more work than you’re thinking.” Then she shakes her head, puts her fork down.
“But then again, he’s hot and you’re rich, so hey, maybe it’ll be easier for you two. Maybe that’s
the secret.”
Anger drains out of Bea so quickly it’s like someone pulled a plug.
Blanche is jealous of her.
That’s what all this is about.
Blanche is jealous. Jealous of her money, jealous of her success, and now, jealous of her man.
Bea never imagined that Blanche would ever want anything of hers. And now, she wants
everything.
Which makes it easier for Bea to gently take Blanche’s hand. “Can we declare a truce?” she
asks softly. “Because it’s going to be super awkward to have you as my maid of honor if we’re not
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For the next two weeks, all I can think about is the way Eddie kept creeping around the lake house,
and I find myself doing the same thing back in Thornfield Estates. Going down hallways, opening
closets, pacing.
Standing in front of closed doors.
For the first time since I started seeing Eddie, I feel lonely.
I imagine bringing it up to Emily or Campbell, power-walking around the neighborhood, all,
“Hey, girls, Eddie took me to the lake house where his wife died; weird, right?”
Fuck that.
But people are still talking, I know.
When I do manage to leave the house, even just to go to Roasted for a fancy coffee, I hear two
women I don’t even know talking about Bea.
Two older ladies, sitting at a table near a window, one of them with her phone in her hand. “I
ordered things from her website every Christmas,” she says to her friend. “She was such a
sweetheart.”
I edge closer just as the other one says, “It was the husband, you know it was.”
“Mmmhmmm,” her friend agrees, lowering her voice to whisper, “It always is.”
But which husband? There are two involved here, and one of them is about to be my husband.
Then the lady holding her phone says, “It’s just such a shame she got caught up in it. You know
that’s what happened. He probably didn’t want to kill both of them, but they were both there, and…”
“And what else could he do?” her friend says. “It was the only option.”
Like “murdering someone” is the same as saying, “Sure, Pepsi is fine,” when you order Coke.
These fucking people.
I keep listening, trying to discern whether they mean Tripp or Eddie, Bea or Blanche, so that the
barista has to call, “Hazelnut soy latte for Jane?” three times before I remember I’m Jane.
I can’t keep doing this.
I need to talk to someone. I need to know what happened out there on that lake.
Detective Laurent’s card is still in my purse, and I think about calling her, just casually checking in,
seeing if there’s anything I can do to help, but even I can’t fake that level of confidence.
No, the less I talk to the police, the better.
So, I decide to talk to someone I dislike nearly as much.
When Tripp accepted my text invitation to lunch, I’d been a little surprised, but now here we sit at
the pub in the village, the one I’ve never been to because it always seemed like the kind of place guys
like Tripp would frequent.
“I’m sure you’re wondering why I asked you to lunch,” I tell him, going for the whole “hesitant
college girl” thing. My hair is loose today so I can nervously tuck it behind my ears as I talk, and
while I’m not in the jeans and T-shirts I always wore to work at his house, I’m in one of the more
casual outfits I picked up after the engagement, a plain beige shirtdress that I know doesn’t
particularly flatter me.
Snorting, Tripp picks up his Rueben and dips it in the extra Thousand Island he ordered. “Let me
guess,” he says. “Someone told you the rumors about Blanche and Eddie, and now you want to know
if it’s true.”
My shock is not feigned. I really am that blinking, stammering girl I’ve pretended to be so often.
“What?” I finally say, and he looks up.
Tripp’s gaze sharp. “Wait, it’s not about that?” He frowns a little, licking dressing off his thumb.



“Well, shit. Okay, then. So what, you just wanted to hang out?”
I sip my beer to buy some time, and I hate this, feeling like I’m out of control, that this thing I set
up is already fucked.
“I wanted to talk to you because I know you’re going through the same thing Eddie is, and I just
wanted to see how you were doing, to be honest.”
A little wounded sharpness in my tone, eyes meeting his then sliding back to the table. I can still
keep this on track, even if I do want to lunge across the table and shake him until he tells me
everything about Eddie and Blanche.
Some of Tripp’s smugness drains away, and he puts his sandwich down, picking up his beer.
“Yeah. It was … different when I thought she drowned. Now this, it’s … well, it’s a hell of a thing.”
He drains nearly half his beer, setting it back on the table with a not-so-discreet burp into his
napkin. “How is Eddie?”
Tripp’s stare is pointed, and I see now that he has his own reasons for accepting this invitation,
and they have nothing to do with being neighborly.
“I can’t really speak for him,” I reply, careful now, pushing my fries around my plate. “But I know
he offered to cooperate with the police. Anything he can do to be helpful.”
Which is true. Eddie’s gone down to the station twice now to answer questions, questions he’d
never told me the specifics of, and I wonder if that’s what Tripp is fishing for. Wondering how much
Eddie is saying, what is he saying, and not for the first time, I wonder if this was more dangerous than
I’d thought, arranging to meet him. And not just because someone might see us.
Drumming his fingers on the table, he nods, but his gaze is far off now, and we sit there in an
excruciating silence for too long before he says, “There wasn’t anything. Between Blanche and Eddie.
It was just your usual neighborhood bullshit. Eddie’s company was doing some work on our house, I
was busy, so I let Blanche handle it. They hung out a lot, but Blanche and I were good. And honestly,
even if I thought she’d cheat on me, she never would’ve fucked over Bea.”
He grimaces before adding, “Although Bea never deserved that loyalty if you ask me, but…”
His words just hang there, and I push, the littlest bit.
“You said that Bea took a lot of … inspiration from Blanche.”
“Basically took her whole life, yeah, but they both ended up in the same place, didn’t they?
Bottom of Smith fucking Lake.”
Tipping his head back, he sighs. “Anyways, if Emily Clark or Campbell or any of those other
bitches try to tell you Eddie and Blanche were sleeping together, it was just gossip. Maybe even
wishful thinking, since it’s not like I was ever all that popular with that crowd.”
Whatever I was going to get out of Tripp is gone now, I can tell. He’s slipping back into his
bitterness, and when he orders another beer, I make a big show of checking my watch. “Oh, shit, I
have a hair appointment,” I say.
“Sure you do.” His tone is sarcastic but he doesn’t press further, and when I try to leave a twenty
to cover my lunch, he waves it off.
Back at the house, I go back to my computer, pulling up Emily’s Facebook page, looking for any
pictures of Blanche with Eddie, but there’s nothing. Not on Campbell’s, either, and while Blanche is
clearly tagged in a few pictures, it’s a dead link to her page, which I assume someone in her family
took down.
I’ve been so fixated on Bea, it never occurred to me to look that closely at Blanche.
Now it seems that was a mistake.
Eddie doesn’t get home until late. I’m in the bathtub, bubbles up to my chin, but I hear him long before
I see him—the front door unlocking, his footsteps down the hall, the door to the bedroom opening.
And then he’s there, leaning against the door, watching me.
“Good day?” I ask, but instead of answering, he asks a question of his own.
“Why did you have lunch with Tripp Ingraham today?”
Surprised, I sit up a little, water sloshing. I fucking love this tub, so deep and long I could lie
down flat if I wanted to, but right now, I wish I weren’t in it, wish I weren’t naked and vulnerable.
Usually, the size difference between us is kind of a turn-on. Eddie is sleek, but brawny—he’s got real
muscle, the kind you get from actually working, not just going to the gym. He makes me feel even



smaller and more delicate than I am.
But for the first time, it occurs to me how easy it would be for him to hurt me. To overpower me.
“How did you know about that?” I ask, and I know immediately it’s the wrong response. Eddie
isn’t scowling, but he’s doing that thing again, that forced casualness, like this conversation doesn’t
really mean that much to him even though he is practically vibrating with tension.
“I mean, it’s a small town, and trust me, people were dying to tell me they saw you out with him.
Thanks for that, by the way. Really fun texts to get.”
Pissed off, I stand up, reaching for the towel hanging next to the bath. “Do you honestly think I
have any interest in Tripp Ingraham?”
Sighing, Eddie turns away. “No,” he acknowledges, “but you have to think about how things look.
Especially now.”
He moves back into the bedroom and I stand there, still naked, still holding the towel, dripping
onto the marble floor and looking after him.
I have worked so hard to present a certain version of myself to Eddie, to everyone, really, but in
that moment, it snaps.
“How it looks?” I repeat, following him into the bedroom, wrapping the towel around myself.
“No, Eddie, I didn’t think about how it looks.”
“Of course, you didn’t. Let me guess, you also didn’t think about how it might look for my fiancée
to be handing over wads of money to the guy she used to live with.”
I am frozen standing there in my towel, my stomach clenching. I’m too rattled to even try to lie.
“What?”
Eddie is looking at me now with an expression I’ve never seen before. “Did you think I didn’t
know, Jane? Did it never occur to you to come to me?”
How? How the fuck could he have known? That first time, the money I gave him was mine. The
second, yes, that was Eddie’s, but I was careful. I was so careful.
“He called me, too,” Eddie says, his hands on his hips, his head tilted down. “Some bullshit story
about people in Phoenix looking for you.”
This can’t be happening; he can’t know. I can’t breathe.
“Did he tell you why?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper, and Eddie looks up at me again,
his eyes hard.
“I didn’t ask. I told him to go fuck himself, which is what you should’ve done the second he
called.”
He steps closer, so close I can practically feel the heat radiating off of him. I’m still standing
there, not even wrapped in my towel, just holding it in front of me, shivering with more than just cold.
“That’s what you do when people threaten you, Jane. When they try to fuck you over. You don’t
give in to them, you don’t give them what they want, you remind them that you’re the one in charge,
you’re making the rules.”
Eddie reaches out then, taking me by the shoulders, and for the first time since I met him, I stiffen
at his touch.
He feels it, and the corners of his mouth twist down, but he doesn’t let me go. “I don’t give a fuck
why someone in Phoenix is trying to find you. What I care about is that when he came to you with this
shit, you didn’t trust me enough to tell me about it.”
I don’t know what to say, so I just stand there, looking down, wanting him to let me go, wanting
him to leave, and finally, he sighs and drops his hands.
“You know what?” he says, stepping back and reaching into his jacket pocket. “Here.”
He pulls out a slip of paper and forces it into my hand.
My damp skin nearly smudges the ink, but I see it’s a phone number, one with a Phoenix area
code. “This is the number of whoever was calling John.”
I startle, blinking down at the paper. “He gave this to you?”
Eddie doesn’t answer that, saying, “The point is, Jane, I’ve had this number in my wallet for the
past month. Before I asked you to marry me. And I never called it. Not once. You know why?”
I shake my head even though I know what he’s about to say.
“Because I trust you, Janie.”



He turns, heading for the bedroom door, and then stops, looking at me. “It would be nice to get the
same in return.”
With that, he’s gone, and I sink to the edge of the tub, my knees shaking.
But it’s not because of the number I hold in my hand. It’s not knowing that Eddie’s had it all this
time, that at any point over the past month, he could’ve called it and learned … everything.
It’s because of what he said. How he looked.
That’s what you do when people threaten you, Jane.
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For the next week, I try so hard not to think about Emily or Campbell or any of that, try not to want
more than I have. What I have is, after all, like winning the fucking lottery, and I’ve learned the hard
way that wanting more is what fucks you in the end.
But it sits there under my skin, itching—the way they’d looked at me, the questions, the insults
disguised as jokes.
And it’s not just the Thornfield ladies. It’s John, it’s whoever was calling him and asking
questions. I feel like he got what he wanted that day in the Home Depot parking lot—to lord
something over me, to watch my fear and anxiety creep in, plus two hundred bucks out of the deal.
Surely that was enough for him. And as weird as it sounds, I trust John.
Okay, trust is not the right word.
I know him, I guess. People like him. All of us who stayed permanent foster kids, who met at
group homes or shelters. John might follow me and maybe even call one of these days, making
insinuations, but he’s not going to turn me over to the cops.
Or at least, I don’t think he will.
Being Mrs. Rochester feels like another brick in the wall between me and threats like that, like
maybe John wouldn’t even attempt it if he thought it would involve Eddie.
So that’s the plan. The new plan.
It’s not enough to live with Eddie. Being the girlfriend is not the way in. I have to be the wife.
Which means I have to be the fiancée first.
So, for the next few days, I study Eddie. I don’t know what the signs are that a man is thinking of
proposing to you—I’ve actually never known anyone who got engaged. People I’ve met are either
firmly single or already married, and not for the first time in my life, I wish I had an actual friend.
Someone to talk to, just one person who knew the whole truth about everything.
But I’ve only got me.
About a week after the committee meeting, Eddie comes home from work a little early and asks if I
want to take Adele to the Cahaba River Walk.
It’s a park not too far from us, and one of the places he brought me when we first started dating. I
like the quiet of it, the meandering trail along the water, the shade of the trees, and as soon as he
suggests it, my spirits lift.
It’s a place he knows I like. It’s special to us because we’ve been there before.
And he never comes home early.
The idea that maybe I won’t have to do anything at all to get him to propose is dizzying, and when
we get out of the car, I’m practically bouncing on the balls of my feet.



Laughing, Eddie takes my hand as Adele runs ahead of us, barking at squirrels. “You seem happy,”
he says, and I lean over to kiss his cheek.
“I am,” I reply.
And I really am. Right until Eddie settles us both on a bench by the river and pulls out his phone.
“Sorry,” he says as Adele flops at our feet, panting. “I just have a few emails to send, and I need
to get them out before the end of the day.”
So much for our nice afternoon in the park. I sit there, sweating and fuming, while he types and a
couple of guys kayak on the river.
There are also people walking, and as two women move past us in their workout shorts and fitted
tops, I see their eyes slide to Eddie, see one of them, a brunette with the same shiny hair and tiny
waist as Bea, look over to me like she’s thinking, Huh. Wonder what that’s about.
My face is warm from more than the heat now, and I sit there, wondering, too. What the fuck is
this about?
Eddie is still on his phone, and I decide to go for subtle.
“I need a manicure,” I say on a sigh, wiggling my fingers in front of my face. “When I was at
Emily’s the other day, all I could see were everybody’s perfect nails. Well, perfect nails and a metric
fuckton of jewelry. I’d be nervous wearing more than one ring.”
Okay, so that last little bit was maybe not as subtle as I could have been, but desperate times and
all.
Eddie snorts at that, but doesn’t look up. “Bea always thought it was tacky how much jewelry they
all wore. Especially when they’re mostly just staying home all day.”
“Okay, well, I don’t have to be dripping in diamonds, but I should probably take better care of my
nails.”
Still looking at his phone, Eddie catches my hand, absently bringing my fingers to his lips.
I want him to say something about not minding my nails like that or not noticing, but instead he
says, “The place in the village is supposed to be good.”
Nodding, I take my hand back, twisting my fingers in the hem of my shirt. “Is that where Bea
went?” I ask, and finally, I have his attention.
He looks up from the screen, blinking, before saying, “As far as I know, yeah. All the girls in the
neighborhood go there.”
“Women,” I say, and when he screws up his face, I sit up a little taller. “Just … they’re all in their
thirties at least. They’re not girls.”
His face clears, and he gives me a smile I haven’t seen before.
It’s not the sexy grin, or that delighted quirk of lips I get when I’ve said something that charms
him. It’s … indulgent.
Slightly paternalistic.
It irritates me.
“Right, sorry,” he says, turning back to his phone. “Women.”
“Look, I get that you’re older than me, and have, like, seen more of the world or whatever, but you
don’t have to patronize me.” The words are out before I can stop them, before I can remember to be
the Jane he wants, not the Jane I actually am.
Then again, I’m remembering, he sometimes likes the Jane I actually am.
He lowers his phone and gives his full attention to me. “I’m being a dick, aren’t I?”
“Little bit, yeah.”
There’s his real smile now, and he takes my hand again, squeezing it. “I’m sorry,” he says. “I’m
just swamped. But I wanted to spend time with you today, and to get you out of the house for a little
bit. You’ve seemed out of sorts the past week or so.”
Ever since John.
I sit there, my mind working, wondering what I can say, how much I can share. There’s an opening
here, an opportunity, one of those chances to mix a little lie in with some actual truth, and it occurs to
me that it might get me what I want a lot faster than dropping hints about fingers and rings.
“I guess I’m just wondering where all this is going,” I say, and he frowns, that crease deepening
between his eyebrows. On the river, one of the kayakers calls to the other, and another pair of women



jog by, glancing down at me and Eddie.
“It’s not that I don’t love living with you,” I go on. “I do. I really do. But when you’ve been a
charity case for most of your life, you start to really resent that feeling.”
Eddie puts his phone down now and sits up straighter, his hands clasped between his knees.
“What does that mean?”
I keep my own eyes trained on the river in front of me, on the families pushing strollers around the
trail. The one couple with their arms around each other’s waists.
“You saw where I used to live. You know what my life was like before I met you. I don’t … I
don’t belong here.”
He snorts at that. “Okay, again, I don’t know what that’s supposed to mean.”
Now I turn toward him, pushing my sunglasses up on my head. “It means that I’m not Emily or
Campbell or—”
“I don’t want you to be any of them,” he says, taking my hand. “I love you because you’re not
them. Because you’re not…” He trails off, and I see his throat move as he swallows.
He wants to say because you’re not Bea. I know it, and he knows I know if the way he suddenly
looks away is any indication. But for the first time, I’m left wondering what that means. He had
obviously adored her, so why is being different from her such a bonus to him?
“I’m sorry.” Eddie squeezes my fingers. “I’m sorry if I haven’t made it clear how much I want you
here. How much I need you and how, yes, you do belong here.”
Turning to look at me, he ducks his head so that our foreheads nearly touch, his lips almost
brushing mine. “I am fucking in love with you, Jane,” he murmurs, the words sending an electric spark
down my spine, his breath warm on my face. “That’s all that matters. None of this shit with the
neighborhood, with Emily, any of that. That’s all just noise. This.” He lifts our joined hands between
us, squeezing again. “This is real. This is what matters.”
Eddie kisses my knuckles, and I wait, practically holding my breath because if ever there were a
moment to propose, it’s now, here in the park at sunset, him looking at me like that, me not even
having to fake the wide-eyed swoony thing. How did I not realize sooner that I wanted this?
But then he drops our hands and turns away, sighing. “I’ll try not to be gone so much, though,
okay? I’ll let Caitlyn handle more things at Southern Manors. Running two businesses is too much, but
I can’t really give up either of them right now. You understand that, right?”

Chapter 23
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“Girl, I swear you’ve gotten even skinnier!”
Emily is smiling as she says it to me, and I think it’s a compliment, but I can barely make myself
smile back at her. We’re standing in the open courtyard of the First Methodist Church, people milling
all around us, and I’m too aware of both how hot the evening is—even though the sun is going down
—and also how wrong my outfit is.
In my defense, I had no idea what the fuck one was supposed to wear to a silent auction at a
church on a Wednesday night, and black had seemed a safe choice—sophisticated, respectable. But
all the other women are in bright colors, flower prints, that kind of thing, and I feel like a crow
standing around a bunch of flamingos.
Eddie must’ve known it was wrong, but he hadn’t said anything, and I fight the urge to glare at his



back as he stands there, talking to the reverend.
Now I smooth my dress over my thighs and say, “Pre-wedding jitters,” to Emily, who nods and
pats my arm sympathetically.
“You’re lucky. When I got married to Saul, my stress response was to eat everything in sight.”
Her husband is over near a giant azalea bush, chatting with Campbell’s husband, Mark, and
Caroline’s husband, Matt.
I realize that I hardly ever see Eddie with those guys, and that he never mentions them. Did the
neighborhood pull back from him after everything with Bea and Blanche, or does he find these people
as insufferable as I do?
Okay, they’re not all bad. Emily is actually nice, steering me around groups of people, introducing
me as Eddie’s fiancée and never once mentioning the dog-walker thing.
It almost makes me feel sorry for all the shit I stole from her.
The auction items are inside the church’s Family Life Center, but despite the heat, everyone is
congregating out here in the courtyard, probably because it’s so pretty and lush.
Maybe we should get married here instead of eloping after all.
But then thinking about the wedding is too hard when Eddie is barely speaking to me.
It’s been two nights since our fight in the bathroom, two nights of Eddie sleeping god knows
where in the house, of him leaving for work early and coming home late.
The worst part is that I’ve been relieved he’s been gone so much. It’s easier with him not there,
without looking at him every second, wondering if that flash of hardness, coldness will come back.
The number he gave me is still in my purse. I’ll never call it, but I want it there as a reminder of
how badly I almost fucked up, how little I even really know about Eddie.
But here we are at the church’s little party, mingling in a garden, drinking lemonade because even
though the Methodists aren’t the Baptists, no one wants an open bar in front of Jesus, I guess, and I’m
just about to get another glass of the lemonade when Caroline approaches us, her blond hair swinging
over her shoulders.
“Holy shit,” she breathes, surprising me because I’ve never heard her curse before and also,
Jesus. I’m going to hell for all kinds of things, but even I manage to keep it PG at church.
She clutches my arm, her nails digging in. “Tripp Ingraham has been arrested.”
That last word is hissed in a whisper, but it doesn’t matter. I see other people looking over at us,
and Emily already has her phone out, frowning at the screen.
Eddie is still talking to the reverend, and my insides feel frozen, my feet locked to the soft grass
beneath my too-tight heels.
“What?” I finally say, and she glances behind her at her husband.
“Matt just got a text from his friend in the DA’s office. Apparently, they found something when
they did the autopsy? Or something in the house? I don’t know, but I texted Alison who lives on his
street, and she said a cop car full-on showed up and took him away in handcuffs.”
Now Emily is glancing over at me, and I can see little groups start to form, practically watch as
the gossip moves through the gathering, all thoughts of fundraising replaced with this, the biggest story
to hit this neighborhood since Bea and Blanche died, I’d guess.
When I turn toward Eddie, he’s staring at me. And even across the courtyard I can see it in his
eyes.
He’s relieved.
The house is dark and quiet as we walk in, both of us absorbed in our own thoughts.
When I tell Eddie I’m going to take a shower, I wait for some of this old spark to come back, for a
sly grin and an offer to join me.
Instead, I get a distracted nod as he keeps scrolling through his phone. He’d barely spoken on the
car ride home, just confirming that yes, he’d heard the same thing, that they’d arrested Tripp; yes, it
had something to do with the night Bea and Blanche died; no, he didn’t know what the actual charges
were.
In the master bathroom, I step out of my dress, letting it pool there on the marble floor, not
bothering to hang it up. I probably won’t wear it again anyway.
The water is scalding hot, which feels good after the weird chill I experienced on the way home,



and I when I step back out of the shower, the room is filled with steam.
Wrapping myself in a towel, I walk to the mirror, wiping the steam off with one hand.
My face stares back, plain and starkly pale, my hair wet and shoved back from my face.
You’re fine, I tell myself. You’re safe. It was Tripp the whole time because of course it was.
But that doesn’t really make me feel better, and I’m frowning at my reflection when Eddie steps
into the bathroom.
He shucks his clothes easily, and I can’t help but watch him in the mirror. He’s so beautiful, so
perfectly male, but I feel no surge of desire when I look at him, and he’s not meeting my eyes.
I take my robe from the hook near the door, wrapping it around me as he showers, and then I sit on
the little tufted bench in front of the vanity, combing out my hair for much longer than I need to.
I’m waiting.
Finally, the water shuts off and Eddie steps out, wrapping a towel around his waist as I fumble in
a drawer for the expensive moisturizer I bought the other day.
“The other night. When we argued. Were you scared of me?”
I sit very still there at the bathroom counter, watching him in the mirror. He’s got a towel around
his waist, water still drying on his skin, his hair slicked back from his face, and there’s something
about the way he’s looking at me that I don’t like.
“Did you think it was me? That I killed them?”
I blink, trying to recalibrate, trying to get this back on track. “The last few weeks have just been a
lot,” I finally say, adding a little tremor to my voice for effect. “Everything was finally so perfect, and
we were so happy, and then…”
“And then you thought I murdered my wife and her best friend,” he says, relentless, and my head
snaps up.
This isn’t how this is supposed to go. He’s supposed to feel sorry for snapping at me, for even
suggesting I thought such a thing.
But he’s still watching me, arms folded over his chest, and since the lowered lashes and
tremulous voice aren’t working, I turn and meet his eyes.
“Yes,” I say, and honestly, it feels kind of good to tell the truth. “I did. Or I thought you may have
done it.”
He blows out a long breath, tilting his head up to look at the ceiling before saying, “Well. At least
you’re honest.”
I step forward, curling my hands around his wrists and pulling his arms down. “But I was wrong,”
I insist. “Obviously. And I’m sorry, Eddie. I’m so sorry.”
And the thing is, I am sorry. I’m sorry I ever thought he might have been involved with Bea’s and
Blanche’s death, and not just because I almost fucked up everything.
I’m the one lying to him, I’m the one who’s stolen from him, from everyone I’ve grown close to.
I’m the one who has pretended to be something she’s not.
I’m the one who has actually done something terrible.
I press my forehead to his damp chest, breathing in the scent of his soap. “I’m sorry,” I say again,
and after a long beat, I feel his hand rest gently on the back of my head. “And you were right, the other
night. I should’ve trusted you about John, I should’ve come to you—”
“It’s alright,” he murmurs, but I’m afraid that it’s not. That I’ve let all my suspicions and distrust
ruin this perfect thing I’ve found, this new life.
“Do you think it really was Tripp?” I ask him, still standing there in his arms, wanting him to tell
me that yes, he does. That it’s that awful, but that simple, and there’s an easy person to blame.
“I don’t want to think he could’ve done it,” he says. “How many times did I have that guy in my
house, or played golf with him, for fuck’s sake.” Another sigh, one I can feel as well as hear. “But he
and Blanche were having issues. God knows he drinks like a goddamn fish. If he was drunk and they
fought…”
He lets it trail off. I remember now how uneasy Tripp has made me feel. I’d never thought of it as
anything truly threatening, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t. Who could ever really know what someone
was capable of?
“The police are doing their job,” Eddie says, his hand still stroking the back of my head. “If they



Chapter 27

At the beginning of the chapter, the protagonist consults Eddie on which dress to wear to a country club
cocktail party, hesitating between a simple cream dress, a black number, and a unique plum dress designed
by Bea from Southern Manors. Despite the significance behind the latter, Eddie opts for the cream dress,
leaving the protagonist feeling underdressed. Arriving at the Country Club of Birmingham, they are engulfed
in its opulent ambiance, surrounded by the elite, sharply contrasting with the protagonist's background. The
air of superiority and wealth is palpable, with attendees boasting expensive attire and jewelry that could rival
the GDP of small countries.

