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A Liars Island Suspense

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Who is the liar here?

      

        

      
        Everything in my life was looking up. My organic grocery store was thriving; I had a charming and tender new guy in my life who was looking like he might be the real deal. And then my estranged sister reappeared in my life. I couldn’t have been happier.

      

      

      

      
        
        Until I wasn’t. Someone was stalking me. My sister was flirting with my boyfriend, and I was pretty sure he was flirting back.

      

      

      

      
        
        Someone was dead, and everyone might be lying.

      

      

      

      
        
        Welcome to Liar's Island... a stand-alone series of interconnected, novella length, domestic thrillers set in the picture-perfect community of Liars Island. Here, nothing is quite as it seems.

        On this island, families and friendships are more than meets the eye ... secrets, deceptions, and jealousies threaten to ruin everything these influential people have built. But it isn't only the rich that live here ... and power comes in all shapes and sizes.

        Everyone here is a liar ... just how far would you go to get what you want?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      The room was dark except for the faint glow of the nightlight.

      She hated that nightlight. All her life, she’d slept in total darkness, relishing the utter escape from reality. She slept with the window cracked open for soothing, healing, cool night air. The night air kept her breathing clear, allowing her consciousness to rest easily.

      She’d succumbed to the nightlight because her caregiver insisted upon it. How was the caregiver to enter the room at night to check on her if there was no light? How was the caregiver to correctly identify the medications before waking her to swallow a pill or three or five—whatever it was, she could never keep track? She hated that too, the dreamy half-sleep that made her uncertain whether or not she was truly sleeping.

      She lay in bed listening to the comforting sounds of the house settling into sleep, the soft creaks, the sighs, the occasional brush of a low-hanging pine branch against the eaves outside her window. She wished she could do the same.

      Usually, she loved the quiet of nighttime, but tonight, it was too quiet. She couldn’t put her finger on why she felt that way. She couldn’t say what sound was missing. The fact that her heart seemed to be thudding more loudly than normal told her that some ambient noise had been silenced.

      The house creaked and then was quiet again. This time, it was a creak that seemed louder or different somehow, less of a settling and more of a waking up.

      She felt her body tense. It was silly to think someone was in the house that wanted to hurt her. Of course someone was in the house—the caregiver. And the caregiver was there all the time to improve her quality of life and allow her to continue living independently. At least that’s what Rick and Cherry had told her, with Cherry’s husband nodding agreeably, standing a few steps to the side of the others.

      She truly appreciated their effort to make sure she could stay in her home. She wanted to die here, and they had vowed they would do their best to make sure that happened.

      But she wasn’t ready to die yet.

      No, there was some life-force that kept you going, that made you want to read books, watch the news, crochet, and most of all, talk to lifelong friends who lived next door.

      Yet, right now, with this strange absence of sound, except for the creaks that were ominous rather than comforting, she feared she was going to die. Was it a premonition? Did the body have senses that science hadn’t yet identified, some outer force that told it when harm was coming? Wasn’t that why you looked over your shoulder or why, when she’d still been driving, she always knew when a car was going to cut her off?

      Her eyes were wide open, staring into the darkness, stinging at the edges from that damn night light. Then, a moment later, the night light went out. The house became even quieter; the hum of electronics, even when they were turned off, was gone. Someone had cut the power.

      She struggled to raise herself to her elbows. Before she could, she heard the breath of another in the room. “Hello?” Her voice sounded weak, terrified. The sound of it, echoing what was inside, made her feel like crying. Or maybe she hadn’t spoken out loud. She couldn’t be sure.

      “Are you...” She kept her voice low, feeling foolish in the midst of her terror for talking to herself in the darkness. She strained again to raise herself to her elbows, turning in an attempt to reach the little bell that she tinkled to call the caregiver.

      Then, it all happened in the space of a single inhale and exhale. A rush of someone crossing the room, the extra pillow yanked from behind her head and placed over her face. The pillow was pressing down, tighter, harder. She tried to gasp and couldn’t.