The protagonist feels out of place amidst the revelry, noting the focused indulgence in drinks over food.
When Eddie goes to get drinks, leaving her alone, she is greeted by Emily, who introduces her to the group
with a mix of warmth and superficiality. Despite the apparent acceptance into this circle, the protagonist
cannot shake off feelings of alienation and longing for her former life.

Conversations with the group reveal layers of social dynamics, hinting at underlying tensions and secrets
among the high society. A casual remark about Eddie’s increased drinking hints at personal concerns
paralleling the superficial banter about fashion and jewelry. The chapter deepens when Caroline brings up the
scandal involving Tripp Ingraham, accused of a heinous crime, introducing a darker subplot that appears to
touch closely on the protagonist’s life. This mention unsettles the protagonist, reflecting her fear of how the
actions of influential individuals like Tripp could disrupt her current standing.

A photographer's presence at the event hints at the superficiality and surveillance within this elite
community, capturing the moments of pretense rather than genuine interaction. As the chapter closes, the
protagonist uses a religious remark to deflect an uncomfortable conversation about Tripp, showing her
adaptability in navigating the social complexities of this affluent society. This moment signals her superficial
integration into a world that remains largely alien and possibly hostile to her true self.
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He loved you.
I don’t know why hearing those words out of Jane’s mouth hit me like they do. Maybe because
Jane, of all people, wouldn’t want that to be true.
But Jane is a good liar.
I can tell, looking at her. I can also tell that she isn’t at all the girl Eddie thought she was. A girl
who would smash his face in with a silver pineapple, then sit here with his wife—who she’d been
told was dead at the bottom of a lake—drinking wine.
I like this girl, so much that I almost feel sorry for Eddie that he couldn’t see this side of her.
He might have liked it, too.
Or maybe he did. Maybe, as much as he hated to admit it, Eddie knew she was like me.
Knew that it was what had drawn him to her in the first place.
She takes another sip of her wine. She is petite, pale, her hair a color between blond and brown



that isn’t particularly flattering, and the clothes she’s wearing look like muted imitations of the other
women in this neighborhood. Maybe that was enough to fool Eddie, but he should have looked into
her eyes.
Her eyes give it all away.
For example, she’s nodding at me, sitting there calmly, but her eyes are almost fever-bright, and
I’m sure she’s not buying my story of what “really happened.” The affair, Eddie killing Blanche,
locking me away, framing Tripp. I’d counted on her thinking Eddie is smarter than he is, but that might
have been a miscalculation.
In fact, looking at her now, she reminds me of Blanche. After the funeral.

“I’m so glad you’re here.” Bea hugs Blanche tightly, feeling just how thin she is in her black
dress. Bea is not wearing black, going instead for the dark plum that will be a signature shade in
this year’s autumn line at Southern Manors.
Blanche hugs her back, says how sorry she is over and over again, but as she leaves, Bea
thinks she catches something in Blanche’s eyes. She’s not suspicious, not exactly. Blanche would
never make that big of a leap. But Bea can tell there’s something about all of this that isn’t sitting
quite right for Blanche, even if she’d never say it, never even let herself think it.
Later that night, Bea sits in the wingback chair she’d had shipped from Mama’s house, the only
thing she’d wanted out of her godawful childhood home, and finishes off the bottle of wine. It
helps her to feel numb and fuzzy, helps to block out the picture of Mama’s face right before she
fell.
She had been high, that part was true, completely zonked out on whatever the current flavor of
escape was. Klonopin, probably. Bea had watched her make her way down the hall like a woman
much older than fifty-three, her footsteps slow and shuffling.
She had told Mama to get rid of that hall runner right there by the stairs, but of course she
hadn’t listened. Still, she’d only stumbled rather than fallen outright. She would’ve been fine.
Bea can’t even say for sure why she pushed her. Only that she was there, and Mama tripped,
and as she did, Bea’s whole heart seemed to rise up joyfully in her chest, and it had felt like the
most natural thing in the world to just reach out and … shove.
Her face didn’t register fear or horror or shock. As always, Mama just looked vaguely confused
as she fell.
It occurred to Bea at the funeral that she was lucky. If she’d just broken an ankle or fractured a
collarbone, Bea would’ve had a lot of explaining to do. But she hit her head hard at the edge of the
filial there at the bottom. Bea had heard the crack, seen the blood.
She didn’t die right away, but when Bea had looked down at her, she’d seen that the injury was
severe enough, the blood already pooling around her head.
Still, if she had called 911 right then instead of the next morning, if she’d pretended to hear a
thud in the middle of the night rather than waking up to find her mother at the bottom of the stairs,
Mama probably would’ve made it. It was the bleeding that did it in the end, after all.
Lying there all night alone at the foot of the stairs, blood gushing then slowly leaking onto the
hardwood.
Bea had waited for months to feel bad about it, but in the end, all she’d felt was free.
And she’d put it out of her head, mostly, for years. Even Eddie didn’t know the truth about how
her Mama had died. She’d given him a vague story about Mama’s drinking, and since Eddie was
vague enough about his own past, he’d let it slide. It hadn’t come up again until just a few months
before Blanche died.
The two of them, having dinner at that same Mexican restaurant they’d gone to after Bea had
met Eddie.
Things had been tense—this is after Bea catches Eddie and Blanche at lunch, after she fucks
Tripp in the bathroom, not that Blanche knows about that—but Bea is still unprepared for how
angry Blanche seems that night.
“He doesn’t know, does he?” she asks, and Bea stares at her until she’s the first to look away.



“Eddie. That all your shit is fake. That this whole”—she waves one arm in the air—“Southern
Manors thing was basically stolen from me.”
“I know it’s hard to believe the world doesn’t revolve around you, Blanche, but I promise that’s
the case,” Bea replies, her voice calm even as her pulse spikes.
Blanche takes another drink, sullen now. Was she always like this, or is this what being
married to Tripp has done? Bea wonders.
She even looks like him now, her hair the same sandy shade as his, cut nearly as short. But her
body is rail thin, unlike his, bangles jangling on her wrist as she plucks a chip from the basket.
Bea can’t help but inspect those bracelets, looking for something familiar, but no, not a one of
them is from Southern Manors. They’re all Kate Spade, and she wrinkles her nose.
Blanche sees. “What?” She’s not eating the chip she’s holding, just picking small pieces off of
it, and Bea reaches over to wipe away the pile of crumbs.
“If you need bangles, we just did a new line,” Bea says. “I’ll send some over to you.”
Blanche’s lips part slightly, eyes wide, and after a moment, she gives a startled laugh that’s too
loud. “Are you fucking serious?” she asks, and Bea sees heads turn in their direction.
Frowning, she leans closer. “Lower your voice, please.”
“No,” she says, letting the remnant of her chip drop to the table. “No, I seriously want to know
if you’re pissed because I’m not wearing your stupid jewelry. I want to know if that’s what’s
happening right now, Bertha.”
“Mature,” Bea replies, and Blanche hoots with laughter, sitting back in the booth and crossing
her arms over her chest.
“I’m asking you if your husband knows that everything about you is a lie. You’re bitching
about my bracelets, and I’m the immature one, okay.”
Bea’s hand shoots out, grabbing her wrist, the one covered in those goddamn bangles, and she
squeezes so hard Blanche yelps.
“You’re drunk,” Bea tells her through clenched teeth. “And you’re embarrassing yourself.
Maybe leave that to Tripp.”
Dinner ends early that night, and it’s only two days later that Eddie is asking why Bea never
told him her mother died in a fall.
Which is when Bea realizes there is no affair, when she realizes that even if Blanche had
wanted to hurt her, Eddie did not. And because Blanche did not get what she wanted for once in
her life, she’s now acting out, firing the only ammunition she has left.
Bea shows up with coffee the next morning and breakfast pastries. She even gets Blanche one
of those gluten-free abominations she likes.
“Peace offering,” she says, and she can tell that a part of Blanche wants to believe it, that she
wants things to go back to the way they were.
The lake trip is another peace offering. Another olive branch.
And Blanche grabs it with both hands.

Jane sits there, twirling the stem of her wineglass between her fingers, and I watch her mind work. I
like not knowing exactly what she’ll do, and it is oddly satisfying to see how shallow her loyalty to
Eddie really is.
I hadn’t lost him after all.
It surprises me how much that thrills me.
But maybe it shouldn’t. Some of the things in the diary were for show, to cover my tracks—the
majority of it, really—but the sex? The way I felt about Eddie?
That had all been real.
But then Jane sits up a little straighter and says, “We should call the police. Tell them what Eddie
did. Let him pay the consequences.”
Is she playing with me, or is that what she really wants? The ambiguity that I’d enjoyed so much
just a moment ago is now irritating, and I wave one hand, finishing my wine.
“Later,” I say. “Let me enjoy a few hours of being out of that room before I’m stuck answering a



bunch of questions.”
Looking around, I add, “You really didn’t do anything new with the place, did you?”
Jane doesn’t answer that, but leans closer, reaching for my hand. “Bea,” she says. “We can’t just
sit here. Eddie murdered Blanche. He could’ve murdered you. We have to—”
“We don’t have to do anything,” I reply, yanking my hand out from under hers and standing up.

“The stressful part is always making the decision,” Bea used to remind her employees. “Once
you’ve made it, it’s done, and you feel better.”
That’s how it was with Blanche.
Once Bea has decided that she has to die, it’s easy enough, and the rest of the steps fall into
place. She invites Blanche to the lake house, then texts Tripp at the last minute. She’s going to
need a fall guy this time, after all. One person dying in an accident while she’s alone with them is
one thing. Two would be harder to pull off.
So, Tripp.
Blanche is not happy when he shows up.
“I thought this was supposed to be a girls’ trip,” she says, and Tripp settles on the couch next
to her, already drinking a vodka tonic.
“And I am a Girls’ Tripp,” he jokes, which is so terrible that for a moment Bea thinks maybe
she should kill him, too.
But no, she needs Tripp to play a part in all this.
He does it well, too. Blanche is so irritated he’s there that she drinks even more than Bea had
hoped, glass after glass of wine, then the vodka Tripp is drinking.
And when Tripp passes out, as Bea had known he would thanks to the Xanax she’d put in his
drink, Blanche actually laughs with Bea, the two of them dragging his limp body into the master
bedroom, Bea pretending to be just as drunk as Blanche.
That’s the thing she remembers the most about it all later. Blanche was happy that night. It had
mostly been the booze, but still, Bea had given her that.
One last Girls’ Night Out.
When they get onto the pontoon boat Bea bought for Eddie last year, Blanche is so unsteady,
Bea has to guide her to her seat.
More drinks.
The sky overhead is dark, too, a new moon that night, nothing to illuminate what happens.
As with Mama, Bea doesn’t have to do that much work, really.
When Blanche has slumped into unconsciousness, it’s a simple matter of taking the hammer
she’d bought, the heavy one, the one that looks exactly like the kind of unsubtle murder weapon a
guy like Tripp would buy, and she brings it down.
Once. Twice. Three times. A sickening crunch giving way to a meaty, wet sound, and then she’s
rolling Blanche off the deck of the boat. It’s dark, and her hair is the last thing Bea sees, sinking
under the lake.
She stands there and waits to feel something.
Regret, horror. Anything, really. But again, once it’s done, she’s mostly just relieved and a little
tired.
Swimming back to the house is something of a chore, her arms cutting through the warm water,
her brain conjuring images of alligators, water moccasins. Below her, she knows there’s a flooded
forest, and it’s hard not to imagine the dead branches reaching up for her like skeletal hands, to
see her body drifting down with Blanche’s to lay in that underwater wood.
Something brushes against her foot at one point, and she gives a choked scream that sounds
too loud in the quiet night, lake water filling her mouth, tasting like minerals and something
vaguely rotten, and she spits, keeps swimming.
The story is so simple. Girls’ weekend. Tripp showing up unexpectedly. They went out on the
boat, they drank too much. Bea fell asleep or passed out, to the sound of Tripp and Blanche
arguing. When she woke up, Blanche was gone, and Tripp was passed out. Bea panicked, dove in
the water trying to save her best friend, and when she couldn’t find her, swam back to the house.



Tripp had been so drunk he won’t have any idea what happened, won’t even remember he
wasn’t on the boat, and everyone knew he and Blanche were having problems. Maybe he’ll luck out
and they’ll assume Blanche fell or jumped in of her own accord, never finding her body there at
the bottom of the lake. Maybe they will find it, see that hole in her skull, and think he murdered
her.
Either one works for Bea.
And it all would have been just that easy had Eddie not come along and fucked it all up.
He’s in the house when Bea walks up the dock, his eyes going wide as he sees her. She doesn’t
even think about how she must look, soaking wet, shivering even though it’s hot. All she can think
is, Why is he here?
And that’s it—the moment she loses it all.
She should’ve been paying more attention to just how weird it was that he was there, to that
panicked look on his face. Eddie never had handled being surprised well, and like a lot of men, he
always thought he was smarter than he actually was.
Bea had always believed that a man who overestimates his intelligence is a man who can be
easily manipulated. Turns out, he’s also a man who can be really dangerous.
Later, she wanted to tell him just how badly he’d fucked it all up, that she would’ve taken care
of it, that she had taken care of it, just like she always did, but of course Eddie rushed in without
thinking, just like always.

Part VIII: Bea

In Chapter 8 of the story, Bea orchestrates an exquisite launch party for her Southern Manors line at the
Tutweiler in Birmingham, reflecting on the brand's ethos she has labored to create—elegance with warmth.
Despite her professional triumph, Bea feels a pang of loneliness, acknowledging a void in her personal life
where a partner might be. Her attention is momentarily diverted to her mother, who appears frail and out of
place among the celebration, prompting Bea to consider her mother's declining health and their complicated
relationship.

Bea's speech highlights the fabricated tales she has woven into the fabric of Southern Manors' brand, a
narrative steeped in family and tradition that contrasts sharply with the reality of her upbringing and her
mother's struggle with addiction. Disaster strikes when her mother, under the influence, disruptively exposes
the lies Bea has peddled, leading to a mortifying scene that Blanche, Bea's old friend, helps to defuse. The
chapter delves into Bea's reflection on her and her mother's relationship, her ambitions, and the sacrifices
made to maintain her constructed image.

Subsequent sections shift to a mysterious narrative involving Eddie, highlighting a complex, possibly
dangerous, relationship full of secrecy, dependency, and manipulation. The tension escalates as Eddie's visits
become unpredictable, and the protagonist struggles with feelings of jealousy and abandonment due to
Eddie's involvement with another woman named Jane. This subplot explores themes of power, control, and
the desperate hope for rescue or escape.

Layered within these narratives are flashbacks to Bea's difficult childhood, marked by poverty, abuse, and a
deep-seated desire to reinvent herself. From Bertha to Bea, she transitions from a life destined for despair to
one of affluence and acclaim, a testament to her resilience and determination to escape her past. The chapter
weaves together Bea's professional success and tumultuous personal life, setting a stage for dramatic
confrontations and revelations about identity, lies, and the quest for authenticity in a fabricated world.

Part IV: Bea
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PART IV
BEA

Bea hadn’t wanted to do dinner with Blanche and Tripp tonight, but tradition is tradition, and this
is theirs—every other Thursday night, the four of them meet up somewhere. Tonight, it’s a new
place in Homewood, fancy barbecue, overpriced drinks. They sit outside in a courtyard at a
wrought-iron table, fairy lights in the trees, and Bea fights the urge to check her phone every ten
minutes.
She’s started to realize how little she actually has in common with Blanche these days, and lord
knows, Eddie and Tripp don’t have much to talk about. They exhaust football as a topic of
conversation before the first drinks arrive, and then Tripp launches into some diatribe about a new
family moving into the neighborhood, how they’ve put up a basketball hoop, how he’s going to
complain to the HOA.
Eddie smiles at him, but his voice has an edge to it as he says, “Or you could just let the kids
play in their own driveway? Maybe the better option?”
“That’s what I told him,” Blanche says, rolling her eyes and reaching over to shove at Tripp’s
arm. She hadn’t shown up half-drunk tonight, and her wineglass is still mostly full, which Bea
takes as a good sign.
She also notices that Blanche looks nicer tonight than she has in a while, her makeup subtle,
but pretty, her simple pink sheath dress making her complexion glow.
Another good sign.
Bea knows Blanche is unhappy, knows she’s bored with Tripp and Thornfield Estates and her
life, that all the committees and boards she’s signed up for aren’t filling the void, but it’s nothing
they’ve been able to talk about. Every time she tries to bring it up, Blanche changes the subject or,
if she’s had too much wine, makes some catty comment about Bea working all the time.
But tonight, she’s relaxed, happy, and Bea is relieved to see it. Maybe the old Blanche is still in
there after all.
They’ve just gotten their main courses when Blanche says, “You know, we were so inspired by
the work y’all did on your house that Tripp and I were thinking about doing some renovations of
our own.”
That’s a surprise. Bea knows that money has not exactly been abundant for the Ingrahams
lately, but it’s not like she can say that out loud.
Apparently, she’s not the only one surprised. “We were?” Tripp asks. He’s on his third bourbon
now, leaning back in his chair, his food mostly untouched on his plate, his cheeks red. He’s still
handsome in his way, but every time they do one of these dinners, Bea can’t help but think how
much better Eddie looks in comparison.
Blanche waves her husband away. “I talked to you about it,” she says. “You probably just
forgot. Or weren’t listening. Or were drunk.”
There’s the bite Bea has gotten used to hearing in Blanche’s voice whenever she talks to Tripp.
Tripp is used to it, too, though, and he just snorts, taking another sip of his drink. “Do what
you want, my love,” he tells Blanche. “You always do.”
Ignoring him, Blanche leans forward, focusing on Eddie. “Of course, we’d want you for the
job,” she says, and Eddie grins as he slices his brisket.
“I was going to say, I hope you’re bringing this up because you’re planning on hiring me,



otherwise this is going to get very awkward.”
They all laugh at that, and Bea reaches over to lay a hand on Eddie’s thigh, squeezing slightly.
“Your schedule is kind of full right now, honey,” she reminds him, and she sees the way Blanche
glances at them, at Bea’s hand there on his leg.
She can’t explain why she doesn’t want Eddie working on Blanche’s house. She wants to tell
herself that it’s because she knows Blanche and Tripp don’t have the money, that this is going to be
a waste of everyone’s time, and besides, since she gave Eddie the capital to start his contracting
business, she has a say in what projects he takes on.
But it’s more than that. There’s something going on here, something she can’t quite put her
finger on.
Something about the hard look in Blanche’s eyes even as she smiles at Bea.
Eddie pats her hand, and goes back to his food. “I can always make time for friends,” he says
easily.
Blanche’s smile widens. “Great!” she says. “I already have, oh god, about a hundred and five
different ideas.”
The rest of the dinner passes in something of a blur for Bea. She drinks a little more than she’s
used to, and she keeps watching Blanche, wondering what this is all about, fighting the urge to
blurt out what she knows about Blanche and Tripp’s money problems.
And when Blanche says, “I’ve always loved how open y’all’s kitchen is. Maybe that’s
something we could do?” Bea comes so close to making a snide comment, she actually feels the
words sitting heavily on the tip of her tongue.
Of course, Blanche wants what they have. Of course, their house is nicer. Of course, Blanche
can’t stand it that Bea has come out on top after all these years.
The evening wraps up as it so often does, with Tripp drinking too much. This time, it’s bad
enough that Eddie has to help him to the car.
Bea and Eddie are parked on the street while Tripp and Blanche are in the small parking lot in
the back of the restaurant, so Bea goes to the car alone, the keys in her hand.
It’s only when she’s opening the passenger door that some urge overtakes her, and suddenly
she’s hurrying across the pavement, ducking around the side of the restaurant to the little lot where
Blanche and Tripp’s car is parked.
She sees Eddie and Blanche clearly in the streetlights, standing next to Tripp’s massive SUV.
Eddie must’ve already gotten him in the backseat because it’s just the two of them, just her
husband and her best friend, standing there.
Blanche is standing close to Eddie, too close, in Bea’s opinion, her face awash in the orange
light. She’s smiling up at him, and Eddie is smiling back.
It’s the same smile he turned on her in Hawaii, the deep one that gives him a trio of wrinkles at
the corner of his eyes, the smile that had made something in her chest feel warm, because she’d
somehow known he didn’t smile like that at everyone.
That smile she’d thought was just for her, and now it’s Blanche’s, too.
Bea feels numb as she turns away from them, her heels clicking on the asphalt.
So, this is what Blanche wants. This is what the “renovations” are about.
She doesn’t want Bea’s house.
She wants Bea’s husband.

SEPTEMBER, TWO MONTHS AFTER BLANCHE
This is going to sound bizarre (but then again, what about this doesn’t?), but I’m settling into a routine
in here.
We’re settling into a routine.
Eddie doesn’t come every day, but every three days. Every time is the same. He brings food and
water, enough to get me through until the next time he sees me. Actually, more than enough. I’ve got
extra bottles of water lined up against the wall.
For the first few weeks, I hoarded all of it, rationing out food and water to myself in case he



didn’t come back, but—another bizarre thing—I’ve started to trust that he’s not going to just leave me
up here to starve to death.
He still doesn’t talk to me, though, and there are a million questions I want to ask him. Not just the
obvious things like, “Why the fuck are you doing this?” but little things. I want to know what he’s told
the world about me, I want to know what’s happened to Southern Manors.
Do people here miss me? Do they miss Blanche?
There has to be some way to get him to talk to me.
I think if I don’t talk to someone soon, I’m going to lose my mind.
Today, finally, a breakthrough.
Thanks to a shirt, of all things.
When Eddie came to bring me supplies, I noticed he was wearing the blue dress shirt I got him for
our last anniversary. It was the exact same shade of blue as his eyes, which is why I’d bought it, and
he still looked great in it. He’s been looking better in general lately, more like himself.
And so I said, “You look good.”
That surprised him. Instead of turning away from me, he glanced down at himself, like he’d just
realized what he was wearing. Saw the significance of it.
“Thanks,” he said at last. “I forgot you got this for me.”
“I got most of your clothes for you,” I replied, “except for that godawful houndstooth tie you like.
That was all you.”
He smiled a little at that, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “I love that tie.”
Well, now you can wear it all the time, I guess.
The words were right there, a pithy comeback, the kind of thing he used to like from me. But I
held my tongue because I knew it would just make him leave. And I needed him to stay.
“It did look good on you,” I said. “Which was very irritating.”
A snort, then he turned for the door, and was gone. I’d wanted him to linger, to keep talking, and it
was hard not to feel disappointed. But there was a looseness to him as he left that hadn’t been there
when he came in.
It’s a start.
OCTOBER, THREE MONTHS AFTER BLANCHE
Eddie came back today, which surprised me. He’d just been here yesterday, and I was used to waiting
three days between visits, counting the time as best as I can up here.
He brought more food and water with him, but I still had plenty, and after he dropped them off, he
just stood there by the door for a long while, his hands in his back pockets.
“Do you want some more books?” he finally asked, and it took me a minute to respond.
“That would be great,” I said, and meant it. He doesn’t know I’ve been using this one as a journal,
and I could really use some more reading material.
He nodded and, as he left, said, “Bye, Bea.”
He hasn’t done that before. It’s the first time I’ve heard my own name in weeks.
Another day, another visit from Eddie. He’s coming every day now. Not staying long, and twice now,
he’s been here while I’ve been asleep, and I wonder if that means he’s coming at night. I don’t have
the best sense of night and day right now, but I still sleep, and I assume that I must be keeping a semi-
regular schedule. I don’t know why he’d suddenly be coming up at night, though.
But no, I told myself that I can’t do that, can’t try to guess at his reasons or his motives. If I do
that, I’ll go crazy.
Well, crazier.
Eddie stayed for an hour today. Maybe longer.
He didn’t even bother bringing food and water, and for the first time since I woke up in here, I felt
something in my chest loosen, like I could breathe again.
He’d brought me books like he promised, and as soon as he came in, I held up one of them, a
political thriller I remembered him reading. “This was maybe the stupidest book I’ve ever read,” I
told him, and he crossed the room, taking it from my hand, studying the cover.
“Is this the one where they replace the president with a clone?”



“It was the vice president,” I reminded him, “but yes.”
Reading the back, Eddie smiled faintly. “I bought it in an airport. No one can be judged for the
books they buy in airports.”
“I remember that,” I said, and suddenly I did. We’d been going to a conference in Atlanta. Well,
I’d been going to the conference. Eddie had come with me so he could go to some football game there
the same weekend.
“Women and Leadership, Leaders and Womanhood,” I said. “Some workshop like that. Three
days of lectures with titles like, ‘A Gentle Hand: Commanding Respect without Fear,’ and ‘Women on
Top.’”
He smiled. “You hated that shit.”
“I did,” I replied, nodding. “That one was especially bad, though.”
I sat on the edge of the bed, remembering that weekend, how miserable and bored I’d felt,
overdressed in my pencil skirts, wasting my time.
I could still see the woman who led one of the group workshops, standing in front of us, her hair
short and prematurely gray, a cream-colored cashmere cardigan nearly swallowing her birdlike
frame.
“We keep so many things in our brains,” she’d said. “More than men do. They’re allowed to only
worry about business, while we have to worry about business and our families. Our children. I bet if
I were to ask a male CEO, ‘How much milk do you have in your fridge right this second?’ he’d have
no idea. But all of you know.”
The woman had smiled, beatific, then lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “You all
know, don’t you?”
A wave of chuckles and knowing nods, and I’d looked around thinking, Are all of you for fucking
real?
I told Eddie that story now, and he laughed, folding his arms across his chest. “Right, but every
day, when I got back to the room and asked how your day had gone, you’d said, ‘Fine.’”
I shrugged. “What was I supposed to say? I was the one who’d chosen to go. I didn’t want to
admit that you were right, and it was a waste of time.”
I didn’t add that things had been strained between us then. That we’d been arguing more, even
before Blanche and her renovations.
I didn’t want him to remember that.
“That weekend wasn’t exactly a barrel of laughs for me, either. I ended up giving my ticket to the
Falcons game to one of my clients, so I think I mostly watched ESPN in the hotel room and ate bad
room service.”
He glanced around then, and I realized he was looking for a place to sit.
But of course, there wasn’t one, because this wasn’t my parlor, it was a cell.
A cell he’d made.
Thinking fast, I patted the bed next to me. “It’s surprisingly comfy,” I said, smiling a little. This
was the most we’d talked, and I wanted him like this, relaxed and a little more open.
He hesitated, and for a moment, I thought he’d leave instead.
Then he sat.
The mattress dipped under his weight, making me lean toward him more, and I caught the scent of
his soap, and underneath that, the clean, warm smell that was just Eddie.
That weekend in Atlanta hadn’t been all bad. Even with the tension between us, we’d taken
advantage of that big hotel bed every night.
Things had always been good between us in bed.
Eddie looked over at me, his eyes very blue, and my mouth went dry.
He wasn’t looking at me like he hated me, like he wanted me gone. And there had to be a reason I
was still here, after all.
Blanche was dead, while I was alive.
That had to mean something.
“We should’ve gone on more vacations,” I said, letting my gaze drift to his lips. “Maybe back to



Hawaii.”
I glanced up at him then, and his face was open to me, finally. His eyes warm, his lips parted, the
Eddie I knew.
The Eddie I understood.
And suddenly the best way to get out of here was very, very clear.

She hadn’t come to Hawaii to meet a guy. She’d come to sit in the sunshine and drink overpriced
frozen cocktails. To look out at the Pacific Ocean, which she’d never seen before that trip. In fact,
the only ocean she’d ever been to was the Gulf of Mexico, that one summer Blanche’s family took
her to their place in Orange Beach.
Blanche hadn’t approved of the trip to Hawaii. “It’s tacky,” she’d told Bea, wrinkling her nose
as she’d tucked her hair behind her ear. “And you can afford better. Do Bali or something. Fiji,
even.”
But Bea had wanted Hawaii, so that’s where she’d gone, and Blanche could get fucked with her
judgey face and pointless opinions. She was just jealous, anyway. Tripp hadn’t taken her anywhere
since their honeymoon in Italy, and Bea knew for a fact he was still paying off the credit card bills.
But she sat there in her beach chair day after day, looking out at the ocean—as blue as she’d
hoped it would be—and Blanche’s words had spun around her mind. Should she have gone
somewhere a little more exotic? Somewhere harder to get to? Somewhere where she wasn’t
spending her days avoiding families and honeymooners?
It was always a balancing act, separating the wants of the girl she used to be from the needs of
the woman she was now.
Another mai tai, too sweet, but she drank it anyway. No, Hawaii was good. Hawaii was
accessible, and that’s part of what Southern Manors was selling, right? Class, but in a comfortable
way. She might do an entire Hawaiian line for next summer. Hibiscus blooms painted on glass
tumblers. Napkin rings in the shape of pineapples. A cheeky hula girl print.
Thinking about work calmed her as it always did, made her brain cease that constant circling,
like she was forever looking for the places where she’d stepped wrong, or could step wrong. She
never had that uncertainty and self-doubt when it came to her business.
Bea pulled her iPad out of her beach bag where it sat next to the three magazines and two
books she’d picked up at the airport, but knew she wouldn’t read.
Within a few minutes, she had a page of ideas for the summer line, and was trying to think of a
name for the collection that would be fun and catchy, but not overly cutesy. Another fine line she
walked all the time, but easier.
She was on her third attempt (“Something with Blue Hawaii? Too dated?”) when a shadow fell
across her chair, and she heard someone say, “Working at the beach? I’m not sure if that’s
inspiring or depressing.”
It was the smile that did her in, almost from that first moment. Looking up at the man standing
there in striped trunks and a white T-shirt, one hand casually in his pocket, his sunglasses spotted
with dried seawater, his hair falling over his brow like he was the hero of some rom-com she’d just
stepped into.
Bea smiled back, almost without thinking. Later, she’d realize that he was good at that, at
breaching walls before you’d even had a chance to put them up, but on that sunny afternoon, there
hadn’t been anything sinister about his charm.
“Beats working in an office,” she heard herself reply, and his grin had deepened, revealing a
dimple in his left cheek.
“I’ll drink to that,” he replied, and then he was offering her his hand, that smile as bright as
the sun overhead.
“I’m Eddie.”
Eddie. It was a boy’s name, Bea thought, but it suited him because there was something boyish
in his smile.
And she liked that. Liked it enough that she let him sit in the empty chair next to her and that
she accepted his invitation for dinner that night.



Why not? she’d thought. Wasn’t this the kind of thing that was supposed to go along with this
new life of hers? Expensive vacations, fancy cocktails, dinner with a handsome stranger?
They ate in the hotel restaurant, near the big plate glass window overlooking the sea, the sky a
violent mix of pink, purple, and orange, a candle flickering between them, expensive wine sweating
in a bucket of ice by the table.
Looking back, Bea could see how it was almost too perfect, too much of a romantic cliché, but
at the time, it had just felt exciting and … right, somehow. Like she was finally getting everything
she deserved.
They talked, and she was surprised at how easy it all was. How easy he was. He was from
Maine, originally, and loved boats. He was in Hawaii because he had a friend looking to get into
the yacht charter business, and they were scouting out other companies, seeing how it was done.
And she’d told him about growing up in Alabama, leaving out the more Southern gothic aspects
of her childhood, focusing on the fancy boarding school, the debutante scene, the all-girls college
she’d attended in South Carolina. As she spun out her tales, she realized that she was doing it
again, papering parts of Blanche’s life over the less savory parts of hers, but she’d been in the
habit for so long that it hardly registered anymore.
Over dessert, laughing sheepishly, a little chagrined, rubbing his hand over the back of his
neck: “You are really fucking beautiful.”
Shake of his head. “And I am clearly really fucking drunk,” he added.
But he hadn’t been. He’d had one old-fashioned earlier, and his wine was mostly untouched.
Maybe it should have alarmed her, that he was faking being drunk as an excuse to say
something like that to her, a woman he’d just met.
But it didn’t alarm her. It interested her. It felt like it might be a hint at a weakness in a man
who, from what she could see, had no reason to be weak. Good-looking, smart, successful …
Bea would eventually find out that he wasn’t in Hawaii “on business” like he’d said, that the
charter yacht idea was closer to a pipe dream than an actual pursuit, but by then it was too late
and she didn’t care anyway.
“I’m sure you get that a lot,” he went on, and Bea had looked at him, really looked at him.
His eyes were blue, and there was just a hint of red high on his cheekbones, from the sun she
thought, not booze or embarrassment.
“I do,” she replied, both because it was true and because she wanted to see how he’d respond.
If the script he’d come up with in his head had counted on her playing that mythical creature boys
sang about, the pretty girl who didn’t know it.
But he didn’t seem flustered at all. He narrowed his eyes slightly, tilting his glass at her. “So,
beautiful and smart enough to know it.”
“And rich,” she added. Also true, and again, she wanted to see the look on his face when she
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I really should’ve fucking known it.
My head ached, and as I opened my eyes, it seemed like they might explode out of my skull. There
was a thick, heavy feeling in my stomach, and I turned my head to the side, suddenly afraid I was
going to puke, but nothing happened. I just coughed and retched and wondered how the hell I didn’t



see this coming.
Bea was always too smart for this to be a permanent solution. Hell, I was too smart for this to be
a permanent solution. But that first night, I’d been freaking out and panicking, and this had seemed …
okay, it had seemed insane even then, but I was improvising. It’s what I’d always done, made things
up on the spot, adapted to my circumstances.
Usually it worked.
But this was Bea. This was my wife.
Of course it ended up like this, me on the floor, bleeding, missing several teeth—and Bea out
there, somewhere, with Jane.
The thought caused a quick surge of panic, and I tried to sit up, but that wasn’t happening. I
collapsed to the floor in the fetal position, staring blurrily at my own blood as somewhere
downstairs, my wife and my fiancée … what, called the cops? Shared a glass of celebratory
champagne?
Christ, I hoped it was one of those options, because anything else scared the fuck out of me.
It’s not like I went to Hawaii with the express purpose of seducing and marrying Bea Mason. I hadn’t
known she’d be there—I’m not a stalker, for fuck’s sake. But I’d gotten good at spotting opportunities
over the years, and that’s what seeing Bea Mason on that beach was.
Not just an opportunity.
The opportunity.
I hadn’t known who she was, initially. I didn’t exactly keep up with the home décor industry, but
the girl I was traveling with, Charlie, did.
“Holy shit,” she’d said as we’d been sitting by the pool.
I’d looked up from my phone to see a woman walking by in a deep purple one-piece, a flowered
sarong around her waist. She was pretty and petite, and even from a distance, I caught the sparkle of
diamonds in her ears, but I didn’t think anything about her really warranted a “Holy shit.”
“What?” I’d asked, and Charlie had thumped me with a rolled-up magazine.
“That’s Bea Mason,” she’d said, and when I’d just stared at her, she’d rolled her eyes and said,
“She owns Southern Manors? It’s, like, huge? I got that gingham skirt you like so much from there.”
I had no idea what skirt she was talking about, but I smiled and nodded. “Oh, right. So, she’s a big
deal?”
“To women, yeah,” Charlie said, then wrinkled her nose. “But I wonder why she’s staying here?
This isn’t even the nicest resort on the island. If I had her money, I’d be at the Lanai.”
And that’s when Bea Mason suddenly got a lot more interesting to me.
Charlie had money. Lots of it. None of it was really hers, I guess, more her family’s, but she was
still comfortably loaded. Which meant that Bea Mason must have even more.
“It’s her company?” I asked, looking back at my phone, keeping my tone casual.
“Oh yeah,” Charlie said as she reached to pick her daiquiri up off the nearby table. I could smell
the sugary strawberry scent of it from my chair. “She’s super inspiring. Built it up from this little
internet business to a massive thing in like five years. Self-made multimillionaire. There was an
interview with her in Fortune that my dad sent to me, and I was like, ‘Goals.’”
I’d looked up from my phone then, and caught a glimpse of Bea walking away.
It wasn’t just the money. The money was a big part of it, sure, but I liked that idea—that she’d
made something out of nothing. And while Charlie ordered another drink and went back to her
magazine, I’d done some googling.
The Southern Manors website had been charming, if a little cloying, and the pictures of Bea had
proven that she was as attractive as I’d guessed. Not in the same showy way Charlie was, forever
Instagram ready, but in a subtler, classier way.
Learning her net worth added a certain sheen to things, too, of course.
Two hundred million dollars. That’s what Google said, although I knew those things weren’t
always accurate. Charlie’s dad was supposed to be worth fifty million, but most of that was tied up in
real estate and trusts. Charlie was even on an allowance. A generous one, definitely, but it wasn’t
exactly carte blanche.
“I’m gonna go up to the room for a bit,” I’d told her, standing up from my chair and stretching,



letting her gaze slide over my bare chest, my abs. I’d been up early to hit the gym, a chore, but a
necessary one.
“Want company?” she’d purred, and I’d been sure to grin at her, chucking her underneath her chin.
“No, because I’m gonna nap, and I won’t sleep if you’re around.”
She’d liked that, and caught my hand, pressing a kiss to the tips of my fingers before shooing me
off. “I’ll be up in a bit, then. Rest up.”
I’d gone back to the room, but I hadn’t napped. Instead, I’d thrown most of my things back in my
bag.
I was good with people, figuring them out, predicting what they’d do, and I had a hunch Charlie
was on to something with the Lanai. Bea Mason hadn’t stopped to sit at our pool, after all, just
walked through.
And I was right, I learned later. She’d just been checking out our pool area because she was trying
to get an idea of what kind of bathing suit prints were popular among, as she put it, “normal women.”
Looking back, that probably should’ve been a hint, too.
At the time, I just patted myself on the back for guessing correctly.
I wish I could say there was some special trick to doing the kinds of things I do, some kind of
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JUNE
“We should go to the lake this weekend.”
I’m sitting at the kitchen counter, paging through another bridal magazine when Eddie speaks, his
tone casual as he pours himself a cup of coffee.
It’s been a week since Detective Laurent showed up and while neither of us have mentioned her
visit, it’s still been there between us, a third presence in the room all the time.
And now Eddie wants to go to the lake? The same place where Blanche and his wife died? Oh
wait, were murdered?
“Like, the house there?” I ask inanely, and he smirks slightly.
“That was the idea, yeah. Might be nice to get out of town for a little bit, you know? And you’ve
never seen the house.”
I’m temporarily stunned into silence. Finally, I say, “Are you sure that’s a smart idea?”
Eddie fixes me with his eyes. He’s still smiling, his posture loose and relaxed, and it’s somehow
worse than if he were angry. “Why wouldn’t it be?”
It feels like a dare. It is a dare. He wants me to say it out loud, to ask about the police
investigation. Does he wonder if I read into Detective Laurent’s visit, if I suspect him at all? Because,
if I’m being honest with myself, I don’t know what to think anymore. But I also think that in a twisted
way, going to the lake could give me some clarity.
“Okay,” I say. “We’ll go to the lake.”
We leave on Friday afternoon, Eddie wrapping up work early. The drive to Smith Lake is about an
hour from the house in Mountain Brook, and it’s pretty, taking us away from the suburbs and into the
more rural parts of Alabama, hills rolling gently, the sky a blazing blue.
We stop in a town called Jasper to eat lunch, Eddie as at ease in a little barbecue joint with
plastic tables and a roll of paper towels for napkins as he is at the fancy French place back in the
village.
Watching him with his sloppy sandwich, managing to get not one drop of sauce on his pristine
white shirt, I laugh, shaking my head.
“You fit in anywhere,” I tell him, and he looks up, eyebrows raised.
“Is that a compliment?” he asks, and I’d meant it as one, definitely. But not for the first time, I
wonder about Eddie’s past. He rarely talks about it, like he just sprang into the world, fully formed
when he met Bea.
“No, if I wanted to compliment you, I’d tell you how hot you look with barbecue sauce on the
corner of your mouth.”
He smiles and winks. “You think I’m hot, huh?”
Shrugging, I poke at the lemon in my sweet tea with my straw. “Most days you’re just passable,
but right now, yes.”
That makes him laugh, and he tosses a balled-up napkin at me. “This is why I love you, Jane,” he
says. “You won’t let my head get too big.” Even though it’s dumb as hell, I almost want to tell him my
real name then. Just to hear him say it.
Instead, I finish up my lunch, and we head back to the car, the drive short now.
We make our way down winding roads, dim under the canopy of leaves, the lake sparkling in the
distance. There are lots of houses, but the farther we drive, the more spread out they become until
finally, there’s just the woods, the lake, and as Eddie rounds a corner, the house.
It’s not as grand as the one in Thornfield Estates, and it was clearly built to look like a rustic lake
house, the kind of place where you bring kids fishing, but it’s still sprawling, and I feel the coziness
of lunch start to ebb away.
It’s so quiet here. So isolated.
And it’s the last place Bea was ever alive.
As Eddie gets our bags from the trunk, I think he might be feeling something similar because he’s



quiet except to call out, “The code for the door is the same one at the house.”
6-12-85. Bea’s birthday.
I enter it into the keypad on the front door, and step inside.
More similarities to Eddie’s house—our house. It’s clearly been expensively decorated, but it’s
designed to look lived-in, too. There’s darker wood here, darker furniture, the whole place a lot more
masculine, a lot less … Bea.
As I stand beside the heavy front door, my surprise must register on my face because as Eddie
steps past me with our stuff, he asks, “What?”
“It’s just…”
This house looks so much more like him. Even though Bea died here, her ghost doesn’t feel nearly
as present.
“This is a very man-cavey place,” I finally say, and one corner of his mouth kicks up as he tosses
his leather bag onto a couch done in green-and-blue tartan.
“This place was Bea’s wedding present to me,” he says. “So, she let me decorate.” Another
smile, wry this time. “Which means I said yes to everything she picked out.”
So, Bea’s stamp is still here—it’s just her version of what she thought Eddie would like. Should
like.
I move into the living room, seeing it through Bea’s eyes, imagining how she saw Eddie. Even
though this is on a lake, not the ocean, there’s a whole coastal theme happening. Paintings of
schooners, decorations made with heavy rope, even an old Chelsea Clock on the wall.
“I worked on sailboats when I was younger, up north. Charter boats in Bar Harbor, that kind of
thing,” he says, nodding at the seascape over the fireplace. “I guess Bea wanted to remind me of it.”
“Because you liked it or because you hated it?”
The question is out before I realize what a stupid thing it is to ask, how much it reveals.
His head jerks back slightly, like the question was an actual physical blow, and he narrows his
eyes. “What does that mean?” he asks, and I feel my face go hot as I shrug, nudging the edge of an area
rug with my toe.
“You’ve just never mentioned that to me before, so I thought … maybe you were trying to forget
it? Your past. Maybe this reminder of it might not have actually been a nice thing to do.”
“You think Bea was that kind of bitch?” he asks, and god, I have royally fucked this up.
“Of course not,” I say, but to my surprise, he just laughs, shaking his head.
“I can’t blame you for it. I imagine you saw some real cunty stuff when you worked in the
neighborhood.”
It’s a relief, both that he doesn’t think my question was that weird, and also that he gets me. I may
not always be honest with Eddie, but he still sees these parts of me sometimes, and I like it.
It makes me think that even though I’ve been playing a certain role, he might have picked me—the
real me—anyway.
“It was still a dumb thing to say,” I tell him now, sliding closer to him. Over his shoulder is a
glass door leading out to a screened-in porch; beyond that is a sloping green lawn, a narrow pier, and
the dark water of the lake. This time of the afternoon, the sun sends little sparks of gold dancing
across its surface.
It’s hard to believe that this pretty, sparkly water took Bea’s life. And Blanche’s. And it’s even
harder to believe Eddie would want to be anywhere near it again. How can we sit out there tonight
and drink wine and not think about it?
But Eddie just gives my ass a pat, propelling me slightly in the direction of the hallway off the
living room. “Go ahead and get settled, and I’ll unpack the groceries.”
The master bedroom is nowhere near as big as the one back at Thornfield, but it’s pretty and, like
the rest of the house, cozy and comfortable. There’s a quilt on the bed in swirling shades of blue, and
a big armchair near the window with a good view of the lake.
I settle into the chair now, watching the water.
After twenty minutes, I still haven’t seen a single person out there.
No boats, no Jet Skis, no swimmers. The only sound is the lapping of the water against the dock
and the wind in the trees.



When I come out of the bedroom, Eddie is pouring us both a glass of wine.
“It’s really quiet out here,” I say, and he nods, looking out the back door toward the water.
“That’s why we picked it.”
And then he releases a long deep breath and says, “It made me crazy. After Bea.”
I look up, startled. I hadn’t expected him to voluntarily mention her after my fuckup earlier.
“The quiet,” he goes on. “Thinking about that night and how quiet it would’ve been, how dark.”
He keeps his eyes trained on the water. “It’s deep out there, you know. The deepest lake in
Alabama.”
I hadn’t known that, and I don’t say anything. I’m not even sure if he’s talking to me, to be honest.
It’s almost like he’s talking to himself, staring out at the lake.
“They flooded a forest to make it,” he goes on. “So there are trees under the water. Tall ones,
sixty feet high in some places. A whole fucking forest under the water. That’s why they thought they
never found her. They thought she was somewhere in the trees.”
The image seeps into my mind. Bea, her skin white, her body tangled in the branches of an
underwater forest, and it’s so awful I actually shake my head a little. I’d wondered why it had been so
hard to find the bodies, and now that I knew, I wish I didn’t.
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6
Eddie isn’t there when I walk Adele the next morning. His car is missing from the garage, and I tell
myself I’m not disappointed when I take the puppy from the backyard and out for her walk.
Thornfield Estates is just up the hill from Mountain Brook Village where I used to work, so this
morning, I take Adele there, her little legs trotting happily as we turn out of the neighborhood. I tell
myself it’s because I’m bored with the same streets, but really, it’s because I want people to see us. I
want people who don’t know I’m the dog-walker to see me with Eddie’s dog. Which means, in their
heads, I’m linked with Eddie.
It makes me hold my head up higher as I walk past Roasted, past the little boutique selling things
that I now recognize as knockoffs of Southern Manors. I pass three stores with brightly patterned
quilted bags in the windows, and I think how many of those bags are probably tucked away in closets
in Thornfield Estates.
What would it feel like to be the kind of woman who spent $250 on an ugly bag just because you
could?
At my side, Adele trots along, her nails clicking on the sidewalk, and I’m just about to turn by the
bookstore when I hear, “Jane?”
It’s Mrs. McLaren. I walk her dalmatian, Mary-Beth, every Wednesday, and now she’s standing in
front of me, a Roasted cup in hand. Like Emily Clark, she wears fancy yoga clothes half the time, but
she’s smaller and curvier than Emily or Mrs. Reed, her hair about four different shades of blond as it
curls around her face.
“What are you two doing all the way down here?” She asks it with a smile, but my face suddenly
flames hot, like I’ve been caught at something.
“Change of scenery,” I reply with a sheepish shrug, hoping Mrs. McLaren will just let this go, but
now she’s stepping closer, her gaze falling to Adele.
“Sweetheart, it’s probably not safe to have the dogs out of the neighborhood.” The words are



cooed, sugar-sweet, a cotton candy chastisement, and I hate her for them.
Like I’m a child. Or, worse, a servant who wandered out of her gated yard.
“We’re not far from home,” I say, and at my side, Adele whines, straining on her leash, her tail
brushing back and forth.
Home.
There’s a shopping bag dangling from Mrs. McLaren’s wrist as she steps closer. It’s imprinted
with the logo of one of those little boutiques I just passed, and I wonder what’s in it, wanting to catch
a glimpse of the item inside, so that when I see it lying around her house later, I can take it. A stupid,
petty reaction, lashing out, I know that, but there it is, an insistent pulse under my skin.
Whatever this bitch bought today, she’s not going to keep it, not after making me feel this small.
“Okay, well, maybe run on back there, then?” The uptick, making it a question. “And sweetie,
please don’t ever take Mary-Beth out of the neighborhood, okay? She gets so excitable, and I’d hate
for her to be out in all this…” she waves a hand, the bag still dangling from her wrist. “Rigmarole.”
I’ve seen maybe three cars this morning, and the only rigmarole currently happening is Mrs.
McLaren stopping me like I’m some kind of criminal for daring to walk a dog outside Thornfield’s
gates.
But I nod.
I smile.
I bite back the venom flooding my mouth because I have practice at that, and I walk back to
Thornfield Estates and to Eddie’s house.
It’s cool and quiet as I let myself in, and I lean down to unclip Adele’s leash. Her claws skitter
across the marble, then the hardwood as she makes her way to the sliding glass doors, and I follow,
opening them to let her out into the yard.
This is the part where I’m supposed to hang up her leash on the hook by the front door, maybe
leave a note for Eddie saying that I came by and that Adele is outside, and then leave. Go back to the
concrete box on St. Pierre Street, think again about taking the GRE, maybe sort through the various
treasures I’ve picked up on dressers, on bathroom counters, beside nightstands.
Instead, I walk back into the living room with that bright pinkish-red couch and floral chairs, the
shelves with all those books, and I look around.
For once, I’m not looking for something to take. I don’t know what it says about me, about Eddie,
or how I might feel about Eddie that I don’t want to take anything from him, but I don’t. I just want to
know him. To learn something.
Actually, if I’m being honest with myself, I want to see pictures of him with Bea.
There aren’t any in the living room, but I can see spaces on the wall where photographs must have
hung. And the mantel is weirdly bare, which makes me think it once held more than just a pair of
silver candlesticks.
I wander down the hall, sneakers squeaking, and there’s more emptiness.
Upstairs.
The hardwood is smooth underfoot, and there are no blank spaces here, only tasteful pieces of art.
On the landing, there’s a table with that glass bowl I recognize from Southern Manors, the one
shaped like an apple, and I let my fingers drift over it before moving on, up the shorter flight of stairs
to the second floor.
It’s dim up here, the lights off, and the morning sun not yet high enough to reach through the
windows. There are doors on either side, but I don’t try to open any of them.
Instead, I make my way to a small wooden table under a round stained-glass window, there at the
end of the hall.
There’s only one thing on it, a silver-framed photograph, and it’s both exactly what I wanted to
see, and something I wish I’d never seen at all.
I had wondered what Bea and Eddie looked like together, and now I know.
They’re beautiful.
But it’s more than just that. Lots of people are beautiful, especially in this neighborhood where
everyone can afford the upkeep, so it’s not her perfect hair and flawless figure, her bright smile and
designer bathing suit. It’s that they look like they fit. Both of them, standing on that gorgeous beach,



her smiling at the camera, Eddie smiling at her.
They’d found the person for them. That thing most of us look for and never find, that thing I always
assumed didn’t exist, because in this whole wide world, how could there ever be one person who
was just right for you?
But Bea was right for Eddie, I can see that now, and I suddenly feel so stupid and small. Sure,
he’d flirted with me, but he was probably one of those guys for whom it was second nature. He’d had
this. He certainly didn’t want me.
“That was in Hawaii.”
I whirl around, the keys falling from my suddenly numb fingers.
Eddie is standing in the hallway, just at the top of the stairs, leaning against the wall with one
ankle crossed in front of the other. He’s wearing jeans today and a blue button-down, the kind that
looks casual, but probably costs more than I’d make in a couple of weeks at the coffee shop or
walking dogs. I wonder what that’s like, to have so much money that spending someone’s rent on one
shirt doesn’t even register.
His sunglasses dangle from his hand, and he nods at the table. “That picture,” he tells me, as if I
hadn’t known what he was referring to. “That’s me and Bea in Hawaii last year. We met there,
actually.”
I swallow hard, shoving my hands into the back pockets of my jeans, straightening my shoulders.
“I was just looking for the bathroom,” I tell him, and he smiles a little.
“Of course you were,” he says, pushing off from the wall and walking closer. The hall is wide
and bright, filled with light from the inset window above us, but it feels smaller, closer, as he moves
nearer.
“It was the one picture I couldn’t bring myself to get rid of,” he says now, and I’m very aware of
him standing right next to me, his elbow nearly brushing my side.
“The rest were mostly shots of our wedding, a few pictures of when we were building this house.
But that one…” Trailing off, he picks up the frame, studying the image. “I don’t know. I just couldn’t
throw it out.”
“You threw the rest of them away?” I ask. “Even your wedding pictures?”
He sets the frame back on the table with a soft clunk. “Burned them, actually. In the backyard three
days after the accident.”
“I’m so sorry,” I say quietly, trying not to imagine Eddie standing in front of a fire as Bea’s face
melted.
But then he looks at me, his blue eyes narrowing just a little bit. “I don’t think you are, Jane,” he
says, and my mouth is dry, my heart hammering. I wish I’d never come upstairs into this hallway, and I
am so glad I came into this hallway because if I hadn’t, we wouldn’t be standing here right now, and
he wouldn’t be looking at me like that.
“What happened was awful,” I try again, and he nods, but his hand is already coming up to cup my
elbow. His fingers fold around the sharp point, and I stare down at where he’s touching me, at the
sight of that hand on my skin.
“Awful,” he echoes. “But you’re not sorry, because her not being here means that you can be here.
With me.”