      And then she was floating, feeling freer than she’d ever imagined possible.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Moving from California to Liars Island had been an impulsive decision. Still, somehow, I felt like moving there was inevitable, that making a home on Liar’s Island was my destiny.

      However, it wasn’t at all impulsive that I wanted to open an organic grocery store. I’d wanted that for years, maybe since I’d been a little girl, handing a basket of vine-grown tomatoes I’d tended from seedlings to my family. Watching their eyes grow wide, their tongues creep out to lick the juice from their lips as they moaned softly over the sun-kissed flavor.

      I’d always thought I would watch my dream unfold in my hometown, but my mother was swept away by a rogue wave on a wild beach, and a few years later, my father died a slow, tormented death from cancer. After that, I just wanted to be somewhere else. Someplace fresh.

      Once I discovered Liars Island, only a few weeks passed before I had packed and moved, leased the site for Fresh Barons, and purchased a beautiful lakefront home with my inheritance.

      So far, my impulse had proven correct.

      Fresh Barons was everything I’d dreamed. I’d had the interior custom-designed and built so that it offered shoppers the atmosphere of a farmer’s market. The vegetables were in stands with canvas roofs, and the bulk nuts and dried fruits were stored in oak barrels.

      Now, I stood at the back of the store, just outside the space that led to the warehouse and my office.

      The store hummed with shoppers. Even teenagers loved strolling the aisles of Fresh Barons, stopping in on their way to school to grab a smoothie or a fancy coffee drink made with locally sourced and organically grown beans. Women and men, young and old, pushed their carts at a leisurely pace, drinking in the aromas from the deli and even the faint undertone of roses from the tiny flower stand tucked in the corner near the main doors.

      I loved being in the store—my office, not so much. I did as much bookkeeping work as I could in my home office. The office in the corner of the warehouse was cold, even when the weather was warm.

      John Baker, a prince of a general manager in every way, was overseeing the stocking of recently delivered produce. “We’re still getting requests for a larger variety of mushrooms,” he said. “Almost every day.”

      I smirked. “Six varieties aren’t enough? It’s more than—“

      “You don’t have to tell me. I’m just passing on the word. I could check into it.”

      “You’re saying we should?”

      “Customers have fallen in love with you when they see you stock something they’ve asked for. It makes them feel noticed.”

      He was right about that. We just needed to have a little caution. There was a fine line between providing the greatest variety and having to deal with more waste.

      My phone buzzed in my back pocket. I pulled it out and looked at the message.

      My heart nearly stopped, literally. I’d expected a message from one of my section supervisors, or maybe from my newest friend on Liars Island, Lucky Channing. Lucky works as a stylist at the Blunt Cut but spends all her free time at political marches and was always trying to get me to join her.

      I half hoped it was a text from Jerry. We’d only been seeing each other for a month or so, but he was already staying at my house most nights.

      When he wasn’t with me, Jerry lived in a motor home at the campground he managed. He was the last guy I would have expected to fall for—two years younger than I was and kind of a hippie, although I guess some would consider an organic grocer to be leaning in the hippie direction. But he was so easy-going, so much fun, so optimistic, like me. Having an optimistic partner was important to me. It was also nice to be around someone who wasn’t as driven as I was most of the time. I had a lot of energy to burn, and Jerry was very good at keeping me grounded. I thought I might be falling in love.

      Lucky and some of my other friends gave me the side-eye when I told them Jerry and I were seeing each other. They didn’t think he was all that sharp. But I didn’t see him that way at all. It made me wonder if they’d ever actually talked to him for more than three minutes. He was probably more intelligent than quite a few of them.

      No, the text was from the last person I ever expected.

      My sister. The sister who made my heart ache every time I thought of her, but who had also made me vow I wouldn’t open myself to any more rejection. In most cases, I’m not a person who takes things personally. I’m happy and upbeat, and I try to see the best in everyone. Truly. It’s the truth.