Chapter 25

You are being provided with a book chapter by chapter. I will request you to read the book for me after each
chapter. After reading the chapter, 1. shorten the chapter to no less than 300 words and no more than 400
words. 2. Do not change the name, address, or any important nouns in the chapter. 3. Do not translate the
original language. 4. Keep the same style as the original chapter, keep it consistent throughout the chapter.
Your reply must comply with all four requirements, or it’s invalid.
I will provide the chapter now.



25
When I used to walk dogs in the neighborhood, I sometimes thought about where people like
Campbell, Emily, and Caroline went during the day, when they pulled out of Thornfield Estates in
their oversized SUVs.
Not far, apparently. Today, we’re at Roasted, for a meeting of the Neighborhood Beautification
Committee. Campbell and Emily are both wearing athleisure, but I’ve dressed a little nicer, pairing a
gray pencil skirt with a pink blouse and matching heels. I’m still not quite as tan or as glossy of hair
as they both are, but I can see myself reflected in Emily’s giant sunglasses, and I know I look a lot
more like both of them than I did just a few months ago.
Making a mental note to ask Emily where she gets her hair done, I reach down into my bag—
another new purchase, this massive leather purse that could probably hold Adele—and pull out the
binder I’ve carefully labeled TENBC in a pretty, swirly font.
“Look at yooooouuuuu,” Emily says, reaching out to playfully shove at my arm. “So organized!”
I smile, not mentioning that I was up until 1 A.M. working on this and that it took a stupid amount of
concealer to cover the circles under my eyes.
Or that while I sat on the floor of the living room, cutting pictures out of magazines and sliding
them into the binder’s plastic folders, I’d heard those thumps from upstairs again, the weird sounds
Eddie had said not to worry about.
Just a couple, and faint enough that I hadn’t jumped or shrieked this time, but I’d still made a
mental note to call an exterminator.
Now, though, I’m all smiles as I lay the binder out on the table, my ring flashing in the sunlight.
Campbell leans forward to look more closely at the ring, just like I’d hoped she would.
“When’s the wedding?” she asks, and Emily perks up a little, too.
Gossip as currency, yet again.
I look down at the binder, flipping through its pages. “Honestly, we’re not sure. It was going to be
fairly soon—something small, you know? Casual, at home…”
“I’m sure all of this with Tripp has made planning a wedding hard,” Emily says, sympathetic, and
I look up.
“We’re mostly trying not to think about it,” I say, which is true.
Both women hum in agreement, and then Campbell sighs, turning my binder to face her. She flips
through the pictures, but I can tell she’s not really looking at them.
“I found a couple of ideas from Southern Living,” I say. “For the flower beds in the front of the
neighborhood? On that fourth page—”
“Did you know the police found out Tripp was at the lake?”
Emily says it in almost a whisper, and I jerk my head up, surprised. That’s new.
But I’m not as shocked as Campbell, apparently. She sits up so abruptly that she kicks the table,
rattling the wrought iron.
“Are you fucking kidding me?” Campbell whips off her sunglasses, her blue eyes wide. “He was
down there? Seriously?”
Emily nods, and I slide my binder back across the table to me. “That’s what the police said. I
think someone saw him? Or there are receipts? Like, the actual kind, not the Kardashian kind.”
I laugh a little at that—who knew Emily had jokes?—but Campbell is still looking at both of us,
her sunglasses dangling from her fingers.
“So … he really did it. He killed them.”
“Of course, he did,” I say, more sharply than I mean to, and they both turn to look at me.
Fuck.
Clearing my throat, I flip through the binder some more. “I just mean … the police are doing their
jobs. They wouldn’t have charged him if they weren’t confident he did it.”
Emily nods, but Campbell still looks unsure, chewing her lower lip, her leg jiggling. “It’s just so
weird,” she says. “Tripp could be an asshole when he drank, don’t get me wrong, but he wasn’t …
violent. And he loved Blanche.”
I’d thought so, too, but now, I wonder if him falling to pieces after she died, him wandering the
house and drinking all day wasn’t grief, but guilt.



And Emily pipes up, “They were having some issues though, Cam. You know that.”
They both glance at me, quickly, then at each other, and I know what this is about.
“Tripp told me,” I tell them, “that there were rumors about Eddie and Blanche.”
Another shared glance, and I think they might try to bullshit me, but then Emily shrugs and says, “I
mean. They were spending a lot of time together. And Bea was never around.”
“Never,” Campbell says, shaking her head. “That company was her whole life. Especially in
those last few months. We barely ever saw her.”
“That’s true,” Emily adds. “When we first moved into the neighborhood, Bea definitely spent
more time with us.” She smiles, tapping my binder. “She did stuff like this. But last spring, she was
missing meetings, passing on parties…”
“But do you think…” I let the question dangle, and I see them look at each other again.
“No,” Emily finally says. “But Bea and Blanche were kind of weird right before all of it
happened.”
Campbell sucks in a breath, sitting back in her chair, her gaze again darting to Emily.
“What?” Emily asks her, sipping her coffee. “It’s true, and they’re both dead. It’s not like it can
hurt anyone now to acknowledge it. Besides,” she adds, waving a hand, rings throwing off showers of
sparks, “it wasn’t anything juicy. I think it had to do with Bea’s mom or something. Back before Eddie
was even in the picture.”
I can see where that kind of gossip isn’t interesting to them, but damn, do I wish I knew more
about it. Hearing that Bea and Blanche had some kind of tension isn’t new—Tripp had said the same
thing—but why, exactly? I know there is something in that friendship that I am missing, and I can’t
shake the thought that figuring it out is key to understanding Eddie. I try another angle. “Did Bea have
a temper?”
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Eddie takes the detective out to the backyard. There’s no ride to the police station, no Eddie in the
back of a car, and I tell myself that this isn’t serious. This is nothing, really.
If it were something, he wouldn’t be offering the detective bottled water with a smile.
I stand in the kitchen, absentmindedly cleaning the counters, putting glasses in the dishwasher,
anything to keep my hands busy and make me look just as relaxed as Eddie does right now.
But I’m not Eddie, and when Detective Laurent comes back inside, I have to fight the urge to go
hide in the bedroom and lock the door.
It sounds stupid, but I’d thought this kind of money and lifestyle insulated you from things like this,
the police showing up at your door with questions and hard eyes.
The detective is friendly enough, though, holding up her empty bottle. “Recycling?” she asks, and
I take it from her, smiling like I’m totally unbothered.
She leans on the counter, casual, and asks, “How long have the two of you been seeing each
other?”
I have no idea if this is an actual question she’s asking as a police officer, or if she’s just making
small talk, and my palms sweat as I reach up to tuck my hair behind my ear.
“A few months?” I say. “Eddie and I met back in February, started dating in March?”
Great, I’m doing the questioning thing that makes me sound like an unsure little girl, not the kind of



woman who belongs in a house like this.
But the detective just smiles at me, her dark eyes warm, the skin around them crinkling.
“Your fiancé says you used to be his dog-walker.” Wrinkling her nose, she gestures around us. “I
said, ‘What the hell do people in this neighborhood need a dog-walker for?’ but that’s the bougie set
for you, isn’t it?”
I laugh along with her, nodding even as my heart keeps pounding and my hands keep shaking. “I
said the same thing. But it was a good job, and I like dogs.”
I could not sound more insipid if I tried, but that’s the point, right? Make her think I’m no one
worth even talking to. And whatever this is, it has nothing to do with me. Plain Jane, blending into the
background again.
Drumming her nails on the counter—sensible, short, square, only one thin gold band on her left
hand—Detective Laurent nods. “We all have to do what we can to get by,” she says, not unkindly, and
then gives me a nod before checking the phone she has clipped to her belt.
“I better get going. Sorry again for interrupting y’all’s evening.”
“It was no problem at all,” I tell her, dying to ask why she’s here, what she said to Eddie, but also
wanting her to go, to pretend that this night never even happened.
“Let me walk you out,” I offer, but she waves me off.
“No need.” Then, reaching into her jacket, she pulls out a business card and hands it to me. Unlike
the card Eddie handed to John that day, this one is thin, the paper cheap. It’s stamped with the
Mountain Brook PD’s crest, and has her name—Detective Tori Laurent—and number. “I told Mr.
Rochester to call if he has any questions. You do the same, okay?”
And then she’s off, her sensible shoes squeaking on the floor, the front door opening and closing.
As though he’d been waiting for her to leave, Eddie comes in through the back sliding glass door
and lets out a long breath, shoving his hands through his hair.
“Are you okay?” he asks, and I make myself smile up at him as I wrap my arms around his waist.
“Yeah, fine,” I say, even though I definitely am not. “What did she want?”
He leans in close, resting his chin on the top of my head. “To talk about Blanche. And Bea.”
“Did they find her?” My voice is quiet. It’s such a gruesome question, a gruesome image, them
finding Bea after she’s been in the water this long …
“Not Bea,” Eddie replies, his voice rough. “Blanche, though. They found Blanche.”
“Jesus,” I mutter, trying hard not to think about what exactly they found as I pull out of his
embrace.
His skin has gone a sort of grayish-green, and a muscle keeps ticking in his jaw. He looks more
like the Eddie I first met than he has in ages, and my stomach lurches.
“Is there more?”
“She was … there was a fracture on her skull. Like she’d been hit by something. Or someone.”
He turns away from me, then, rubbing the back of his neck, and I stand there, absorbing the news,
peeling through the shock and fear to see what this means.
Now I’m not just nauseous, I’m cold. Numb, almost as I reach up and press my fingers to my lips.
“She was murdered?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper.
Eddie still has his back to me, his shoulders tense, and I can’t help but add, “And Bea?”
“Considered a homicide, now, too,” he says. “That’s what they wanted to talk to me about. To tell
me they’re now investigating her disappearance as a murder.”
I feel like my vision is graying out, and my knees are suddenly weak, watery. “Oh, god. Eddie.”
I don’t know what else to say.
We were finally starting to make peace with Bea’s ghost. We’re engaged, for fuck’s sake. Talking
about a wedding. And it’s one thing to have lost your wife in a tragic accident. But to find out
someone did it on purpose? That’s a nightmare.
And then another thought occurs to me. “They don’t…” I don’t even want to finish the sentence.
Don’t want it hanging there in the air between us.
“Think I did it?” he asks, turning around. He’s still pale, but his expression isn’t quite so intense
now. “No, they just wanted to let me know that things had changed. They’ll have questions, of course,
but I got the impression they were looking at me as the grieving widower, not a suspect.”



The more he talks, the more that the normal Eddie, the Eddie I’m used to, starts bleeding back into
his face and voice. I can practically see his other persona sliding on like a shell. Or a mask.
He looks at me then, frowning. “Christ, Jane, I’m so sorry.”
“Sorry?” I step toward him, taking his hands. “Why would you say that?”
Sighing, he pulls me into his arms. “Because this is such a fucking mess, and I don’t want you to
have to deal with this. I don’t want you … I don’t know, sitting in some little room, answering
questions about something that happened before you even fucking knew me.”
I thought I’d felt as scared as I could, but now a new horror rushes over me, making my mouth dry
as I look up at him. “You think they’ll want to question me?”
“They mentioned it,” he says, distracted. “Just that you should come along when I go in.”
I’ve spent the past five years avoiding attention, avoiding questions, definitely avoiding cops.
Fuck, if they look into Eddie over this, they’ll look into me. His fiancée. The girl he got engaged to
less than a year after his wife disappeared.
John, the call from Phoenix, now this. I can practically feel the teeth of a trap starting to snap
closed, and I close my eyes, pressing my forehead against Eddie’s chest and taking deep breaths.
Eddie’s hand goes to the back of my neck, rubbing. “Don’t let it worry you, though.”
“It doesn’t,” I automatically reply, but he gives a rueful smile, reaching out to cup my cheek.
“Janie, you’re pale as a ghost.”
I capture his hand before he can pull it back, pressing it closer to my face. His skin feels so warm.
Mine is still freezing. “This is a lot, I know,” he says. “I’m still trying to wrap my mind around it. But
I want you to know you have nothing to worry about, okay? I’m not going anywhere, and we’re going
to get through this.”
He’s speaking in this calm, measured tone, but it doesn’t help. In fact, I think it might actually
make it worse, and I step back from him, running a hand through my hair.
“Eddie, your wife was murdered,” I say. “It’s not going to be okay. It can’t be.”
Things like this weren’t supposed to happen here. I was supposed to be safe here, this place was
supposed to be safe.
And even though Blanche and Bea had disappeared before I even arrived in Thornfield Estates,
there was a part of me that felt like maybe this was my fault. Had I brought this here? This sordidness,
this violence? Did it cling to me like some kind of virus, infecting anyone who got close to me?
It was a silly, self-absorbed thought that didn’t make any sense. But what made even less sense
was the thought that Bea and Blanche could’ve stumbled into something that got them killed. Who
would’ve wanted to hurt either of them? And why?
And why was Eddie so calm?
“I know, it’s fucking awful,” he says on a sigh. “Believe me, I know.” Closing his eyes, he pinches
the bridge of his nose. “But there’s nothing we can do about it now. Worrying about it isn’t going to
change it.”
Worrying about it isn’t going to change it. I want to tell him that it’s pretty fucking normal to
worry about who might have wanted your wife and her best friend dead, but something stops me.
Eddie takes my hands. “Focus on the wedding,” he says. “On the rest of our lives. Not this.”
“It’s just that … I don’t really like the police,” I say, and he frowns in confusion.
“Why not?”
Spoken like a rich white guy, I think to myself.
Instead, I consider my response very carefully. This is another moment where I feel like a bit of
truth in the lie might be useful.
“There was a foster family I lived with,” I say. “In Arizona. They weren’t exactly in it to do good
work for kids, you know?”
When I glance back over at him, he’s got his arms folded across his chest, watching me with his
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I haven’t been in a hospital since I was fifteen, when I broke my elbow trying to impress a guy on a
skateboard. I’d hated the experience then and it’s not my favorite now.
I’m supposed to go home tomorrow, but where home is, I have no idea. The house in Thornfield
Estates is gone, burned to the ground, and the new life I had tried to build is gone with it.
It probably says something about me that this is the part I’m fixated on, not the part where the man
I was engaged to had locked his wife in a panic room for months. Weirdly, in a way, that part of the
story was almost a relief. Everything that hadn’t quite added up, everything that had triggered my
fight-or-flight instincts made sense now. Everything was clear.
And I know that for the rest of my life, I’ll see the look on Bea’s face as she charged up the stairs
to save Eddie. No matter what I felt for him, it was never that. It never could’ve been that.
Just like Eddie never could have loved me like he clearly loved Bea.
When Bea had opened the panic room door, there’d been a whooshing sound, crackling, a blaze of
heat that had sent me stumbling back, and instinct kicked in.
I ran.
Down the stairs, out the door, onto the lawn, falling into the grass, choking and gasping.
In the end, I’d done the thing I’d been doing all my life—I saved myself.
Which meant I’d left Bea and Eddie to die.
Sighing, I unwrap the Popsicle my nurse had sneaked me. Banana.
I’m lucky. Everyone says so. No burns, just smoke inhalation, which makes my throat and chest
still ache, but given that the house is literally ashes, I got out pretty lightly, all things considered.
Except for the part where I’m homeless and adrift now.
I’m about to settle even deeper into self-pity when there’s a soft rapping at my door, and I turn to
see Detective Laurent there.
“Knock-knock,” she says, and my heart leaps up into my throat, making me bite down on the
Popsicle, the cold burning my teeth.
“Hi,” I say, awkward, and she gestures toward the plastic chair near my bed.
“Can we have a quick chat?”
It’s not like I can tell her no, and I’m guessing she knows that since she doesn’t wait for me to
answer before she sits down.
Crossing her legs, she smiles at me, like we’re friends and this is just a fun bedside visit, and I try
to make myself smile back until I remember that I’m supposed to be traumatized and upset.
The last few days have completely thrown me off my game.
I look down, fiddle with the wrapper of the Popsicle, and wait for her to say something.
“How are you feeling?” she asks, and I shrug, tucking my hair behind my ears.
“Better. Still raspy,” I say, gesturing to my throat. “It all still seems so unreal, I guess.”
Detective Laurent nods, the corners of her eyes crinkling as she gives me a sympathetic look, but
there’s something about the way she’s watching me that I don’t like. Something that makes me feel
naked and exposed.
“I suppose you know by now that your fiancé didn’t make it out of the fire.”
I press my lips together, closing my eyes briefly, but inside, my wind is whirring. Is this where
she tells me they found two bodies in the ashes? What do I say? Do I tell her the truth about Bea and
Eddie, about all of it?
“I do,” I manage to croak out, fear sounding like sadness, which is good.
“And I imagine you also know that our working theory is that he burned the house down on



purpose. That he wanted to kill himself and you as well.”
No.
No, I did not know that, and my shock and confusion as I look at the detective isn’t feigned. “On
purpose?” I say, and she nods, sighing as she leans back in her chair.
“Jane, there is a very good chance Edward Rochester was involved in the murder of Blanche
Ingraham and the disappearance of his wife.”
“Oh my god,” I say softly, pressing a hand to my mouth.
Detective Laurent shifts in her chair as outside, I hear the squeak of a wheelchair, the beep of
various machines. “In looking into Tripp Ingraham’s involvement, we found signs that Eddie had also
been there that night. His car on the security camera at the Thornfield Estates entrance, one of your
neighbors remembering that he also left home late the night his wife and Blanche had gone to the lake.
Nothing concrete, and we were still in the process of gathering evidence, but now…”
She trails off, and I see her hand go to the badge at her waist for a second.
“What about Tripp?” I ask. “What happens now?”
It’s weird and more than a little off-putting to feel any sympathy for Tripp Ingraham, and I’ll
eventually get over it, but now that I know the whole story, it’s hard not to see him as a victim, too.
Another person caught up in the shitstorm that was Eddie and Bea.
“He’s been cleared of any suspicion,” Detective Laurent says. “Truthfully, we never had as much
on him as we let him think. We were hoping he’d crack, or bring down Eddie in the process.”
Then she sighs. “Anyway, the fire was clearly set on purpose, which makes us think Eddie knew
we were getting close.”
Leaning over, she takes my hand. “I’m so sorry. I know this all must be a shock.”
It is, but not in the way she thinks. They think Eddie killed himself because he killed Blanche and
Bea. Which means they didn’t find Bea’s body in the fire.
Which means she’s still out there.
“We may have some more questions later on,” the detective says, patting my hand and standing up,
“but I just wanted to let you know where things stood right now.”
“Thank you,” I say, and she smiles again.
“Take care of yourself, Jane.”
As she heads for the door, I can’t help but ask one more question.
“Did you … is Eddie’s body…”

Chapter 15

You are being provided with a book chapter by chapter. I will request you to read the book for me after each
chapter. After reading the chapter, 1. shorten the chapter to no less than 300 words and no more than 400
words. 2. Do not change the name, address, or any important nouns in the chapter. 3. Do not translate the
original language. 4. Keep the same style as the original chapter, keep it consistent throughout the chapter.
Your reply must comply with all four requirements, or it’s invalid.
I will provide the chapter now.

15
We have the next meeting for the Neighborhood Beautification Committee at Eddie’s house.
My house. Sometimes I think of it like that. But thinking it and actually feeling it are two different
things, and as I carry our empty wineglasses to the sink once the meeting is over, I can’t shake the
feeling that I’m right back where I started: a servant, rather than the lady of the house.
The meeting was mostly pointless, and I think the ladies only agreed to it for the chance to get
back inside this place. The whole time we’d been sitting in the living room, talking about Pinterest
boards and “Festive Fall Fun Décor,” I’d felt their eyes cataloguing what was gone, what was new.
Campbell and Emily linger after the other women have gone home, saying it’s to help me pick up,
but I know it’s to do some more digging.



“This place looks great,” Campbell says, putting our wine bottle in the recycling. “I mean, it
always did, but it just feels brighter now, doesn’t it, Em?”
Emily hums, nodding as she sips the last of the wine from her glass. “Totally.”
The house can’t look any different from how it did the last time they were in here. There might be
a few pictures missing, but it’s not like I’ve gone on a redecorating spree.
I can’t tell if they’re being nice or fishing, so I decide to do a little fishing myself.
“Everything was so gorgeous that I didn’t really want to change anything. Bea really had excellent
taste.” A self-conscious little laugh for effect. “I mean, I guess that was her whole career, having
excellent taste.”
Emily and Campbell share a glance I pretend not to see.
“She did know how to put things together,” Campbell agrees at last, coming to stand next to me at
the kitchen counter, propping her elbows on the granite. “But you know what? I always thought
Blanche’s place was even cuter. No offense, Jane,” she hurries to say, and I wave it off even as I think
back to the Ingrahams’. There was some cute stuff there, for sure, but maybe Tripp had made
everything so grubby I hadn’t been able to see it.
“God, remember how pissed Blanche was when Bea’s living room got the big Birmingham
Magazine spread at Christmas?” Campbell says, and I see Emily look over at me for just a second.
“Blanche was funny about Christmas,” she replies delicately, and Campbell pulls a face.
“Blanche was funny about Bea.”
Turning to me, Campbell tucks her hair behind one ear. “Sorry. We’re just here in your kitchen
rehashing old gossip, aren’t we?”
“I don’t mind,” I say, and I really don’t. I feel like I keep getting these glimpses of Bea and
Blanche that don’t line up with what I thought I knew, and I want more of them. Maybe if I can paint a
full picture of Bea for myself, I won’t feel like she’s still here.
Like she could just appear around any corner.
Sometimes it feels like she has. Just last week a delivery truck showed up with fresh flowers for
the house. A standing order from Bea, one that Eddie had never canceled.
She’s been gone for nearly a year, but the arrangement of lilies and magnolias on the front table of
my house were hers, and every time I walk past them, it’s like I’ve just missed seeing her, that she’s
just stepped out for a second.
But now both Emily and Campbell shake their heads. “No, we’ve imposed enough on you today.”
Emily comes around the counter, kissing my cheek. “Thank you so much for hosting!”
“Happy to do it anytime,” I reply, and Campbell smiles, patting my arm.
“You are so sweet. Be sure to tell Eddie how much we appreciate him letting us meet here today!”
Aaaand there it is. They don’t see this as my house, either.
My smile is tight when I walk them to the door. I didn’t want to have to be this unsubtle about it,
but I’m not sure I have a choice anymore. I can feel all this starting to slip away, slowly, sure, but
still. If we’re not engaged soon, any of the ground I’ve won with the neighborhood women will be
lost.
So when Eddie comes in, nearly an hour later, I’m on the couch, iPad in hand.
As I’d known he would, he leans over the side of the couch to kiss my temple. “There’s my girl,”
he murmurs, and I can actually feel when he looks at the screen.
Behind me, his body goes tense.
“UCLA?”
I shrug, making no effort to hide the iPad or look sheepish. If I want this to work, he has to think
I’m very serious about it.
“I told you I was thinking about grad school.”
He stands up straight, his hands still on the armrest of the couch, knuckles white. “In California?”
I turn, putting my feet down on the floor, and look up at him. “Eddie, I love you, and I love staying
here. Love being with you. But I have to look out for myself. You understand that.”
He steps back, his arms folded over his chest. “I get that, but I thought … I thought I made it clear
that I want you here. That you belong here. With me.”
Standing up, I face him, tilting my chin up. “I’ve been depending on myself for almost my entire



life. I have had people say they love me and make promises they couldn’t keep in the end.”
Another step closer. I lay my hand on his wrist. “I’m the only person I can trust, Eddie. I learned
that the hard way. You can’t blame me for making plans. It’s what I do.”
A muscle works in his jaw, and I wait, almost holding my breath.
He turns away, stalking toward the bedroom, and everything in me sinks.
I’ve fucked it up. I pushed too hard too fast, and now he’s going to throw me out. For fuck’s sake,
I can’t even go to grad school, I never finished college, what am I—
Eddie comes back into the room, and I see the little velvet box in his hand.
I’m almost dizzy from the emotional whiplash of it all, but suddenly he’s in front of me, he’s
dropping down on one knee, the box is opening …
“Marry me,” he says, his voice gruff.
My eyes are fixed on the emerald ring sparkling in front of me, a huge green stone surrounded by a
halo of diamonds.
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“Are you worried?” I ask as the car winds down the steep hill from the country club. The three
glasses of sauvignon blanc I drank on an empty stomach have loosened my tongue. The purr of the
motor is quiet, and there’s no traffic up here, no sound, really, except for the soft sigh Eddie gives as
he places a hand on my knee.
“About Tripp? I mean, I’m not not worried, that’s for damn sure.”
He reaches up and unbuttons the top button of his shirt, and when I glance over, in the dim light
from the dashboard, I can see the shadows underneath his eyes, the hollow of his cheekbones.
I reach over and place a hand on his leg. “It’s going to be alright,” I assure him. “Now that Tripp
has been arrested—”
Scoffing, Eddie draws his own hand back, placing it on the wheel as he negotiates another turn.
“That’s not exactly an end to it,” he says. “There’s going to be a trial, there will be reporters, there
will be more questions…”
Trailing off, he shakes his head. “It’s a fucking mess.”
I think about what Campbell had started to say the other day at coffee, about Eddie’s temper. The
caterer who screwed up, Bea laughing it off, but Eddie …
No.
No, I told myself I wasn’t going to allow those kinds of thoughts anymore. He asked me to trust
him, and I will.
“We’ve got each other,” I remind him.
Eddie’s expression softens slightly as he looks over at me. “Yeah, there is that, isn’t there?”
He smiles, leaning over to lightly brush his lips over my cheek. He smells good, like he always
does, but underneath the spicy, expensive scent of cologne is the smokier smell of bourbon, and for a
minute, I’m reminded so viscerally of Tripp that I nearly jerk my head back.
But Eddie is nothing like Tripp, and we’ve just been at a party, for fuck’s sake. Of course he
smells a little like nice booze. I probably still smell like those glasses of sauvignon blanc Emily
pushed on me.
The house is lit up as we pull into the driveway, and I wonder if there will ever be a time when I



get used to the idea that I live here. That this gorgeous house is all mine.
Well, mine and Eddie’s.
I have another glass of wine when we get in while Eddie answers some late-night emails, and
then I decide I’m going to take a bath. I can’t get enough of that giant tub, of being able to use it
whenever I want.

Chapter 33

In this chapter, the narrator reflects on the differing personalities and dynamics within their social circle,
particularly focusing on Bea's ambitious and proactive nature compared to their own and Jane’s opportunistic
tendencies. The tale unfolds around a complicated triangle of relationships involving the narrator, Bea, and
Blanche—a narrative striped with themes of jealousy, manipulation, and the shadowy backstories of
Southern socialites.

The narrator recounts an evening when they felt the tension between Bea and Blanche's rivalry, accentuated
by Blanche's flirtatious behavior towards them. This event is set against the backdrop of the narrator’s
renovation work for Blanche, which includes regular meetings and communications, seemingly innocent but
loaded with innuendos and implications, much to Bea’s discomfort. Despite the attractions and provocations,
the narrator is more enticed by Bea’s financial luxury than the prospects of an affair with Blanche.

An unfolding revelation occurs when Blanche attempts to seduce the narrator, leading to a moment of
infidelity. However, this encounter is short-lived as the narrator backs out, citing loyalty to Bea. Blanche's
retort exposes Bea’s true identity and hints at a dark family history, suggesting that Bea's mother’s death was
not accidental but rather an outcome of a fall that might have been orchestrated by Bea herself after being
humiliated at a significant event.

The narrative takes a darker turn as the narrator contemplates Bea’s possible manipulative streak, reflected in
a past incident involving the wrongful dismissal of a secretary, Anna, over alleged theft—a situation that
seemed too conveniently resolved in Bea’s favor.

Through these accounts, the chapter weaves a complex web of relationships fraught with secrets, jealousy,
and the pursuit of power within the genteel yet cutthroat setting of Southern high society. The narrator is left
to ponder the extent of Bea’s manipulation and the true nature of the person they married, questioning the
foundation of their relationship and Bea’s moral compass amidst the façade of Southern charm and
hospitality.
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The Baptist church where John works isn’t one of the bigger congregations in the area. In the South,
I’ve noticed, some churches take up entire blocks.
John’s hardly looks like a church at all. It’s a squat, ugly brick building, and only the stained-glass
window of Jesus surrounded by lambs tips you off to the fact that it’s a house of worship.
I’ve dressed in one of my best outfits today, a blue pleated skirt with a white boatneck blouse,



paired with blue-and-white-striped ballet flats and silver jewelry. When I’d looked in the mirror this
morning, I almost hadn’t recognized myself. I didn’t look like the Jane I’d been two months ago, but I
also didn’t look like I was trying to copy Emily or Campbell.
Or Bea.
I looked like … me.
Whoever that was turning out to be.
My shoulders are back as I open the door, my head high, and when I step inside, the girl sitting at
the desk gives me a bright smile.
She probably thinks I’m here to donate money.
She’s half-right.
“Hiiiiii,” I drawl, sliding my sunglasses up on my head. “Is John Rivers here?”
I don’t miss it, the way her smile droops just the littlest bit.
I feel you, girl.
“He’s in the music room,” she says, pointing down the hall, and I thank her.
The church smells like burnt coffee and old paper, the linoleum squeaking under my shoes as I
make my way to a room at the end of the hall where I can already hear jangling guitar chords.
John is sitting on a riser in the middle of the room, a music stand in front of him. I can see the
cover of his sheet music book. Praise Songs for Joyful Hearts.
Appropriate, because my heart is pretty fucking joyful right now.
His fingers slide on the strings as he looks up and sees me there, and I register that beat, the
fractional moment before he recognizes me.
He’s wearing his navy polo today, the one with the church’s logo on the chest, and his hair has
been combed back from his face. He’s also wearing an awfully nice new pair of sneakers, and if I
doubted it before, I now know that not all of Eddie’s money went to a new sound system.
“Jane.” John gets up, putting the guitar down, and I hold a hand up.
“I won’t be here long,” I tell him. “I just dropped in to let you know that I finally talked with your
mysterious Phoenix contact.”
The blood literally drains from his face. I watch it, the way his cheeks fade from ruddy pink to a
sickly sort of gray, and it almost makes the shit he put me through worth it.
But not quite.
“You know, he was actually kind of a nice guy. Especially when I explained to him that anything
you had told him was bullshit.”
I can still feel the shock, the sheer fucking relief that had coursed through me as the voice on the
other end of that mysterious phone number told me that he was employed by a Georgie Smith, who
was looking for her sister, Liz. That Georgie thought Liz had had a daughter who had ended up in
foster care in Arizona, that she might have gone by the name Helen Burns, and that Georgie would
like to meet her.
I’d made myself sound regretful, almost a little wistful as I’d confirmed that I’d been in foster
care with Helen, but that last I heard, she’d gotten involved in drugs, and I thought she might have
headed even further west, Seattle, maybe? No, Portland. One of those. But in any case, I hadn’t heard
from her or seen her in years, and—a lowered voice here, a conspiratorial whisper—I wouldn’t
bother talking to John Rivers any further. John Rivers had a history of conning older women like Mrs.
Smith—he’d string her along, promise he knew her niece, then he’d never deliver. The private
investigator didn’t sound surprised, just said he knew the type and thanked me for my time.
When I’d hung up the phone, I’d waited for real regret, knowing I’d just snipped the one thin
thread still holding me to any family. And a year ago, even a few months ago, knowing my mom had
had a sister who was looking for me would’ve made me feel almost pathetically grateful. Aunt
Georgie.
Now, it was just another loose end to tie up. I’d made my choice, made my family, and I was
closing the door on all of it.
And most importantly, now I was certain: no one knew what had really happened in Phoenix.
I’d gotten away.
John is still staring at me, his throat working, and I wonder if this is how good he felt when he



surprised me in the Home Depot parking lot.
If so, I almost don’t blame him for doing it.
“Anyway, I made sure he knew you were shady as fuck, and, just for a little extra flavor, I
might’ve implied you were also kind of pervy and obsessed with me, so he will definitely not be
answering any more of your calls.”
That part’s not true, but it’s too fun to watch him sweat.
Still, he’s not totally beaten yet. “You did something, Jane,” he says. “You ran from something. Or
you never would’ve paid me.” He steps forward. “You never would’ve come to live with me in the
first place if you weren’t on the run. We were in the same group home for what? Two months? You
barely knew me. But you needed somewhere to hide. Tell me I’m wrong.”
“I don’t have to tell you shit,” I say, and he glances at the door, wincing a little.
I look over my shoulder, remembering the girl at the desk, remembering where we are, and almost
laugh. “Are you … worried about me swearing? In this conversation about you blackmailing me?”
I move closer, my new expensive handbag dangling in the crook of my elbow, Eddie’s ring
winking on my finger.
“You are smarter than I ever gave you credit for, I’ll allow that,” I tell him. “But this is over now.
You don’t call me, you don’t call Eddie, you forget you ever knew me or that I ever existed.”
His face is sullen, but he still says, “Forget you? Or forget Helen Burns?”
My heart still thuds heavily in my chest when I hear that name.
It’s over.
She’s gone now.
“Get fucked, John,” I tell him sweetly, and then glance up at the picture on the wall, another
portrait of Jesus, this time with a bunch of kids around his feet instead of lambs.
“Sorry,” I mouth at him with an exaggerated grimace, and then I walk out.
As I pass the desk again, I see the girl watching me with obvious curiosity on her face, and I give
her another smile as I pull a checkbook out of my purse.
“My fiancé and I had heard your church was in need of a new music system.”
I leave the church several thousand dollars poorer, but a truckload smugger. Let John ever try shit
like this again now that his boss, the Reverend Ellis, came out to shake my hand and thank me
effusively for my generosity, promising me that both Eddie and I will be thanked in every church
program from here on out.
I want John to see that every Sunday.
Mr. Edward Rochester, and his wife, Mrs. Jane Rochester.
Okay, maybe I jumped the gun a little with the wife bit, but we are getting married. Eddie is
innocent. And I’m—free.
I get into the car, my hands wrapped around the steering wheel, and I take a deep breath.
It isn’t like I killed Mr. Brock, after all. Killing someone and letting them die are two different
things.
He deserved it.
He let Jane die. The real Jane, the one I loved, the one who was the best friend I ever had, my
sister, even if we didn’t share any blood. We’d shared a home, though. We’d shared a nightmare.
She was always puny, always small. Always getting whatever cold or stomach bug went around
our school. Usually, I could help. Vitamin C, orange juice. Taking notes for her so she didn’t get
behind.
But that last time, she got sick and didn’t get better. The cough got wetter, deeper. Her fever ran
higher.
You have to take her to the doctor, you have to, I’d begged the Brocks, but they’d make excuses,
like they always had.
She’s fine, she’s faking, it’s not that bad.
Jane died in my bed, huddled next to me, her body glowing so hot I could hardly hold her.
But I did hold her. I held her as she gasped for breath and shook and finally went still.
Pneumonia. It might have killed her even if the Brocks had gotten her to a hospital. She was so
weak already.



I would never know.
So it had felt like a kind of poetic justice, that night that it was just me and Mr. Brock in the house.
Mrs. Brock was at bingo, and by then, I was the only foster kid in their care.
He’d been watching TV, a baseball game, and some call had pissed him off. Sometimes that had
meant one of us got hit, but that night, he’d just stood up, screaming at the television, his face red.
I’d been sitting at the kitchen table, filling out paperwork for a shitty fast-food job when he’d
suddenly gasped, clutched his chest.
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APRIL
Whirlwind.
It’s hard not to use that word to describe my relationship with Eddie, but every time it comes into
my head, I remember Bea, meeting Eddie on vacation.
She called it a whirlwind, too.
But maybe that’s just what being with Eddie is like. Maybe every woman who’s ever come into
his life gets swept up in the same way because once he’s decided he wants you, it’s the only way he
knows how to behave.
I give Eddie the second chance he wanted, but set it on my terms. No dates in Mountain Brook.
Neutral territory. He thinks it’s because I’m worried about the other people in Thornfield Estates
finding out. I don’t want them to know about us yet—and I don’t want to risk another fuckup like the
thing with Chris—but it’s not because I’m worried about my job. My dog-walking days are ticking
down so steadily I can practically hear the click.
No, I don’t want anyone to know yet because I like having this secret. The biggest piece of gossip
in the neighborhood, and it’s mine.
They’ll find out eventually, I know, but I’m determined that when they do, I’ll be so deeply
entrenched there won’t be shit they can do about it.
So as February slides into March, March into April, we go to fancy restaurants with menus I can
barely read. We walk through parks, our shoulders and hips touching. We go to movies, and sit in the
back, like teenagers. His hand is always on me, resting against my palm, tracing the line of my
collarbone, a warm weight on my lower back so that I can feel his touch even when we’re apart.
That’s the strangest part to me, really. Not the dates, not the idea that someone like Eddie
Rochester might want to spend time with me. It’s how much I want him, too.
I’m not used to that.
Wanting things? Sure. That’s been a constant in my life, my eyes catching the sparkle of something
expensive on a wrist, around a neck; pictures of dream houses taped to my bedroom wall instead of
whatever prepubescent boy girls my age were supposed to be interested in.
But I’ve been dodging men’s hands since I was twelve, so wishing a man would touch me is a
novel experience.
I think I like it.
The first time he kissed me, it was beside his car outside a restaurant. His mouth tasted like the
red wine we’d shared, and his hands holding my face hadn’t made me feel trapped, but … safe. And
beautiful.



I’d liked the clear disappointment in his eyes when I pulled back. Because, of course, I pulled
back. Timing is everything here, and I’m not about to fuck up something this big by being an easy
conquest for him.
So, any intimacy is limited to kisses for now and the occasional heated touches, his palms sliding
over my upper arms, my thighs, my fingers resting on the hard muscles of his stomach but not going
lower.
He hasn’t had to wait for anything in a long time, I think, so he can damn well wait for me.
But it isn’t just the kissing, the desire I feel for him that has my head spinning. It’s how much he
notices things. Notices me.
On our third date—sandwiches at a place in Vestavia—I pick a bottle of cream soda from the
cooler, and before I can stop myself, I’m telling him the story of a foster dad I had early on, when I
was ten. He was obsessed with cream soda, bought giant cases of it from Costco, but never let me or
the other kid in the house at that time, Jason, touch any of it—which, of course, meant that cream soda
was all I ever wanted to drink.
It surprised me, how easily the story poured out. It hadn’t been that exact story, of course. I’d left
out the foster care part, just saying “my dad,” but it was the most truthful I’d been about my past with
anyone in years.
And Eddie hadn’t pried or looked at me with pity. He’d just squeezed my hand, and when I went
to his house the next day, the fridge was stocked with the dark glass bottles.
Not the cheap shit Mr. Leonard bought, but the good stuff they only sell in fancy delis and high-end
grocery stores.
I’ve gone so long trying not to be seen that there’s something intoxicating about letting him really
see me.
John knows something is going on, his beady eyes are even more suspicious than usual as they
follow me around the apartment, but even that doesn’t bother me now. I like keeping this secret from
him, too, the smug smile I wear, the different hours I’m keeping.
But all of that—kissing Eddie, fucking with John—is nothing compared to how I feel now,
crouched in front of Bear’s crate as I put him back after his walk, listening to Mrs. Reed on her cell
phone.
“Eddie is dating someone.”
I allow myself a small smile. I’d been waiting for this, but it’s even more satisfying than I’d
imagined, the thrill rushing through me similar to how I feel when I swipe a ring or put a watch in my
pocket.
Actually, it might even be better.
“I know!” I hear Mrs. Reed exclaim from behind me. There’s a pause, and I wonder who’s on the
other end of the phone. Emily, maybe? They go back and forth between friends and enemies, but this
week, they’re on the friends’ side of things. All it will take is one snide comment about someone’s
yoga pants being too tight, or a passive-aggressive dig at the lack of kids, and then they’ll be feuding
again—but for now, they’re besties.
And talking about me.
Except they don’t know that it’s me, and that’s the fun part, the part I’ve been waiting weeks for
now.
I smile as I turn back to Mrs. Reed, handing over Bear’s leash.
She takes it, then says, “Girl, let me call you back,” into the phone. Definitely Emily, then. They
do that “girl” thing with each other constantly when they’re friends again.
Putting her phone back on the counter, she grins at me. “Jane,” she practically purrs, and I know
what’s coming. She’s done this before about Tripp Ingraham, squeezing me for any stray info, anything
I’ve picked up from being around him. It kills me that she thinks she’s subtle when she does it.
So when she asks, “Have you noticed anyone new around the Rochester house?” I give her the
same bland smile as always and shrug.
“I don’t think so.”
It’s a stupid answer, and I take pleasure in the way Mrs. Reed blinks at me, unsure what to do
with it, before moving past her with a wave of my fingers. “See you next week!” I call cheerfully.



There are Chanel sunglasses on a table by the door, plus a neatly folded stack of cash, but I don’t
even look at them.
Instead, the second I’m on the sidewalk, I pull out my phone to text Eddie.
If Eddie was surprised that I actually initiated a date—and that I suggested we “eat at home”—he
didn’t show it. He had texted me back within minutes, and when I’d shown up at his house at seven
that evening, he already had dinner on.
I didn’t ask if he’d actually cooked it himself or if he’d picked up something from the little
gourmet shop in the village that did that kind of thing, whole rows of half-assed fancy food you could
throw in the oven or in some gorgeous copper pot and pass off as your own.
It didn’t matter.
What mattered is that he could’ve just ordered takeout, but instead, he’d put some effort into the
night, effort that told me I was right to take the next step.
I wait until after dinner, until we’re back in the living room. He’s lit a few candles, lamps spilling
warm pools of golden light on the hardwood, and he pours me a glass of wine before getting a
whiskey for himself. I can taste it on his lips, smoky and expensive, when he kisses me.
I think of that first day we were in here, drinking coffee, dancing around each other. These new
versions of us—dressed nicer (I’m wearing my least faded skinny black jeans and an imitation silk
H&M top I found at Goodwill), alcohol instead of coffee, the dancing very different—seem layered
over that earlier Jane and Eddie.
Jane and Eddie. I like how it sounds, and I’m going to be Jane forever now, I decide. This is
where all the running, all the lying, was leading. It was all worth it because now I’m here with this
beautiful man in this beautiful house.
Just one last thing to do.
Turning away from him, I twist the wineglass in my hands. I can’t see out the giant glass doors,
only my own reflection, and Eddie’s, as he leans against the marble-topped island separating the
living room from the kitchen.
“This has been the loveliest night,” I say, making sure to put the right note of wistfulness in my
voice. “I’m really going to miss this place.”
It’s not hard to sound sad as I say it—even the idea of leaving makes my chest tighten. It’s another
strange feeling, another one I’m not used to. Wanting to stay somewhere. Is it just because I’m tired of
running, or is it something else? Why here? Why now?
I don’t know, but I know that this place, this house, this neighborhood, feels safe to me in a way

Chapter 11

After meticulous planning, I orchestrate my first "accidental" encounter with Emily Clark and Campbell
Reed from Thornfield Estates. The aim is to introduce myself not as the dog-walker but as Eddie's girlfriend,
subtly shifting their perception of me from an outsider to an integral part of their circle. Walking Adele,
Eddie and my shared dog, gives me the perfect opportunity. Upon spotting me, their reactions are reserved,
obscured by large sunglasses, but the surprise is evident when they learn of my relationship with Eddie.

Our conversation swiftly moves from the streets to Emily's house, where the dynamic begins to change. As a
guest, I navigate their curiosity and skepticism with careful charm, aiming to win them over without
appearing boastful. The scenario unfolds with Emily and Campbell's cautious interrogation about my sudden
closeness with Eddie, which I manage with a balance of modesty and assertiveness. This tactful engagement
earns me an acceptance hinted at by Emily's enthusiasm and a reluctant congrats from Campbell, signaling a
tentative welcome into their fold.

Despite this, my interaction with them at Emily's kitchen counter reveals the complex social undercurrents of
Thornfield Estates. Their shared history, marked by the absence of Bea and Blanche, hints at a depth of
relationships and tensions I've yet to fully grasp. The juice drinking and the casual talk mask an intricate web
of friendships, rivalries, and secrets that I'm only just beginning to perceive. My newfound acceptance by



Emily and Campbell is a step into their world, yet as we discuss the past, I'm reminded of the intricate social
layers that distinguish insiders from newcomers, challenging my sense of belonging in this community.
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I’m engaged.
Motherfucking engaged.
I can’t stop looking at the ring, the way it sparkles in the sunlight, the heavy, cool weight of it on
my finger.
But weirdly, it’s more than just the ring, gorgeous as it is.
It’s knowing that Eddie bought it before I even knew I wanted him to propose.
He wanted this. He chose me.
No one has ever chosen me before. I’ve spent my life being passed around and looked over, and
now this.
I’ve passed it dozens of times before, the village bridal shop that’s a world away from the big
dress emporiums in strip malls and shopping centers. I’ve looked in its plate glass window at the
delicate bits of lace and silk on display, and even though I’ve never been a girly-girl, I’d always felt a
little … wistful, maybe.
And even now, as I open the door, the little bell overhead jingling, something flutters in my chest.
There’s no overhead lighting, only strategically placed lamps, huge windows, and a skylight. And
the dresses aren’t just hanging up on crowded racks, row after row of heavy skirts and beaded
bodices, all so jumbled up you can barely tell what’s what.
Instead, some dresses are displayed on old-fashioned wire dress dummies, and others are draped
over bits of antique furniture, like the bride just slipped out of her dress and tossed it casually over
the nearest armoire.
It’s the kind of place where they’re not scared of anyone getting something on the dresses or
messing them up somehow—no one who shops here would be that gauche. So there’s no need for the
miles of plastic that protect dresses from all the grubby hands at those cheaper bridal places.
The woman who approaches me has soft blond hair arranged in an elegant chignon, and she’s
wearing an outfit that reminds me of the things I’ve seen Bea wear in pictures. It’s elegant but
feminine at the same time, a sleek black sheath dress and pearls paired with houndstooth pumps that
have a tiny hot pink bow on the back.
Her name is Huntley, because of course it is.
I see the way she clocks my ring, and while I’m sure Huntley here would never be so crass as to
actually start adding up numbers in her head, her smile definitely warms a little.
I know plenty of girls dream about their wedding day, but I never had, not really. Maybe it had
just seemed like something so far out of the realm of possibility for me, or maybe I just had bigger
things to worry about.
Turns out, I fucking love this shit.
We move around the store, talking about shades of white and ivory, the difference between
eggshell and cream, whether I’d like my hair up or down, what kind of veil options that might entail.
When Huntley brings out a book full of fabric samples for me to look at, I almost swoon.
By the time I leave the shop, my head is swimming, but I’m pleasantly high, and not just on the



two glasses of champagne I sipped while Huntley and I talked.
I’m marrying Eddie Rochester.
I’m going to be his wife, and live in that gorgeous house, and afternoons like this, afternoons not
spent walking dogs or waiting tables or driving for Uber or making someone else coffee, aren’t just a
temporary reprieve—they’re my future.
“Jane?”
Emily is standing there, paper cup of coffee in hand, her face hidden behind those huge
sunglasses.
She glances up toward the striped awning of Irene’s, and her mouth drops open. “Girl. Tell me
you were in there for a reason.”
My smile is not even a little bit faked. “Turns out he did put a ring on it.”
She squeals at that, rushing forward to throw her arms around me, pulling me into a hug that
smells like Santal 33.
I smell like it, too, since I stole a bottle from her bathroom just two months ago.
“Let me see, let me see,” she says when we pull apart, flapping her hands toward mine.
Another rush of what feels suspiciously like joy, but is probably just the adrenaline rush of
winning.
I haven’t perfected this move yet, the ring display, and I fight the urge to mimic girls I’ve seen on
TV, all arched wrist like I’m waiting for her not just to ogle the ring, but to kiss it.
As a result, I feel like I just sort of hold my hand out for inspection, awkward and suddenly very
aware of how ridiculous that sparkly emerald looks on my stumpy fingers with their raggedy
manicure.
But Emily just sighs. “It’s gorgeous. And so you!”
I raise my hand again, studying the ring myself. “I still can’t get used to it,” I say. “I mean, all of it
has been kind of a whirlwind, but the ring makes it feel real, you know?”
I give her a smile.
“I remember feeling like that,” she offers. “The ring definitely cements it.”
Raising her eyebrows, she asks, “Did you pick that one out?”
I shake my head, looking back at the emerald surrounded by its halo of diamonds. “No, Eddie did.
It’s bigger than anything I would’ve chosen, but I love emeralds, so I can’t complain.”
She nods. “He has the best taste in jewelry. I always thought—”
Her words break off, and she presses her lips together, and I know there’s a comment about Bea
there, caught in her throat. I don’t want Bea’s memory to ruin this moment, so I rush in.
“I was just in there peeking around, we’re not sure when the wedding is going to be yet,” I say
lightly, and her shoulders loosen a little.
“Are y’all doing something big?” she asks. “Lots of family?”
Until that moment, it hadn’t really hit me what a wedding with Eddie would look like. I’d been so
caught up in the idea of marrying him, of being Mrs. Rochester, that I’d basically skipped the wedding
part of things.
But now it’s all I can see, a giant church, Eddie’s side of the church full, his family from Maine all
turning up, mine completely empty except for John Rivers sitting there, eating a bowl of cereal.
The image is so grotesque and awful that I literally shake my head to will it away, which
apparently looks like an answer to Emily.
“Small, then!” she says, smiling. “I love it. Classy, elegant. Appropriate.”
Eyes on my hand again, and this time, I do rearrange my bags so that they’re covering the ring, and
I give her my best bland smile, the one I actually learned from her and Campbell and Caroline
McLaren. “Exactly,” I say, all sugar, then I gesture back up the road. “Anyway, I have more errands to
run, so—”
“Oh, sure,” Emily says, waving a hand. Her own engagement ring is a princess-cut diamond, at
least three carats, and it sparkles in the sunlight. “And my lips are sealed!”
“They don’t have to be,” I reply with a little shrug. “It’s not a secret.”
The truth is, I want her to spread this news like wildfire, I want everyone in Thornfield Estates to
be talking about it by dinner.