      But you can’t let people keep stabbing you in the heart and not finally wake up and say—Hey, I might be able to make this pain stop if I don’t keep holding my heart out there on the palm of my hand where it’s free for anyone to attack. What I finally told myself was—Have some boundaries, Alexis.

      Even though Tanya and I had lived about fifteen minutes away from each other, she had cut me out of her life after our father died. She didn’t want to get together for dinner or even a drink. She didn’t want to talk to me about her wedding plans, and she didn’t want to go for a hike or shopping or even chat on the phone.

      Then, she failed even to ask my opinion when she sold our family home without looking back. She had inherited the house, while my inheritance consisted of liquid assets. My father had been thrilled that his legacy would be my vision for helping people put healthy, pure food into their bodies. He loved that I had a dream, and with that gorgeous house, my sister and I inherited equal value.

      Even with all of that, I still wanted to be close to Tanya. She wanted nothing to do with me. She was that jealous. I guess that’s what I would call it. What is it when a father does his best to give his daughters what he thinks they will cherish—seed money for the business I’d already written a business plan for, and the house to Tanya and her fiancé, starting their new life, already dreaming of the four kids they wanted?

      Her first message was brief.

      Tanya: Jake and I called it off.

      This was followed by about fifteen sobbing emojis, then three gifs of sobbing women.

      I texted back that I was sorry to hear that. I wasn’t sure what else to say. I was genuinely shocked. I’d been living on Liars Island for nearly a year. I hadn’t even received a Christmas card from her, despite having sent mine extra early to be sure she had my address. She’d tossed my housewarming invitation without an RSVP, and I had no doubt she’d never bothered to enter my address into her phone.

      Tanya: I’m on my way. Departure indefinite.

      Alexis: What?

      Tanya: To visit you, sis! To reconnect. I can’t wait to see your new digs. I want to cry on your shoulder. Not sure how long I’ll stay.

      Apparently, she hadn’t tossed my address. I stared at the words on the screen. They started to jitter slightly. Part of me—the foolish, family-hungry, too-quick-to-forgive-and-hope-for-the-best part of me felt a thrill I couldn’t describe.

      The wiser and close-to-falling-in-love part of me didn’t want to share my home with anyone but Jerry. What if he and I didn’t have any alone time while Tanya made herself welcome? What if I reconnected with my sister and Jerry felt neglected? And most important of all, what if Tanya and Jerry didn’t get along?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Tanya showed up in an Uber just before dinner. I’d made spaghetti, which would be perfect for leftovers if she didn’t show up, a distinct possibility with her. She hadn’t given me an arrival time, and when I texted her back, the message didn’t go through. I guessed she was on the plane, but I didn’t know for sure.

      Jerry had stopped by the Kitchen Bakery and picked up a luscious chocolate thing for dessert. Kitchen Bakery is right around the corner and up the street from Fresh Barons, but I didn’t think about dessert until I was home, elbow-deep in pasta and tomato sauce.

      Jerry and I were sitting in the living room, sipping a very smooth Zinfandel. Jerry was commenting on the wine, which hadn’t been his thing until he met me.

      Through the picture window that faced the water, the street, and a narrow green belt running between the house and the water, we saw a black compact car pull to the curb. The back door opened, and my sister climbed out. The driver popped the trunk, and we stood at the window watching as she unloaded three small bags, followed by two enormous suitcases.

      “It looks like she’s moving in,” Jerry said. He leaned his head against mine. His tone was mild, only stating the facts, not revealing an opinion about what that might mean.

      I moved away from him, put my glass on the table, and went into the kitchen. I turned down the heat under the spaghetti sauce and took a deep breath. As I exhaled, the doorbell chimed.

      The minute the door opened and she saw us standing there, Tanya smiled. Her hair was down and loose, unlike my French braid, my preferred style for work, but I could see that our hair was still almost the same length.