We make vague plans to get coffee one of these days, and then go our separate ways, Emily
already texting on her phone. By the next Neighborhood Beautification Committee meeting, everyone
will know, and I’ll be the center of attention.
On the way home, I decide to stop at the Whole Foods and pick up some groceries. I haven’t
cooked a single meal for Eddie since we’ve met, and that might be nice. It’s a pretty late spring day,
and we could go full suburban basics and grill out.
The idea makes me smile as I turn into the parking lot.
The store is soothing, all wide aisles and calming Muzak, a world away from the Piggly Wiggly
where I used to shop.
I push the cart down the aisle, wondering if Eddie would notice if I picked up some junk food. I
love the fancy shit as much as the next girl, but truth be told, I’m getting a little sick of it. The other
day, I found myself longing for macaroni and cheese—not the Annie’s Organics kind, not even the
frozen kind that’s halfway decent, but the blue cardboard box kind that costs a dollar.
Snorting, I turn down another aisle. Who am I kidding? This is a nice grocery store, not the Pig.
So instead, I stare at the fifty varieties of hummus and olive tapenades, wondering if I should also
make a gas station run on my way home. Maybe they’d have macaroni and cheese there?
“Fancy meeting you here.”
I recognize the voice without turning around.
Tripp Ingraham stands behind me in a polo shirt and khaki shorts, a basket slung over his forearm.
A quick peek inside reveals cans of craft beer and a bunch of frozen but ostensibly healthy meals.
Tripp looks a little better than he did the last time I saw him. He’s still bloated, the pink polo
stretching over a disturbingly round and smooth belly, but his face isn’t as puffy, and his eyes aren’t
red. He’s even brushed his hair.
Maybe he’s managed to make it all the way to noon without a drink.
Smiling tightly, I give a little wave. “Hi, Mr. Ing—Tripp.”
One corner of his mouth lifts, half attempted smile, half smirk. “That’s right, you don’t work for
me anymore,” he says, then adds, “and I hear congratulations are in order.”
Jesus, Emily worked even faster than I thought.
“Thank you,” I say. “We’re very happy. Anyway, it was nice to see you—”
I move to scoot past him, but he’s still standing there in the middle of the aisle, and even though it
would be deeply satisfying to clip Tripp Ingraham with my cart, I stop, raising my eyebrows at him.
“So, when exactly did all this happen?” he asks, waving his free hand. “You and Eddie? Because
I gotta say, I never saw that one coming.”
“Neither did we,” I say, still smiling, remembering that I need to be the girl Tripp thinks I am, the
innocent barely-out-of-college dog-walker who made good. I wonder when I’ll feel like I can drop
that act, when it will feel normal to just … be me.
“You know, I never got the whole Eddie ‘thing.’”
He actually raises his hands to make air quotes, the basket dangling heavily from the crook of his
elbow.
I don’t bother asking him what he means because for one, he clearly wants me to ask him that, and
for another, I just want to leave, but a little thing like lack of interest has clearly never stopped Tripp
Ingraham where a woman is concerned.
“I mean, he’s good-looking, I guess, and he’s charming in that used-car-salesman way, but Jesus,
from the way the women in this neighborhood acted, you would’ve thought the dude had a twelve-inch
cock.”
Okay, maybe I misjudged how not-drunk Tripp actually is.
But this is good—now he’s given me every reason to push my cart past him, head held high, like
I’m mortally offended and embarrassed instead of just kind of irritated.
He steps aside right before my cart actually hits him, and as I reach the end of the aisle, he calls
after me, “Just hope you don’t like boats.”
When I glance back at him, his expression is curdled and nasty. “Women have bad luck around
Eddie Rochester and boats,” he adds, before turning and trudging away.
I get all the way back to the produce before I abandon my semi-full cart and head for the doors.



The drive home isn’t long enough for me to shake the unease, the sudden fear that Tripp Ingraham
—fucking Tripp Ingraham, of all people—has instilled in me, and again, I see Bea pale and greenish
under the water. My stomach lurches as I pull into the driveway.
“Stop it, stop it, stop it,” I mutter, my hands over my face. Eddie’s wife drowned in an accident
with her best friend. Eddie wasn’t even there, and the women were drunk and possibly had some
unresolved drama. Shit happens.
I try to think about the bridal store again, the way Huntley smiled at me and treated me like I had
just joined an exclusive club, how good that had felt. Emily’s hug and bright smile as she’d looked at
the ring.
That’s what matters now.
When I walk in the house, Eddie is already home, changed into shorts and another one of his
button-down shirts. Now that I’ve seen inside his closet, I know he has dozens of them in a variety of
colors. Men can do that—find one thing that looks good, then wear it for the rest of their lives, pretty
much.
“There’s my girl,” he says brightly as I walk in. I smile as I greet him, but it’s clear I’m upset
because he immediately frowns.
“Everything okay?”
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The first few days at Emily’s are nice. I get a pretty guest room and Emily orders takeout for me,
brings me more ice cream for my throat, and this concoction she makes out of pineapple juice and
sparkling water is actually pretty delicious. And it’s nicer than I’d thought it would be, having Adele.
She sleeps on the foot of my bed every night, her presence a warm, comforting weight.
So it’s fine in the beginning.
Really, the shit doesn’t start until the fifth day I’ve been there, when I’m up and walking around,
basically recovered from the fire.
It’s small at first.
Can I run into the village and pick up some croissants for her book club? Oh, and on my way
back, can I run into Whole Foods? She has a list!
And now here I am, three weeks after I left the hospital, walking Major the shih tzu through the
neighborhood.
As we walk, I wonder if I imagined the past six months. Maybe this was all just some kind of
extended hallucination, and I never even met Eddie Rochester, never lived in the house set back from
the road where, briefly, most of my dreams came true.
But our morning walk reminds me that no, it happened. There’s only an empty lot where the house
Eddie and Bea built used to stand. Ashes and crime scene tape, that’s all that’s left, but I take Major
there anyway, waiting for … what? A sign? Bea to magically appear wearing a veiled hat and
sunglasses, telling me it was all worth something?
That’s not happening.
I’m just a girl who got caught up in other people’s bullshit. Who got to taste a different life only to
have it taken away, because that’s how it always goes.
Still, it makes me sad to stand there, seeing the spot where the house used to be, remembering



how I’d felt, cooking in that kitchen, sleeping in that bedroom, soaking in that bathtub.
Except that every time I think of that, I have to remember that Bea was always there, sharing the
space with me. Waiting.
I’ve just turned to go back to Emily’s house, Major happily trotting along, when my phone buzzes
in my pocket. It’s not a number I recognize, but since it’s a 205 number, which means Birmingham, I
answer.
“Is this Jane Bell?” a man asks.
He sounds like what I’d imagine a basset hound would sound like if it could talk, his voice deep
and drawling, and I tug at Major’s leash as I say, “Yes?”
“I’m Richard Lloyd. Edward Rochester’s lawyer.”
I remember that name, remember Eddie handing Richard’s business card to John, and my grip
tightens on my phone.
“Okay,” I say, and he sighs.
“Could you come down to my office this week? The sooner the better, really.”
I want to tell him no. What good can come of meeting with lawyers?
But then I look back at the ruin of what was Eddie’s house and remember that daydream I’d had,
Bea striding out of the ashes to hand me something, some reward for everything I’d been through.
“Sure,” I tell him. “I can be there tomorrow.”
The office is exactly what I thought it would be. Expensive, masculine leather furniture, pictures of
dogs with dead ducks in their mouths, magazines about hunting, fishing, and golf littering the coffee
table in front of me.
And when a slightly florid-faced man in an ugly suit walks into the lobby and says, “Miss Bell?”
he’s exactly what I was expecting, too.
There was none of Tripp’s air of dereliction around him, but they were clearly from the same
genus, Southernus drunkus.
I imagine he walks over to the pub I saw on the corner for lunch every day, orders the same thing,
has at least two beers before coming back to sexually harass the pretty college student currently
answering phones.
But I make myself give him that tremulous smile Eddie had liked as I stand up, taking his
proffered hand and shaking it. “Please,” I say, “call me Jane.”
“Jane,” he repeats. “Don’t meet many Janes these days.”
I just keep the same insipid smile on my face and let him lead me to his private office.
More leather here, more pictures of hunting, only now they are photographs of this man, smiling
broadly in a bright orange vest, holding up the head of a deer, its eyes glassy, its tongue lolling out.
Not for the first time, I think to myself that I am going to be relieved to get out of this place. The
coddled bubble of Thornfield Estates has been nice, but everything else around here is pretty fucked.
“Now,” he says as he settles behind his massive desk. “I have to admit, I was a little surprised
when Eddie wanted to change his will so soon after getting engaged to you. Honestly, I actually tried
to talk him out of it. No offense.”
“None taken,” I say, but I can hardly hear him over the ringing in my ears.
Eddie put me in his will.
Did he think Bea might get out one day? That she’d kill him? Was this his way of preemptively
saying sorry, or was it just another play in their sick game? A way of putting her own fortune out of
her reach, by giving it to me?
I’ll never know.
“In any case, he had control over all of Bea’s finances after she disappeared. Her shares in the
company, all of that. And now,” he says, handing a thick leather portfolio across the desk to me, “it’s
yours.”
My fingers are numb as I place it in my lap, feeling the weight of it on my legs.
“The company is yours as well, of course,” he goes on, writing something on a legal pad.

Chapter 24



are you okay?”
The chapter from July 24 delves into the protagonist's life, showcasing a mixture of mundane and ominous
events. The protagonist is fully committed to her relationship with Eddie, purchasing a wedding dress and
engaging in discussions about their upcoming small wedding. Despite the oppressive summer heat, she finds
solace in early morning jogs, enjoying the solitude and the cooling sweat. Her encounters with Emily and
Campbell during these runs hint at underlying tensions, particularly with Campbell's forced smile.

The narrative takes a darker turn with the protagonist's thoughts on Tripp, a rich white man charged with
first-degree murder but still enjoying the comfort of his home. This disparity in treatment highlights societal
inequalities and the protagonist's own fears stemming from a past incident involving someone named Mr.
Brock. Her reflections on the privilege that allows Tripp to remain at home while awaiting trial contrast
sharply with her imagined immediate incarceration had she been caught in a similar situation.

Tripp's case is central to the chapter, with revelations about the death of Blanche, who had a massive fracture
in her skull. Suspicion falls heavily on Tripp, especially since he had bought a hammer shortly before
Blanche's demise. Despite the absence of concrete evidence, especially concerning another potential victim
named Bea, the case against Tripp hinges on circumstantial evidence. The protagonist's obsession with
following the case, coupled with Eddie's cynical view of the justice system's leniency towards wealthy
defendants, adds a layer of complexity to their daily lives.

The chapter crescendos with the protagonist experiencing a frightening moment alone in her house, hearing
thumps reminiscent of the night they learned about Blanche's death. This incident, though seemingly minor,
escalates her anxiety, making a simple phone call from Eddie a necessary comfort to assuage her fears. The
blend of personal commitment, societal critique, and moments of suspense captures a day in the life of the
protagonist, filled with love, anticipation, and a looming sense of dread.

Chapter 13

In this chapter, we're drawn into the social dynamics of a group of women living in Thornfield Estates, a
symbol of affluence and traditional values. The protagonist, Jane, navigates these complexities while
attending a gathering with Emily, Campbell, Anna-Grace, and Landry. Unlike her first awkward encounter
with the group, where she stood out in a formal dress, Jane now blends in more comfortably, dressed
similarly to Emily in neutral shades, signaling her gradual integration into this circle.

Thornfield Estates is portrayed with an undercurrent of genteel expectations and superficial camaraderie. The
women, including pregnant Anna-Grace and Landry, exude a certain homogeneity in physical appearance
and lifestyle, albeit with slight personal distinctions. The conversation revolves around community
contributions, like Jane's procurement of solar lights and Anna-Grace's acquisition of donated sod for a
landscaping project, showcasing the social currency of utility and generosity within this community.

The narrative delves into Jane's internal monologue, revealing her initial outsider status, her efforts to blend
in, and her keen observations of the subtleties of social interactions among the women. The chapter skillfully
contrasts Jane's own insecurities and the performative nature of her companions, highlighting the tension
between authenticity and social conformity.

As the discussion shifts to planning for upcoming community projects, football and college allegiances serve
as metaphors for deeper societal divisions and personal identities. Jane's unfamiliarity with local customs and
traditions places her further outside the group's inner circle, emphasizing her struggle to carve out a sense of
belonging in a new environment.



A significant theme is the exploration of the social construct of marriage within this community. The
women's comments reflect a conventional view on relationships, subtly pressuring Jane to conform to their
expectations of commitment and societal roles. This discourse reveals the nuances of Jane's relationship with
Eddie and the societal expectations placed on women regarding marriage and stability.

Overall, this chapter provides a vivid snapshot of the social fabric of Thornfield Estates, weaving together
themes of identity, belonging, and the intricate dance of social navigation. Through Jane's perspective, we're
offered a critique of the superficiality and enforced norms within certain affluent communities, challenging
the reader to consider the complexities beneath the surface of polished social gatherings.

Chapter 7

You are being provided with a book chapter by chapter. I will request you to read the book for me after each
chapter. After reading the chapter, 1. shorten the chapter to no less than 300 words and no more than 400
words. 2. Do not change the name, address, or any important nouns in the chapter. 3. Do not translate the
original language. 4. Keep the same style as the original chapter, keep it consistent throughout the chapter.
Your reply must comply with all four requirements, or it’s invalid.
I will provide the chapter now.

7
I don’t let him pick me up.
I’d be insane to let Eddie see where I really live, and the thought of him and John crossing paths
is enough to make me shudder. No, I want to exist only in Eddie’s world, like I’d sprung from
somewhere else, fully formed, unknowable.
It’s true enough, really.
So, I meet him in English Village, a part of Mountain Brook I’ve never been to, although I’d heard
Emily mention it. There are lots of “villages” in Mountain Brook: Cahaba Village, Overton Village,
and Mountain Brook Village itself. It seemed silly to me, using a word like village to mean different
part of the same community—just use neighborhood, you pretentious assholes, we don’t live in the
English countryside—but what did I know?
I park far away from the French bistro where Eddie made a reservation, praying he won’t ask to
walk me to my car later, and meet him under the gold-and-black-striped awning of the restaurant.
He’s wearing charcoal slacks and a white shirt, a nice complement to the deep eggplant of my
dress, and his hand is warm on my lower back when the maître d’ shows us to our table.
Low lights, white tablecloths, a bottle of wine. That’s the part that stands out to me most, how
casually he orders an entire bottle of wine while I was still looking at the by-the-glass prices,
wondering what would sound sophisticated, but wouldn’t be too expensive.
The bottle he selects is over a hundred dollars, and my cheeks flush at knowing I’m worth an
expensive bottle of wine to him. After that, I put the menu away entirely, happy to let him order for
me.
“What if I pick something you don’t like?” he asks, but he’s smiling, His skin doesn’t seem as pale
as it did that first day. His blue eyes are no longer rimmed with red, and I wonder if I’ve made him
happy. It’s a heady thought, even more intoxicating than the wine.
“I like everything,” I reply. I don’t mean for the words to sound sexy, but they do, and when the
dimple in his cheek deepens, I wonder what else I can say that will make him look at me like that.
Then his eyes drop lower.
At first, I think he’s looking at the low neckline of my dress, but then he says, “That necklace.”
Fuck.
It had been stupid to wear it. Reckless, something I very rarely was, but when I’d looked in the
mirror before leaving, I’d looked so plain with no jewelry. The chain I’d taken from Mrs. McLaren
wasn’t anything fancy, no diamonds or jewels, just a simple silver chain with a little gold-and-silver
charm on it.



A bee, I now realize, and my stomach sinks, fingers twisting in my napkin.
“A friend gave it to me,” I say, striving for lightness, but I’m already touching the charm, feeling it
warm against my chest.
“It’s pretty,” he says, then glances down. “My late wife’s company makes one similar, so…”
Eddie trails off, and his fingers start that drumming on the table again.
“I’m sorry,” I say. “I … I heard about Southern Manors, and it’s—”
“Let’s not talk about it. Her.” His head shoots up, his smile fixed in place, but it’s not real, and I
want to reach across the table and take his hands, but we’re not there yet, are we? I want to ask him
everything about Bea, and forget she existed, all at the same time.
I want.
I want.
As the waiter approaches with our expensive wine, I smile at Eddie. “Then let’s talk about you.”
He raises his eyebrows, leaning back in his seat. “What do you want to know?” he asks.
I wait until the server has finished pouring a sample of the wine into Eddie’s glass, then wait for
Eddie to take a sip, nod, and gesture for our glasses to be filled, a thing I’ve only ever seen happen in
movies or on reality shows about rich housewives. And now it’s happening to me. Now I’m one of
the people who has those kinds of dinners.
Once we have full glasses, I mimic Eddie’s posture, sitting back. “Where did you grow up?”
“Maine,” he answers easily, “little town called Searsport. My mom still lives there; so does my
brother. I got out as soon as I could, though. Went to college in Bangor.” Eddie sips his wine, looking
at me. “Have you ever been to Maine?”
I shake my head. “No. But I read a lot of Stephen King as a teenager, so I feel like I have a good
idea of what it’s like.”
That makes him laugh, like I’d hoped it would. “Well, fewer pet cemeteries and killer clowns, but
yeah, basically.”
Leaning forward, I fold my arms on the table, not missing the way his gaze drifts from my face to
the neckline of my dress. It’s a fleeting glance, one I’m used to getting from men, but coming from him,
it doesn’t feel creepy or unwanted. I actually like him looking at me.
Another novelty. “Living here must be a big change,” I say, and he shrugs.
“I moved around a lot after college. Worked with a friend flipping houses all over the Midwest.
Settled in California for a bit. That’s where I first got my contractor’s license. Thought I’d stay there
forever, but then I went on vacation, and…”
He trails off, and I jump in, not wanting another loaded silence.
“Have you ever thought of going back?”
Surprised, he pours himself a little more wine. “To Maine?”
I shrug. “Or California.” I wonder why he stays in a place that must have so many bad memories
for him, a place in which he seems to stick out, just the slightest bit, to be set apart, even with all his
money and nice clothes.
“Well, Southern Manors is based here,” he replies. “I could run the contracting business from
somewhere else, but Bea was really set on Southern Manors being an Alabama company. It would
feel … I don’t know. Like a betrayal, I guess. Moving it somewhere else. Or selling it.”
His expression softens a little. “It’s her legacy, and I feel a responsibility to protect it.”
I nod, glad our food arrives just at that moment so that this conversation can die a natural death. I
already know how important Southern Manors is to him. In my Google stalking, I found several
articles about how just a few months after Bea went missing, Eddie fought for a court order to have
her declared legally dead. It had something to do with Southern Manors, and there was a lot of
business and legal jargon in it I hadn’t understood, but I’d gotten the gist—Bea had to be dead on
paper for Eddie to take over and run the company the way she would’ve wanted it to be run.
I wondered how that had made him feel, declaring his wife’s death in such a formal, final way.
As he cuts into his steak, he looks up at me, smiling a little. “Enough about me. I want to hear
about you.”
I provide a few charming anecdotes, painting Jane’s life in a flattering light. Some of the stories
are real (high school in Arizona), some are half-truths, and some are stolen from friends.



But he seems to enjoy them, smiling and nodding throughout the meal, and by the time the check
comes, I’m more relaxed and confident than I’d ever thought I’d be on this date.
And when we leave, he takes my hand, slipping it into the crook of his elbow as we exit the
restaurant.
It’s ridiculous, I know that. Me, here with him. Me, with my arm linked through his.
Me, in his life.
But here I am, and as we make our way to the sidewalk, I hold my head up higher, stepping closer
to him, the edge of my skirt brushing his thighs.
The night is warm and damp, my hair curling around my face, streetlights reflecting in puddles and
potholes, and I wonder if he’ll kiss me.
If he’ll ask me to stay the night.
I’m going to.
He’d ordered a piece of pie to go, and I think about eating it with him in his gorgeous kitchen. Or
in his bed. Is that why he’d ordered it?
I think about walking into that house at night, how pretty the recessed lighting will be in the
darkness. What the backyard will look like when the sun comes up. What his sheets feel and smell
like, what it’s like to wake up in that house.
“You’re quiet,” Eddie says, tucking me closer to his side as we wander, and I tilt my head up to
smile at him.
“Can I be honest?”
“Can I stop you?”
I nudge him slightly at that, feeling how solid and warm he is beside me. “I was thinking that it’s
been a long time since I’ve been on a date.”
“Me, too,” he replies.
In the streetlights, he’s so handsome it makes my chest ache, and my fingers rub against the
softness of his jacket, the material expensive and well-made. Nicer than anything I own.
“I’m—” I start, and he turns his head. I think he might kiss me there, right there on the street in
English Village where anyone might see us, but before he can, there’s a voice.
“Eddie!”
We turn at almost the same time, facing a man on the sidewalk who looks like Tripp Ingraham or
Matt McLaren or Saul Clark or any of the other pastel guys in Thornfield Estates.
He’s got his face screwed up, that expression of sympathy that twists mouths down and eyebrows
together. His thinning blond hair looks orange in the streetlights, and when he lifts a hand to shake
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I couldn’t tell you why I went down to the lake.
Maybe it was because Tripp had stopped by, asking if I wanted a ride there, too, and I hadn’t
known Bea had invited him.
Tripp and I hadn’t been friends or anything, but something about it, about the girls (women, I heard
Jane say) going up there alone, then Bea texting Tripp to join them … something about it felt off.
I’d seen the way Tripp had been looking at Bea lately, with these sad puppy-dog eyes. I told
myself it was because Blanche was making it so obvious that she was into me. He’d transferred



affection or some shit.
But that didn’t mean I had to like it.
So, it had bothered me, Bea inviting him, and long after Tripp left, I’d sat there in the living room,
thinking about it, probing it like a sore tooth.
Why would Bea want him there? She didn’t even like Tripp, and this was supposed to be some
kind of girls’ bonding weekend.

The house is dark and empty when Eddie gets there.
Or he thinks it’s empty. After standing there in the living room, calling out to someone, he
hears a snore from upstairs.
Tripp is in the guest room, passed out, his mouth open, his hand hanging off the bed. His snores
are deep, congested, his breaths taking a while to come, and something about it strikes Eddie as
weird. Unnatural.
But then again, Tripp is a drunk, maybe this is how they all sound.
The boat is gone, and there are signs they’d all three been there—Blanche’s purse hanging up
by the door, Tripp’s keys on the counter, Bea’s overnight bag on one of the bar chairs by the
counter.
Standing there in the living room, Eddie tells himself he’d been a complete jackass, that the
girls had taken the boat out and were having a great time, and he’d let Blanche get to him with all
that shit about Bea’s mom.
Then he looks out the back door and sees her.
Bea. Walking up the dock, soaking wet.
And Eddie knows.
And she had known he knew. He would remember the look on her face for the rest of his life, the
way her jaw had clenched and her shoulders had gone back, head lifting as if to say, Try it,
motherfucker.
And at first, Eddie makes the right decision. Taking her into his arms. Telling her he
understands. Blanche knew this horrible thing about her, and she was telling people, what else
could Bea do? She was protecting them, protecting everything they’d built, and wasn’t she smart,
getting Tripp down here to take the fall? He was so drunk, they would say. He and Blanche got into
a fight, and he hit her, hit her so hard. Bea had tried to save her—Blanche was her best friend!—
but she’d been drinking, too, and it was so dark. She’d been so brave, diving into the water,
swimming away to get help.
Smiling at Eddie, Bea rises up on tiptoes and kisses him. “I knew you’d get it,” she says.
Which is when Eddie grabs her, his arm cutting off her air, her feet scrabbling on the ground,
fingers tearing a button off his shirt that he forgets about until days later, once Bea was safe in the
panic room.
Safe.
That’s what he tells himself.