      Jerry glanced at me, then turned his attention back to Tanya. “You two look a lot alike.”

      Tanya laughed. “Except I’m younger and—“

      I had to give her that. She cut herself off before she said what she’d said for years when people met both of us at the same time—Except I’m younger and prettier.

      “And who are you?” She smiled at Jerry. “Alexis said absolutely nothing about a gorgeous man being here to welcome me.”

      Jerry laughed. “I’m with Alexis.”

      “With, as in you live here?”

      “He stays here most nights,” I said.

      We ushered Tanya upstairs to the main floor and into the living room. I poured her a glass of wine while Jerry went back downstairs to the ground floor where my home office was located. He lugged her bags up the stairs and left them in the guest room.

      Things went a bit more smoothly after that. Tanya managed to put a lid on her default mode around men—flirt first, find out who they are later. We talked easily. Tanya told us about her dramatic break-up with Jake, which had involved lots of tears and shouts and hugging, followed by sex for the last time or several last times. He told her she could keep the ring, but she’d pawned it because she was a little low on cash. I didn’t ask why. I definitely did not want to discuss money with my sister.

      I told her about Fresh Barons and how excited I was about its popularity. Jerry told her stories of the two years he’d spent driving and camping around the country, meeting all kinds of strange and interesting characters, smoking weed with some, drinking beer with others, discussing the mysteries of the universe, and more with all of them.

      Tanya laughed. “What mysteries, specifically?”

      Jerry shrugged. “You know, trippy stuff your brain thinks of.”

      “Whatever that means.” Tanya asked what he did for a living and when he said he managed a campground, she smiled in a way that looked slightly condescending, but she didn’t make any comments. Maybe I’d misread her expression.

      We ate spaghetti and salad and garlic bread. We polished off the whole bottle of wine. I made coffee, and we ate the chocolatey thing, greedily licking our fingers when we were finished.

      “So, are you going to be a campground manager forever?” Tanya asked. She winked at me. I had no clue what that wink was supposed to be saying. I didn’t want to know badly enough to consider asking her later.

      Jerry shrugged. “Who knows.”

      “Well, can you live on it?”

      “I do alright.”

      She nodded. “You don’t have any dreams?”

      “Do you?” He asked.

      I loved him for that. Jerry was good at turning rudeness back on other people. He got that a lot—people acting like he was sub-par because he didn’t have a hot-shot career. But he wasn’t sub-par, not at all. He was the most wonderful guy I’d ever been with—sweet and kind and intelligent and very astute about human nature. And he was a good listener.

      He proved that now as he slowly drew forgotten dreams out of my sister.

      “I always wanted to get into painting ceramics,” she said. “I’ve always loved beautiful things.”

      Jerry nodded. “It’s hard to make a living as an artist, but if you want something badly enough, anything is possible, right?”

      Tanya sighed. “That’s what they say.”

      Jerry looked into his wineglass. He spoke in a softer voice, almost as if he were embarrassed to speak too loudly for fear of jinxing himself or making himself look foolish. “I like to paint. Watercolor. Wildlife.”

      They talked on about art, Tanya softening around the edges as she told him things I’d never heard, as she exposed a real, caring, longing human being inside her sharp outer shell. Someone I hadn’t seen since we were little girls.

      I went into the kitchen and opened another bottle of wine. I suggested we move to the comfort of the living room. I cleared the table and loaded the dishwasher, and they were still talking. I joined them, splashing some wine into my glass and taking a sip.

      They talked with more animation now, their voices rising, their hands waving around in the air as they described their dreams and the kind of art that inspired them.

      At first, I smiled, glad they were connecting. Then, I thought of all the years my sister had refused to talk to me, and I felt a pinch of jealousy. Why was she talking so freely to him? Why had she been so cold to me until just a few hours earlier when she needed a place to stay?