I couldn’t turn her in, or let her go to prison. Not for a murder this calculated, not in a death-penalty
state, not when they might start asking the same questions about her mother that I’d been asking.
(Not to mention that a trial would kill the business. No one wants charming knickknacks from a
murderer.)
But I also couldn’t let her just do this, couldn’t stomach the thought that the next time someone
failed to fall in line with what Bea wanted, she’d just do away with them.
The panic room had been a solution.
Not the smartest, not the best, but fuck, what else could I have done?
Some of the pain was starting to recede now, or maybe I was just getting used to it. In any case, I
could move more now, and even though my stomach roiled again, I was able to sit up.
Jane.
I didn’t love her, not really. I knew that now.
I’d wanted to. So much. In the beginning, it had felt so easy. I could just love someone else. I



could have a fresh start. I could put everything with Bea behind me, forget what she’d done, what I’d
done, what we’d done, and start over with Jane. Smart, funny Jane who saw the good parts of me,
never the bad.
Bea had learned the truth about my family eventually. That I hadn’t spoken to my mom or my
brother since I was eighteen even though they were both good people who hadn’t done anything
wrong. Their only crime was that they were a reminder of how thoroughly mediocre my beginnings
had been.
Jane didn’t know that, though. She didn’t know that my mom still tried to email me through the
public address I had at Southern Manors, or that I deleted them as soon as they came in. Or that when
my brother had tried to send us a Christmas card, I’d sicced our lawyers on him, implying that he was
harassing us.
With Jane, I was getting a blank slate.
But a part of me had always known it was never going to be that easy. I might’ve told myself that I
hid Bea away to protect the business, that it was better the world think she was dead than a murderer,
but the truth was … I couldn’t bear to give her up.
It was that simple. That fucking terrifying.
I still loved her.
That’s what this had been, fucked up as it was. Love. Trying to save her from the outside world—
and from herself.
“This is the best thing for you,” I’d told her that first night when I’d put her in the panic room as
she’d gaped at me, confused and angry, and maybe a little scared.
And I’d believed that. I still did. But Jesus, now she was loose, in the house with Jane, resilient
Jane who I should’ve let go from the start. She didn’t deserve this. I should never have proposed to
her, not when I was still going into Bea’s room, seeing her, talking to her, sleeping with her. But I’d
wanted to give Jane the thing she’d wanted. I’d somehow, stupidly, thought this might work out. That
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It must be the stupidest thing I’ve ever done, going to Tripp Ingraham’s house. And that’s really saying
something for me.
He’s been charged with murder. I am willingly going to an accused murderer’s house.
I say that to myself over and over again as I jog down the street, trying to look like it’s just a
regular day, just regular Jane out for her morning run, certainly not about to do something so shit-
stupid she might die.
His texts kept me up all night last night, and I can’t explain it, but I need to hear what he says.
Because something in me tells me he’s telling the truth.
Tripp is so many ugly things—a drunk, a lech, a Republican—but murderer still doesn’t fit on
him. I’ve known violent men. I’ve been around too many of them, and I learned how to sniff them out
early. I had to.
Tripp just … doesn’t smell right.
I hurry up his driveway, praying to god that no one catches a glimpse of me. His bushes are
overgrown, dead leaves and flower petals strewn along the walk at the front of the house, and if I’d
thought his place seemed dark and sad before, it’s nothing compared to how it feels now.



After ringing the doorbell, I wait for so long that I think he’s not going to answer, and I’m
uncomfortably aware that anyone could come by and see me standing there. This neighborhood
seemed to have eyes everywhere, and Tripp is not supposed to have visitors, not without it being
cleared through the police first.
Like I was going to do that.
Just as I’m about to turn away, the door opens.
Tripp stares at me, wearing a plaid bathrobe tied loosely at the waist and a pair of matching
pajama pants. His skin has gone grayish, his eyes nearly swallowed up by the hollows around them.
Tripp looked rough before, but now, he looks half-dead, and I almost feel sorry for him.
“You came,” he says, his voice low and flat. “I honestly didn’t think you would. Don’t just stand
there. Come in.”
He ushers me inside, and I’m hit with the smell immediately. Old food, garbage that hasn’t been
taken out, and booze.
So much booze.
“Sorry I didn’t clean up,” he says, gesturing for me to head into the living room, but I shake my
head, folding my arms over my chest.
“Whatever you have to say to me, go ahead and say it here. Say it fast.”
He lowers his gaze back to mine, the corner of his mouth lifting slightly, and there it is again—a
shadow version of that Tripp, sure, washed out and barely there, but still.
“Don’t want to spend too much time in the murderer’s lair. I get it.”
I’d tell him not to be a dick, but that’s like telling him not to breathe, so instead, I just glare at him,
waiting, and eventually he sighs.
“You must’ve felt like you won the goddamn lottery when you met Eddie Rochester,” he muses.
“Rich, good-looking, charming as hell. But let me tell you something, Jane.”
He leans in close, and I catch the ripe odor of him, the stink of unwashed skin and unbrushed
teeth. “He’s poison. His wife was poison, too, so at least they were well-matched in that.”
Another smirk. “If I were you, I’d leave here, get whatever shit you can out of the house, and hit
the road. Leave Eddie, Birmingham, all of it.” He waves one hand, sagging back against the door.
“Sure as fuck wish I’d listened when Blanche said we should move.”
“Blanche wanted to move?” I ask incredulously, and he nods.
“Yeah. Two weeks before she died. Started talking about how she needed to be somewhere else,
that she felt like Bea was suffocating her. Wasn’t enough that Bea took her whole goddamn life, you
know? She had to be right up under us all the time, too. And Eddie. Fucker was always over at the
house, seemed like.”
“But you said you didn’t really think anything was happening there.”
“Still didn’t mean I liked it. Bea didn’t like it, either. It’s why she invited Blanche to the lake that
weekend. To ‘hash it out.’ I asked Blanche what that meant, and she said they were at … I don’t know.
Like a crossroads or something. That she wasn’t sure they could still be friends. And I thought maybe
it was about…”
His throat moves, but he doesn’t say anything, and when he reaches up to rub his unshaven jaw, I
see his hands are shaking slightly.
“Things had been fucked up for a while,” he finally says. “Between Blanche and Bea, between
Bea and Eddie, me and Blanche. It was all just toxic by that point. Which is why I was confused as
fuck when Bea called me and asked me to come up.”
My blood turns cold. “What?”
Sighing, Tripp scrubs a hand over his face. “That weekend,” he says, sounding tired. “Bea called
me that Friday night, said she thought Blanche needed me. So I got in the car, drove up to the lake, and
yes, we all had a lot to drink, but I passed out in the house. I was never on that goddamn boat. I woke
up the next morning in the guest bedroom, feeling like someone had jammed a railroad spike through
my skull, and neither Bea nor Blanche were there. I assumed they’d taken the boat out early, and I left.
Drove back home.”
His voice cracks and he takes a second to clear his throat, rubbing his face again. “I didn’t know.
I went home that morning, and I watched fucking golf on TV, and all that time, they were both … they



were already dead. They were … rotting in that water…”
There are tears in his eyes now. “It wasn’t until Monday, when she didn’t come home and I
couldn’t get her on the phone that I even realized something was wrong.”
His bleary eyes focus on my face, and now there are no smirks, no gross lines. “I swear to you, I
had nothing to do with any of it. Yes, I was there, and yes, I should’ve told the cops that immediately,
but I was afraid of…” He makes a strained sound that’s too sad to be a laugh. “This. Fuck, I was
afraid of this.”
His hands clutch my shoulders, hard enough that I think I’ll have bruises there. “I’m telling you,
leave. I didn’t get on that boat, but my fingerprints are on it. I didn’t buy fucking rope and a hammer,
but someone using my credit card did.”
There’s so much information coming at me at once that I barely know how to process it all, and I
blink, trying to step out of Tripp’s hold, trying to wrap my head around what he’s implying.
“You’re saying someone framed you?”
“I’m saying you still have the chance to walk away from these fuckers.”
He lets me go, stepping back. “I wish to Christ I had.”
I tear the house apart.
I don’t know what I’m looking for, only that there has to be something, some proof that Eddie did
this.
That’s what Tripp was trying to tell me, I know it, and so here I am, opening up closets, yanking
out drawers.
Adele rushes around my feet, barking frantically, and there are tears in my eyes as I survey my
destruction.
Books off shelves, heedlessly tumbled to the floor. Cushions pulled off the sofa.
I pick up anything heavy, all those tchotchkes from Southern Manors, looking for drops of blood. I
go through the pockets of Eddie’s clothes. I push the mattress off our bed.
Something, something, there has to be something, you can’t kill two people and not leave some
sign of it, you can’t. There are receipts, he’s hidden a murder weapon, there will be clothes with
blood, I will find something.
An hour later—no, two, almost two and a half—I’m sitting on the floor of the coat closet at the
front of the house, my head in my hands. Adele has lost interest in me now, and sits in the hall facing
me, her snout resting on her paws.
I’ve lost my fucking mind.
The house is a wreck, and I’m too exhausted to even think about putting it back together again.
Tripp is right. I should leave. Get out while I can because even if it wasn’t Eddie, there’s
something going on here, something so fucked up that no amount of money can make it worth it.
I’m just getting up from the floor when I see a jacket in the corner of the closet. It must’ve fallen
off a hanger while I was in here acting like a madwoman, but I don’t remember seeing it.
I also don’t remember the last time I saw Eddie wear it.
When I pick it up, I notice immediately that it feels a little heavier on one side than the other, and
my breath catches in my throat as my fingers close around something in the pocket.
But when I pull it out, it’s just a paperback book.
I imagine him, taking it to read somewhere, maybe at the office, maybe on his lunch break, and
shoving it back in a pocket, forgetting about it.
I’ve seen Eddie reading plenty over the past few months, but always some boring military thriller.
This is a romance novel, an older one with a pretty lurid cover, which doesn’t strike me as Eddie’s
thing.
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I didn’t know sheets could actually smell soft, but Eddie’s do.
Every morning when I wake up in that big upholstered bed, I hold the sheets up to my nose and
inhale, wondering how I got this fucking lucky.
It’s been two weeks since I more or less moved in with Eddie, two weeks of soft linens and
sinking into the plush sofa in the living room in the afternoon, watching bad reality shows on the
massive television.
I’m never leaving this place.
I get out of the bed slowly, my toes curling against the plush rug awaiting my feet. The bedroom is
luxurious in all the right ways—dark wood, deep blues, the occasional splash of gray. Neutral.
Masculine.
This is one space where Eddie scrubbed out Bea’s style, I can tell. Before, I bet it was decked out
in the same swirling, bright shades as the rest of the house. Peacock blue, saffron yellow, brilliant
fuchsia. But here, there’s just Eddie.
And now, me.
Eddie is in the kitchen when I wander in, already dressed for work.
He smiles at me, a cup of coffee already steaming in his hand.
“Morning,” he says, handing it to me. The first morning I’d woken up here, Eddie had made me a
plain black cup of coffee, like I’d had the day we met. Sheepishly, I’d confessed that I actually didn’t
like black coffee that much, and now I have an expensive milk frother at my disposal, and all kinds of
pricey flavored syrups.
Today’s cup smells like cinnamon, and I inhale deeply over the mug before taking a sip. “I don’t
know how to tell you this, but I’m only sleeping with you for the coffee,” I say, and he winks at me.
“My ability to make a great cup of coffee really is my only redeeming value.”
“I think you have a few others,” I say, and he glances at me, eyebrows raised.
“Just a few?”
I hold my thumb and forefinger up, putting them close together, and he laughs, which warms me
almost as much as the coffee.
I like him. There’s no getting around that. This isn’t just about the house or the money, although
I’m fully into those things, trust me. But being with Eddie is … nice.
And he likes me. Not just the me I’ve invented, but the flashes of the real me I’ve let him see.
I want to show him more of the real me, I think. And it’s been a long time since I’ve felt that way.
Turning back to the sink, Eddie rinses out his own coffee cup and says, “So, what’s on your
agenda today?”
I’ve been waiting for this moment for the past two weeks, hoping he’d ask what I was doing all
day. Because I am still walking those damn dogs. I may stay in Eddie’s house, I may eat the food
Eddie buys, but I’m still on my own for everything else. Gas for my car, clothes, odds and ends. I still
technically have rent to pay.
“Dogs,” I reply shortly, and he looks up, frowning slightly.
“You’re still doing that?”
Some of the warmth I was feeling toward him fades a little. What did he think I was doing all
day? Just sitting around, waiting for him to come back?
I hide that irritation, though, standing up from the stool with a shrug. “I mean, yeah. I have to make
money.”
He pulls a face, wiping his hands on one of those Southern Manors towels that are all over the



kitchen. This one has a slice of watermelon printed on it, a perfect bite taken out of one side. “You’re
welcome to use my card to get whatever you need. And I can add you to my checking account today.
My personal one, not the Southern Manors account. Lot more fucking paperwork to that one, but we
can get that worked out eventually, too.”
I stand there as he turns away again, balling up the towel and tossing it into the laundry room just
off the kitchen.
Is it that easy for men like him? He’s handing me access to thousands and thousands of dollars like
it’s nothing, and I could just … take it. Take everything, if I wanted to.
Maybe that’s what it is—it would never occur to him that I would do something like that. That
anyone, especially any woman, could do that.
But since this is exactly what I wanted, I smile at him, shaking my head slightly. “That would …
that would be amazing, Eddie. Thank you.”
“What’s the point of having it if my girl can’t spend it, hmm?” He comes around the bar, putting an
arm around my waist and nuzzling my hair.
“Also,” he says before pulling away, “why don’t you go ahead a pick up your things from your old
place, bring them back here? Make it official.”
Pressing a hand against my chest, I give him my best faux-flirty look. “Edward Rochester, are you
asking me to move in with you?”
Another grin as he walks backward toward the door. “I think I am. You saying yes?”
“Maybe,” I tell him, and that grin widens as he turns back around.
“I’ll leave the card by the door!” he calls out, and I hear the soft slap of plastic on marble before
the door opens and closes, leaving me alone in the house.
My house.
I make myself another cup of coffee, and carry it back upstairs to the massive en suite, my favorite
part of the house so far.
Like nearly everything else here, the bathroom is oversized, but not overwhelming. Bea’s stamp is
here, too, of course. Had Eddie designed this room, I think it would probably be sleeker, more
modern. Glass and steel and subway tile. Instead, it’s marble and copper with a tile floor with a
mosaic of—shocker—a magnolia in the center.
I scuff my bare toe against one of the dark green leaves before making my way to the tub.
We had a bathtub in the apartment, but I’d have to be high to actually take a bath in it. Not only is
it cramped and stained with black mold in the corners, but the thought of my naked body sitting where
John takes a shower? Too horrible to contemplate. No, I’ve always taken the world’s fastest showers,
cringing every time the shower curtain touches me.
I fucking deserve this bathtub.
Sitting on the edge, I lean forward and turn on the hot tap, coffee cup still in one hand as I test the
water with the fingers of the other.
I’ll get to take a bath in here every day now, forever. This is how I’ll spend my mornings. No
more drive from Center Point.
No more dog-walking.
And once I’m done with today’s soak, I’ll get dressed and drive over to that dingy little apartment
before putting it behind me and never looking back.
I take what Eddie calls “the sensible car,” a Mercedes SUV, and make my way from the shady
enclaves of Mountain Brook to the strip malls and ugly apartment complexes of my old home.
It feels strange, parking such a nice car in the space where I used to park my beat-up Hyundai, and
stranger still to walk up the concrete steps in my new leather sandals, the clack of my heels loud
enough to make me flinch.
Number 234 looks even dingier somehow, and I dig my keys out of my purse.
But when I put the key in, I realize the door is unlocked, and I frown as I step inside. John’s a
moron, but he’s not the type to be this careless.
And then I realize it’s me who’s the careless one because I should’ve called the church before I
came here this morning, should’ve made sure John had actually gone into work and wouldn’t be doing
what he is currently doing—namely, sitting on the couch with my afghan draped over him, watching



boring morning television.
“She returns,” he says around a mouthful of cereal. He could eat cereal for every meal, I think,
always the cheap, sugary shit they make for kids. Never brand names, so things like “Fruity Ohs” and
“Sugar Flakes.” Whatever he’s shoveling into his mouth now has turned the milk a muddy gray, and I
don’t even bother to hide my disgust as I ask, “Shouldn’t you be at the church?”
John shrugs, his eyes still on the TV. “Day off.”
Great.
He turns to say more then, and his eyes go a little wide when he sees me. “What are you
wearing?”
I want to make some kind of joke about saving those lines for his internet girlfriends, but that
would prolong this interaction and that’s the last thing I need, so I just wave him off and make for my
room.
The door is open even though I distinctly remember closing it, and I press my lips together,
irritated. But my bed is still made up, and when I open a drawer, all my underwear appears to be
accounted for, so that’s a relief, at least.
Reaching under the bed, I pull out my battered duffel bag, and have already unzipped it before I
stop and look around.
It’s not like I didn’t know my room was deeply sad. No matter what I did, it always looked
grubby and just a little institutional, almost like a cell.
But now, after two weeks living in Eddie’s house?
There is not a single thing I want to take with me.
I want to leave all of this—the dullness, the cheap fabrics, the frayed edges—behind.
More than that, really.
I want to set it all on fucking fire.
When I walk out of the bedroom, I’m not carrying anything. Not the duffel, which I’d shoved back
under the bed. Not my underwear, which John was now welcome to be as pervy as he liked with. Not
even the little trinkets and treasures I’d taken from all the houses in Thornfield Estates.
John turned off the TV, and he now faces me on the couch, my afghan still on his upraised knees.
He’s smirking at me, probably because he’s expecting me to ask for the blanket, and he’s ready to say
something that just skirts the line, something that’s supposed to make me wonder if he’s being gross or
not (he is).
He can keep that blanket, too.
“I’m moving out,” I say without preamble, shoving my hands in my back pockets. “I should be all
paid up on rent, so—”
“You can’t just leave.”
Anger sparks inside my chest, but, right on the heels of it, there’s something else.
Joy.
I am never going to look at this asshole’s face again. I’m never going to sleep in this depressing
apartment or take a sad shower under trickling, lukewarm water. I’m never going to dig money out of
my pocket to hand over to John Rivers ever again.
“And yet I am leaving. Wild.”
John’s eyes narrow. “You owe me two weeks’ notice,” he says, and now I laugh, tipping my head
back.
“You’re not my landlord, John,” I say. “You’re just some sad little boy who thought I’d sleep with
you if you let me stay here. And you overcharged me for rent.”
There’s a dull flush creeping up his neck, his lower lip sticking out just the tiniest bit, and once
again, I am so relieved that this is it, the last time I’ll ever have to talk to him.
But soon, people like John Rivers won’t even exist to me. He barely exists right now.
“I never wanted to sleep with you,” he mutters, his tone still sulky. “You’re not even hot.”
That would’ve stung once upon a time. Even coming from someone like John. I’ve always been
aware of how completely plain I am, small, nondescript. And I’ve definitely felt it when I look at
pictures of Bea, her dark, glossy hair swinging around that pretty face with its high cheekbones and
wide eyes. That body that was somehow lush and trim at the same time, in contrast with my own



straight-up-and-down, almost boyish body.
But Eddie wanted me. Small, plain, boring me.
It made me feel beautiful, for once. And powerful.
So I look at John and smirk. “Keep telling yourself that,” I say, then I turn and walk out.
I’m not sure hearing a door close behind me has ever been this satisfying, and as I walk back to
the car, I actually welcome the slap of my heels, love how loud they are.
Fuck. You, I think with every step. Fuck. You. Fuck. You.
I’m grinning when I reach the Mercedes, and I grab my keys, pressing the little button to unlock
the doors. It takes me a moment to realize that there’s a familiar red car parked just across the parking
lot, and my first thought is that it’s weird anyone here has that nice of a car.
It’s not until Eddie is stepping out of the driver’s side and walking toward me that my brain fully
absorbs that it’s his car, that he’s … here. In Center Point. In my shitty apartment complex.
Seeing him is so jarring that my instinct is to run away, to jump in my car (his car, my asshole
brain reminds me), and get the hell out of here.
“Hey, beautiful,” he says as he approaches, keys dangling from his fingers.
“You followed me?” I blurt out, glad I’m wearing sunglasses so that he can’t see my full
expression. I’m rattled, not just because it seems weirdly out of character for Eddie to follow me, but
because he’s here. He’s seen this place now, this ugly little hole I tried to hide from him. Doesn’t
matter that I’m leaving it all behind. The fact that he knows it existed at all makes me feel close to
tears.
Sighing, Eddie shoves his hands in his back pockets. The wind ruffles his hair, and he looks so out
of place standing in this parking lot, in this life.
That sense of vertigo gets stronger.
“I know,” Eddie says. “It’s crazy and I shouldn’t have done it.”
Then he gives me a sheepish grin. He’s not wearing his sunglasses, and he squints slightly in the
bright light.
“But you make me crazy, what can I say?”
Even though the sun is beating down on us, I feel a chill wash over me.
Eddie is romantic, for sure. Passionate, definitely. But this … doesn’t feel like him.
You’ve known him for about five minutes, so maybe you don’t actually know him, I remind
myself.
There’s only one way to play this. I smile in return, rolling my eyes as I do. “That is so cheesy,” I
say, but I make sure to look pleased, tugging my lower lip between my teeth to really sell it.
It must work, because his shoulders droop slightly with relief, and then he steps forward, sliding
his arms around my waist.
Pressing my forehead against his chest, I breathe him in. You’re being stupid, I tell myself. I’m so
used to men lying to me, manipulating me, that now I see it where it doesn’t exist. Maybe Eddie is the
type to go a little over the top when he’s into someone. There could be all sorts of stuff about him that
I haven’t worked out yet.
“Are you the boyfriend?”
We both turn to see John standing there on the stairs in his T-shirt and loose sweats. He’s barefoot,
his hair greasy and sticking up in spikes, and observing them near each other, it’s hard to believe he
and Eddie are from the same species.
“So it seems,” Eddie replies, his voice easy, but I can feel him stiffen slightly, his muscles tense.
“Cool,” John mutters, his eyes darting between the two of us, clearly trying to make sense of
what’s happening here.
Eddie is still smiling at him, still friendly and relaxed, but there’s something radiating off him,
something dark and intense, and when I glance down, I see that his hand is curled into a fist at his
side.
John doesn’t notice, though, walking down the steps to stand right in front of us. This close, I can
smell his sweat, smell the sugary scent of whatever cereal he was eating.
“Jane owes me two weeks’ notice before she moves out,” he says, and Eddie’s eyebrows go up.



Chapter 3

Upon arriving at the grand residence of Thornfield Estates with Bear, the dog she's walking, Jane is
immediately struck by the house's impressive architecture, highlighted by a towering front door that curves
into an arch. Eddie, the house's owner, warmly ushers Jane and Bear inside without concern for the wet dog
shaking off on the marble floor, illustrating an easygoing and welcoming attitude.

As they move through the house, Jane notes the luxurious yet comfortable decor, contrasting with the sterile
aesthetics of similar homes in the area. The living room, adorned with colorful, comfortable furniture and
filled with books, suggests a lived-in warmth and a penchant for reading, setting Eddie's home apart from the
usual decorative emptiness Jane observes in other estates.

Introduced to a spacious and gleaming kitchen, Jane engages in conversation with Eddie, who inquires about
her background. Jane offers vague details about her past, mentioning a move from the West in search of
something new and hinting at fleeing from previous troubles. Eddie, meanwhile, shares bits about his ties to
Birmingham through his wife and their decision to purchase additional land for privacy, subtly revealing the
absence of his wedding ring.

Their exchange reveals Eddie's genuine curiosity about Jane, which she reciprocates, relieved to interact with
someone showing real interest in her. This comfort allows her to briefly overlook the class divide separating
them, as suggested by her living situation in the less affluent Center Point and her journey to finding
employment in the wealthier area of Thornfield Estates.

A comparison is made between the emptiness Eddie's house shares with another resident of Thornfield
Estates, Tripp Ingraham, hinting at underlying themes of loneliness and the facade of perfection in affluent
communities. The chapter explores themes of identity, the search for belonging, and the stark contrasts
between social classes, all while developing a subtle intrigue surrounding Eddie's personal life and Jane's
past.
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Epilogue
I wonder about them sometimes. Eddie and Bea.
Once, as I was loading groceries into my trunk, I thought I saw them.
It couldn’t have been them, of course. By then, I’d left Mountain Brook behind me. Left the whole
state of Alabama. I’d used Bea’s money to buy myself a little place—nothing as crazy as what I
could’ve afforded, but still—my own small, cozy cabin in the mountains of North Carolina.
Turns out I liked the South.
But there was no way the woman in the sunglasses in the big SUV that cruised past the Ingles
Market parking lot could’ve been Bea, no way the figure slumped in the passenger seat was Eddie. I
couldn’t even tell if it was a man, after all.
Adele had been in the car, and she’d given a short, sharp bark at the car as it passed, and I thought
the person in the passenger seat had turned a little to look back, but they were too far away by then for
me to be sure.



That was only a few months after the fire, though, so I’d been jumpier, primed to see ghosts
everywhere.
I sometimes think I might always be looking over my shoulder.
I remind myself that when Bea opened the door to the panic room, there was a whoosh and a wall
of flame. I remember the scent of burned hair, and a worse, darker scent, disturbingly like barbecue.
I remember that they found Eddie’s teeth.
But I also remember those teeth flying out of his mouth when I hit him, and so …
I wonder.
I like to think that they both survived. That they’re out there somewhere.
Maybe they’ve gone back to Hawaii. Or a more remote island, their own little beach somewhere.
I picture them on white sand, palm trees swaying overhead, just like I used to picture them when
Bea was a ghost and Eddie was mine.
She sits there, smiling in the sunshine, her glossy hair pulled back from her face. Eddie is next to
her. Not nearly as handsome as he once was.
I see Bea reach for his hand, see his fingers—thick with scars, raised red welts crisscrossing his
skin—curl around hers.
We’re together now, she’ll say to him, that’s all that matters. Not the money, not the life they’d
built, not the house that’s now just a black mark on all that green, green grass at Thornfield Estates.
And it won’t be a lie when she says that they’re better off now without all that, better off just the
two of them, wherever they are.
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8
Everything in the Ingraham house feels like it’s waiting for Blanche to return.
I walk in the next morning, feeling heavy and slow, last night’s failed date with Eddie sitting like a
rock low in my stomach. It somehow seems fitting that this should be the day I’d agreed to go over
and start packing up some of Blanche’s stuff for Tripp.
Bea’s ghost last night, Blanche’s today.
It’s been months since she went missing, but one of her handbags is still sitting on the table in the
foyer. There’s a pile of jewelry there, too, a coiled necklace, a careless pile of rings. I imagine her
coming home from a dinner out, taking off all that stuff, tossing it casually against the wide glass base
of the lamp, kicking her shoes just under the table.
The pair of pink gingham flats is still lying there, too. It was July when she went missing, and I
imagine her wearing them with a matching pink blouse, a pair of white capris. Women here always
dress like flowers in the summer, bright splashes of color against the violently green lawns, the
blindingly blue sky. It’s so different from how things were back East, where I grew up. There, black
was always the chicest color. Here, I think people would wear lavender to a funeral. Poppy-red to a
wedding.
I’ve never tried to take anything from Tripp. Trust me, he’d notice.
Unlike Eddie, Tripp has kept all the pictures of Blanche up and in plain sight. I think he might
have actually added some. Every available surface seems overcrowded with framed photos.
There are at least five of their wedding day, Blanche smiling and very blond, Tripp looking
vaguely like her brother, and nowhere near as paunchy and deflated as he looks now.



He’s sitting in the living room when I come in, a plastic tumbler full of ice and an amber-colored
liquid that I’m sure is not iced tea.
It’s 9:23 A.M.
“Hi, Mr. Ingraham,” I call, rattling my keys in my hand just in case he’s forgotten that he gave me a
key so that I could let myself in. That was back when he still pretended like he might go into work.
I’m not even sure what he does, if I’m honest. I thought he was a lawyer, but maybe I just assumed that
because he looked like the type. He doesn’t seem to own any other clothes besides polo shirts and
khakis, and there’s golf detritus all over the house—a bag of clubs leaning by the front door, multiple
pairs of golfing shoes jumbled in a rattan basket just inside the front door, tees dropped as carelessly
as his wife’s jewelry.
Even the cup he’s currently drinking his sad breakfast booze in has some kind of golf club insignia
on it.
There’s a photo album spread across his lap and as I step farther into the dim living room, Tripp
finally looks up at me, his eyes bleary behind designer glasses.
“Jan,” he says, and I don’t bother to remind him it’s Jane. I’ve already done that a few times, and
it never seems to actually penetrate the muck of Woodford Reserve his brain is permanently steeped
in.
“You asked me to start on the second guest room today,” I tell him, pointing upstairs, and after a
beat, he nods.
I head up there, but my mind isn’t on Tripp and Blanche.
It’s still on Eddie, on our dinner last night. The way he’d just nodded when I had said I’d walk to
my car on my own. How we’d hugged awkwardly on the sidewalk, and how quickly he’d walked
away from me.
I’d thought—
Fuck, it doesn’t matter. Maybe I’d thought something was happening there, but clearly, I’d been
wrong, and the only thing currently happening was that I was heading into the “second guest room” at
the Ingrahams’ house to pack up … who knew what.
The bedroom was on the second floor, and it was relatively small, done all in shades of blue and
semi-tropical floral patterns. There were boxes and plastic storage containers on the floor, but I had
the feeling Tripp hadn’t put them there. He had sisters. Maybe they had come to prepare the room for
me to pick up, a sort of pre-cleaning to maintain the fiction that Tripp had his shit together.
Which he decidedly did not.
I’d only been up there ten minutes before I heard him coming.
I think that once in his life, Tripp had probably been a lot like John. Not as pathetic, of course,
and blonder, handsomer. Less like something that grew in dark places behind the fridge. But there’s a
similar vibe there, like he’d totally eat food with someone else’s name on it, and I bet more than one
woman at the University of Alabama had turned around surprised to suddenly find Tripp Ingraham in
the doorway, had wondered why someone who looked so innocuous could suddenly feel so scary.
But all the drinking had foiled Tripp on the creeper front. I think he meant to sneak up on me there
in the “blue bedroom,” but I could hear his tread coming down the hall even though he was moving
slowly, and, I think, trying to be quiet.
Maybe don’t wear golf shoes on hardwood floors, dumbass, I thought to myself, but I was
smiling when I turned to face him there in the doorway.
“Is everything okay?” I asked, and his watery hazel eyes widened a little. There was a sour look
on his face, probably because I’d ruined whatever it was he’d hoped for. A girlish shriek maybe, me
dropping a box and clasping my hands over my mouth, cheeks gone pink.
He would’ve liked that, probably. Tripp Ingraham was, I had no doubt, the kind of asshole who
had jerked steering wheels, jumped in elevators, pretended to nearly push girlfriends off high ledges.
I knew the type.
“You can pack up everything in here if you want,” Tripp says, rattling the glass in his plastic cup.
“None of this really meant anything to Blanche.”
I can see that. It’s a pretty room, but there’s something hotel-like about it. Like everything in here
has been selected for just how it looks, not any kind of personal taste.



I glance over beside the bed, taking in a lamp meant to look like an old-fashioned tin bucket. The
shade is printed in a soft blue-and-green floral pattern, and I could swear I’ve seen it before.
Wouldn’t surprise me—all the knickknacks in these houses look the same. Except for in Eddie’s
house.
It strikes me then that actually, everything in these houses seems to be a pale knockoff of the stuff
at Eddie’s, a Xerox machine slowly running out of ink so that everything is a little fainter, a little less
distinct.
And then I realize where I’d seen that tin bucket lamp.
“That’s from Southern Manors, isn’t it?” I ask, nodding toward the bedside table. “I was looking
at their website the other night, and—”
Tripp cuts me off with a rude noise, then tips the glass to his mouth again. When he lowers it,
there’s a drop of bourbon clinging to his scraggly mustache, and he licks it away, the pink flash of his
tongue making me grimace.
“No, that lamp was Blanche’s. Think it had been her mom’s or something, picked it up at an estate
sale, I don’t know.” He shrugs, belly jiggling under his polo shirt. “Bea Rochester wouldn’t have
known an original idea if it bit her in her ass. All that shit, that ‘Southern Manors’ thing. All that was
Blanche’s.”
I put down the half-empty box. “What, like she copied Blanche’s style?”
Tripp scoffs at that, walking farther into the room. The tip of his shoe catches an overstuffed trash
bag by the door, tearing a tiny hole in it, and I watch as a bit of pink cloth oozes out.
“Copied, stole…” he says, waving the cup at me. “They grew up together, you know. Went to
school at the same place, Ivy Ridge. I think they were even roommates.”
Turning back to the stack of books on the bed, I start placing them in the box at my feet. “I heard
they were close,” I reply, wondering just how much more info I can get out of Tripp Ingraham. He’s
the only one so far who hasn’t talked about Bea like the sun shone directly from her ass, so I wouldn’t
mind hearing more of what he has to say. But gossip is tricky, slippery. Pretend to be too interested,
and suddenly you look suspicious. Act bored and nonchalant, sometimes the person will clam up
totally, but then sometimes they’re like Emily Clark, eager to keep sharing, hoping to find the right
worm to bait the hook.
I don’t know what kind Tripp is, but he sits on the corner of the bed, the mattress dipping with his
weight.
“Bea Rochester,” he mutters. “Her name was Bertha.”
I look up at that, tucking my hair behind my ear, and he’s watching me, his eyes bleary, but
definitely focused on my face.
“Seriously?” I ask, and he nods. His leg is moving up and down restlessly, his hands twisting the
now empty cup around and around.
“She changed it when she went to college, apparently. That’s what Blanche said. Came back to
Birmingham one day all, ‘Call me Bea.’” He sighs again, that leg still jiggling. “And Blanche did.
Never even mentioned her real name to people far as I know.”
Bertha. The same sits heavily on the tongue, and I think back to those pictures I looked at last
night, those red lips, that shiny dark hair. She definitely didn’t look like a Bertha, and I couldn’t blame
her for wanting to change it.
Plus, it was another thing we had in common, another secret tucked against my chest. I hadn’t been
born “Jane,” after all. That other, older name was so far behind me now that whenever I heard it on
TV or in a store or on the radio, part of a snatch conversation as I walked by people, I didn’t even

Chapter 12

On May 12, Jane found herself immersed in the surprising expenses of neighborhood improvements, having
spent over a thousand dollars on sophisticated solar lamps for the Neighborhood Beautification Committee at



Emily's behest. Her integration into the affluent lifestyle kept by her partner Eddie, significantly different
from her humble prior existence, was marked by this financial outlay. The committee, a casual assembly with
Emily, Campbell, Caroline, and Anna-Grace, barely focused on actual beautification plans until the
extravagant purchase of lighting was proposed. Jane, somewhat naively, agreed to procure these items, not
fully grasping the responsibility she was taking on, including the physical and financial burdens that
accompanied her agreement.

The contrast between Jane's new life of luxury and her recent past becomes evident as she navigates the
chores related to the Beautification Committee, highlighting the vast lifestyle change she has undergone since
moving in with Eddie. Despite the material comforts provided by Eddie's wealth, Jane experiences a sense of
isolation and displacement, exacerbated by the house still filled with his late wife Bea's belongings,
suggesting Jane's struggle with belonging and identity in her new environment.

Her encounter with John, a figure from her past, while undertaking this mundane task throws her into a state
of unease, revealing a layer of her life she wishes to keep buried—hinting at a mysterious, perhaps troubled
past linked to a place and person named Helen Burns. John, knowingly or not, intrudes on the fragile peace
Jane has crafted in her new life, stirring up fears and memories Jane is desperate to escape from. This chance
meeting underscores the unresolved issues chasing Jane from her previous life, suggesting that despite the
geographical and social distance she has put between her former self and her current existence, her past
remains a haunting presence, capable of disrupting her at any moment.

Jane's interaction with John at the end reveals a deep-seated anxiety and fear connected to her past,
specifically tied to someone named Helen Burns and an inquiry from Phoenix. This encounter underscores
the precarious nature of Jane's seemingly secure new life, hinting at secrets and possibly running from
something—or someone—back in Phoenix, evidenced by her visceral reaction to the mention of Helen
Burns. Her panic at John's implications and her inner turmoil reflect a deep dread and a desire to maintain her
new life untainted by her past.
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Later, we sit outside in the big wooden Adirondack chairs in the yard, a fire crackling away in the big
stone ring in front of us. Nearby, the grill smokes, and the scent of cooking meat reminds me of those
summer nights in Phoenix, when the air was so still and so dry it felt like a loose spark could send
everything up in flames.
The grill turned over, the burning coals spread over the gravel yard, Jane, the real Jane,
crying, Mr. Brock’s red face, a sweating beer can in one hand, a pair of tongs in the other.
His KISS THE COOK apron with a giant frog on it, its lips red and obscene in a pucker, me
sprawled in the rocks, my hand burning, my face stinging, thinking how stupid that apron was,
how stupid it was that a man like him had this much power over all of us.
I haven’t thought about that for such a long time. I’ve pushed it all away, but now here it is, this
ugly memory, in this perfect place.
Looking down, I study my engagement ring again, turning my hand this way and that, catching the
light of the flames.
That’s over. That can’t touch you. No matter what John says.



Next to me, Eddie sighs, his long legs stretched out in front of him.
He really does look good tonight. I think of how slightly ragged he was when I first met him, how
those edges have smoothed a little in the past few months, and I feel a little surge of satisfaction. I did
that, I think. I’ve made him happy. He’s like this because of me.
And soon, I’m going to be his wife.
I think about the wedding dresses I saw today, the veil there in the window I’d itched to put on my
head.
“I think we should elope.”
I don’t know I’m going to say the words until they’re out, but then they are, and I realize I don’t
want to take them back.
Eddie pauses, his beer lifted to his mouth. Then he takes a sip, swallows, and lowers his arm
before looking over at me and saying, “We don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do.”
“It’s just … I don’t have a big family,” I say. “And I hardly know anyone in Birmingham, or at
least no one I’d want at my wedding.”
Eddie smirks slightly at that, raising his eyebrows.
“I don’t want that John asshole at my wedding, either.”
Reaching over, he takes my hand, his thumb making circles on the heel of my hand.
“Janie, say the word, and we’ll get married at the courthouse tomorrow. Or we’ll go to the lake.
Hell, we can go up to Tennessee if you want, rent one of those cheesy mountain chalets. I think they
even have drive-through wedding chapels in Gatlinburg.”
I smile, but don’t say anything, ignoring the weird sinking in my stomach at the idea of marrying a
man like Eddie, but still having the kind of wedding girls like me always get. Cheap, fast, tacky. When
I suggested eloping, I was imagining saying our vows on a white-sand beach, an intimate wedding
night in a big bed with gauzy mosquito netting. I wasn’t imagining pulling up to a window like we
were grabbing french fries and heading to a motel advertising free parking on a neon sign.
Still, what I know for certain is that I can’t get married here. I can’t walk down an aisle at a big
church in a big dress and see the Campbells and the Carolines, Bea’s friends, comparing me to her.
I head inside, picking up our empty beers as I go. When I slide the patio door open, there’s a
sound from somewhere above me.
I freeze there in the doorway, one ear cocked toward the ceiling, waiting.
There’s another thump, followed by a second, a third.
Sliding the patio door closed behind me, I glance back out at Eddie.
He’s still sitting in his Adirondack chair, hands behind his head now, his chin lifted to the evening
sky, and I creep a little deeper into the house.
The sounds are rhythmic now, a steady thump thump thump like a heartbeat.
I think about that story they made us read in middle school, the one with the man buried under the
floorboards, his murderer thinking he could still hear the old man’s heart, and for a horrified moment,
my brain conjures up Bea.
Then the sounds stop.
I stand there, practically holding my breath, the empty beer bottle dangling from my fingers as I
wait.
Three sharp raps at the front door make me nearly jolt out of my skin, one of the bottles crashing
to the floor as I make a sound somewhere between a shriek and a gasp.
It’s coming from the front of the house, though, not upstairs. Someone knocking at the door.
“Jane?”
I see Eddie through the glass door, still sitting outside, the words tossed casually over his
shoulder, his head barely turned toward me.
I scowl at the back of that head, that perfectly tousled hair. “I’m fine,” I call back. “Just someone
at the door.”
There’s another knock just as I reach the foyer, and when I open the door, a woman is standing
there.
She’s wearing khakis and a blue button-down, and there’s a badge snapped to her waist.
She’s a cop.



My heart is beating so fast in my chest that I feel like she must be able to see it, and I lay a hand
there against my collarbone, suddenly grateful I have the diamonds and emerald on my finger, to let
her know I am somebody.
I have no reason to be afraid anymore, I remind myself. The woman standing on the porch doesn’t
see the girl I used to be, doesn’t know the things I’ve done. There’s no suspicion in her gaze, no
narrowed eyes and thinned lips. She sees a woman who belongs in this house, a woman wearing Ann
Taylor and real jewels, a woman whose dishwater-blond hair isn’t pulled back into a scraggly
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5
“You’re late on your half of the rent.”
I look up from my spot on the couch. I’ve only been home for ten minutes and had hoped I might
miss John this afternoon. He’s an office assistant at a local church, plus he works with the Youth
Music Ministry, whatever that actually means—I’ve never been a big churchgoer—and his hours are
never as set as I’d like. This is hardly the first time I’ve come home to find him standing in the
kitchen, his hip propped against the counter, one of my yogurts in his hand.
He always eats my food, no matter how many times I put my name on it, or where I try to hide it in
our admittedly tiny kitchen. It’s like nothing in this apartment belongs to me since it was John’s place
first, and he’s letting me live here. He opens my bedroom door without knocking, he uses my
shampoo, he eats my food, he “borrows” my laptop. He’s skinny and short, a wisp of a guy, really, but
sometimes it feels like he sucks up all the space in our shared 700 square feet.
Another reason I want to get out.
Living with John was only ever supposed to be a temporary thing. It was risky, going back to
someone who knew my past, but I’d figured it would just be a place to land for a month, maybe six
weeks, while I figured out what to do next.
But that was six months ago, and I’m still here.
Lifting my feet off the coffee table, I stand, digging into my pocket for the wad of twenties I
shoved in there after my visit to the pawnshop this afternoon.
I don’t always get rid of the stuff I take. The money has never been the point, after all. It’s the
having I’ve always enjoyed, plus knowing they’ll never notice anything is missing. It makes me feel
like I’ve won something.
But dog-walking isn’t bringing in enough to cover everything yet, so today, I’d plucked Mrs.
Reed’s lone diamond earring from the pile of treasures on my dresser, and while I didn’t get nearly
what it was worth, it’s enough to cover my half of this shitty concrete box.
I shove it into John’s free hand, pretending I don’t notice the way his fingers try to slide against
mine, searching for even a few seconds of extra contact. I’m another thing in this apartment that John
would consume if he could, but we both pretend we don’t know that.
“How’s the whole dog-walking thing going?” John asks as I cross back over to our sad couch.
He’s got a bit of yogurt stuck to the corner of his mouth, but I don’t bother pointing it out. It’ll
probably stay there all day, too, forming a crust that’ll creep out some girl down at the Student Baptist
Center where John volunteers a few nights a week.
I already feel solidarity with her, this unknown girl, my sister in Vague Disgust for John Rivers.
Maybe that’s what makes me smile as I sit back down, yanking the ancient afghan blanket out from



under me. “Great, actually. Have a few new clients now, so it keeps me pretty busy.”
John’s spoon scrapes against the plastic tub of yogurt—my yogurt—and he watches me, his dark
hair hanging limply over one eye.
“Clients,” he snorts. “Makes you sound like a hooker.”
Only John could try to shame a girl for something as wholesome as dog-walking, but I brush it off.
If things keep going as well as they’re going, soon I won’t have to live here with him anymore. Soon I
can get my own place with my own stuff and my own fucking yogurt that I’ll actually get to eat.
“Maybe I am a hooker,” I reply, picking up the remote off the coffee table. “Maybe that’s what I’m
actually doing, and I’m just telling you I walk dogs.”
I twist on the couch to look at him.
He’s still standing by the fridge, but his head is ducked even lower now, his eyes wary as he
watches me.
It makes me want to go even further, so I do.
“That could be blowjob money in your pocket now, John. What would the Baptists think about
that?”
John flinches from my words, his hand going to his pocket, either to touch the money or to try to
hide the boner he probably popped at hearing me say blowjob.
Eddie wouldn’t cringe at a joke like that, I suddenly think.
Eddie would laugh. His eyes would do that thing where they seem brighter, bluer, all because
you’ve surprised him.
Like he did when you noticed the books.
“You ought to come to church with me,” he says. “You could come this afternoon.”
“You work in the office,” I say, “not the actual church. Not sure what good it would do me
watching you file old newsletters.”
I’m not normally this openly rude to him, aware that he could kick me out since this place is
technically all his, but I can’t seem to help myself. It’s something about that day in Eddie’s kitchen.
I’ve known enough new beginnings to recognize when something is clicking into place, and I think—
know—that my time in this shitty box with this shitty human is ticking down.
“You’re a bitch, Jane,” John mutters sullenly, but he throws away the empty yogurt and gathers his
things, slinking out the door without another word.
Once he’s gone, I hunt through the cabinets for any food he hasn’t taken. Luckily, I still have two
things of Easy Mac left, and I heat them both up, dumping them into one bowl before hunkering down
with my laptop and pulling up my search on Bea Rochester.
I don’t spend much time on the articles about her death. I’ve heard the gossip, and honestly, it
seems pretty basic to me—two ladies got too drunk at their fancy beach house, got on their fancy boat,
and then succumbed to a very fancy death. Sad, but not exactly a tragedy.
No, what I want to know about is Bea Rochester’s life. What it was that made a man like Eddie
want her. Who she was, what their relationship might have looked like.
The first thing I pull up is her company’s website.
Southern Manors.
“Nothing says Fortune 500 company like a bad pun,” I mutter, stabbing another bite of macaroni
with my fork.
There’s a letter on the first page of the site, and my eyes immediately scan down to see if Eddie
wrote it.
He didn’t. There’s another name there, Susan, apparently Bea’s second-in-command. It’s full of
the usual stuff you’d expect when the founder of a company dies suddenly. How sad they are, what a
loss, how the company will continue on, burnishing her legacy, etc., etc.
I wonder what kind of a legacy it is, really, selling overpriced cutesy shit.
Clicking from page to page, I take in expensive Mason jars, five-hundred-dollar sweaters with
HEY, Y’ALL! stitched discreetly in the left corner, silver salad tongs whose handles are shaped like
bees.
There’s so much gingham it’s like Dorothy Gale exploded on this website, but I can’t stop
looking, can’t keep from clicking one item, then another.



The monogrammed dog leashes.
The hammered-tin watering cans.
A giant glass bowl in the shape of an apple someone has just taken a bite out of.
It’s all expensive but useless crap, the kind of stuff lining the gift tables at every high-society
wedding in Birmingham, and I finally click away from the orgy of pricey/cutesy, going back to the
main page to look at Bea Rochester’s picture again.
She’s standing in front of a dining room table made of warm, worn-looking wood. Even though I
haven’t been in the dining room at the Rochester mansion, I know immediately that this is theirs, that
if I looked a little deeper into the house, I would find this room. It has the same vibe as the living
room—nothing matches exactly, but it somehow goes together, from the floral velvet seat covers on
the eight chairs to the orange-and-teal centerpiece that pops against the eggplant-colored drapes.
Bea pops, too, her dark hair swinging just above her shoulders in a glossy long bob. She has her
arms crossed, her head slightly tilted to one side as she smiles at the camera, her lipstick the prettiest
shade of red I think I’ve ever seen.
She’s wearing a navy sweater, a thin gold belt around her waist, and a navy-and-white gingham
pencil skirt that manages to be cute and sexy at the same time, and I almost immediately hate her.
And also want to know everything about her.
More googling, the Easy Mac congealing in its bowl on John’s scratched and water-ringed coffee
table, my fingers moving quickly, my eyes and my mind filling up with Bea Rochester.
There’s not as much as I’d want, though. She wasn’t famous, really. It’s the company people seem
to care about, the stuff they can buy, while Bea seemed to keep herself out of the spotlight.
There’s only one interview I can find—with Southern Living, of course, big surprise. In the
accompanying photo, Bea sits at another dining room table—seriously, did this woman exist in any
other rooms of a house?—wearing yellow this time, a crystal bowl of lemons on her elbow, an
enamel coffee cup printed with daisies casually held in one hand.
The profile is a total puff piece. Bea grew up in Alabama, one of her ancestors was a senator in
the 1800s, and they’d had a gorgeous home in some place called Calera that had burned down a few
years ago. Her mother had sadly passed away not long after Bea started Southern Manors, and she
“did everything in memory of her.”
My eyes keep scanning past the details I already know—the Randolph-Macon degree, the move
back to Birmingham, the growth of her business—until I finally snag on Eddie’s name.
Three years ago, Bea Mason met Edward Rochester on vacation in Hawaii. “I was definitely

Chapter 35

After fleeing from Eddie and his violent tendencies—marked by an attack with a pineapple—our protagonist
finds herself face-to-face with Bea Rochester, a woman presumed dead but very much alive, locked away by
Eddie. Bea, unsurprisingly unbothered by recent events, declares her need for a drink, leading them to the
kitchen in search of wine, glossing over the chaos with an eerie calmness. Their interactions are charged with
tension, a mix of awkwardness and underlying strength, as they navigate their new dynamic. Bea appears as a
pillar of composure, selecting wine with the familiarity of the home's true owner, underscoring a stark
difference between her and our protagonist, who feels out of place and an imposter in the lavishly eerie
setting.

The dining room scene is set with an almost gothic eeriness, where the two women, looking like "medieval
queens," discuss their next moves over wine amidst the storm raging outside. The conversation reveals Bea's
knowledge of Eddie's infidelities and suggests a deeper, more complex relationship between all characters
involved than initially perceived. Bea hints at Eddie having ensnared both women in a sinister plot, with our
protagonist caught in a web of deception and murder surrounding Eddie's affair with Blanche. Their dialogue
unwraps layers of betrayal, with Bea weaving a narrative of Eddie's machinations leading to Blanche's
supposed murder and Bea's own imprisonment. The protagonist struggles with these revelations, questioning



the truth and grappling with a sense of identity amid the chaos.

As they delve deeper into conversation, Bea's composed veneer flickers, revealing cracks in her story that the
protagonist keenly observes, challenging Bea's account of events. The protagonist's suspicion grows,
recognizing the potential falsehoods in Bea’s narrative. It’s clear that there are secrets yet to be unveiled,
pointing towards a twisted love and a complex web of lies binding Eddie, Bea, and the events leading up to
the present moment. The chapter teases an unraveling mystery, leaving readers questioning the true nature of
the relationships and events described, setting the stage for a confrontation with the harsh truths lurking
beneath the surface of the Rochesters' seemingly perfect facade.
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