      I felt slightly off-balance as if my world was shifting sideways, ready to tilt like a falling table, spilling everything onto the floor, breaking dishes, and splattering wine.

      And then, I realized Jerry was more talkative than usual as well. I could feel myself shrinking. I wondered if they would even notice if I left the room. I was overcome with envy, hating myself as it spread through my heart, flaming out of control.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Finally, we all went to bed, corking the bottle half full. Jerry and Tanya had gotten so caught up in their conversation, turning to face each other as their words flowed, they left their unfinished glasses on the coffee table.

      In bed, I forced myself to push my jealous feelings to the side. I wasn’t going to let crazy, childish sibling rivalry get control of my emotions. Usually, things like that are half in your head anyway, and I’d had enough relationships to know that jealousy can eat away at the foundation. Fast. Especially when the other person thinks it’s unfounded.

      Jerry was naked beside me, moving close, searching for my lips with his.

      I responded, letting my bare flesh melt into his. Soon, thoughts of my sister dissolved, and I thought only of him. That was how it should be, and it satisfied my heart as well as my body.

      Except the minute we were finished, holding each other, only Jerry was drifting to sleep. My eyes flashed open, and my brain started trudging back through the previous few hours, re-imagining every gesture, every laugh, every glance, every single word.

      Had my sister been flirting with my boyfriend after all?

      It was hard to say. She was naturally a flirty person. She was pretty much that way around everyone—even other women. Her behavior that evening hadn’t been any different from the sister I’d experienced most of my life until she cut me out of hers, but before that, back when we were close.

      Worse, was Jerry drawn to Tanya more than to me?

      I couldn’t be sure. I hadn’t known him long enough to read between the lines. At the same time, I did know he wasn’t the kind of guy who pretended to be someone he wasn’t. He wasn’t the kind of guy with a hidden agenda. I was mostly sure he was just being friendly, welcoming her.

      I’d heard the overly detailed story of Tanya’s breakup with Jake, but I still wasn’t clear on why she’d come running to me. I supposed she’d moved out of the condo they’d rented after selling my parents’ home. But Tanya had a lot of friends. A lot of very close, supportive friends. Why had she chosen me? And what had happened to all that money she should have made on the sale of our family home?

      Did she really want to reconnect? Did she deeply regret how she’d cut me out of her life? I fervently wanted that to be true.

      I turned onto my side, and still, my mind raced, trying to answer questions that were impossible to answer without involving the other person. I tried to close my eyes. I rolled onto my back. That didn’t help at all.

      Memories from the past came rushing at me as if they’d been hovering along the edges of the ceiling, waiting for me to turn my face toward them so they could invade my head. I remembered Tanya stopping by once a week to see Dad when he was dying. She never stayed long. She breezed in, talked non-stop, rarely asking how he was feeling, and left without offering him even a kiss on his cheek. It seemed as if she was afraid she would catch cancer from him. She was definitely afraid of letting him talk, not wanting to hear about what it was like to be standing so close to that open doorway to death.

      I suppose I was the strong one. Death didn’t scare me. I didn’t want my Dad to feel alone, as if he couldn’t talk about what he was going through, even thoughts that might be uncomfortable for a daughter to hear. I wanted him to know he could complain and even cry when the pain was too much. I wanted him to know that whatever hour of the day or night he woke, someone—me, would be there for him—to bring the bedpan, to provide a sip of water, to listen, to hold his hand.

      On the very day he died, Tanya said the cruelest thing I’d ever heard from anyone’s lips.

      She stood in the entryway of the home where we’d grown up, looked me right in the eye, and said. “So I hope it was all worth it. Getting more than your fair share out of him, just because you can handle all the suffering and decay and pain. A perfect Florence Nightingale, aren’t you. But you have your reward now.” Then she gave me a vicious smile.

      I tried to tell her I hadn’t asked for a thing, didn’t expect a thing. Dad was just excited about my idea for an organic grocery store, thrilled that I cared so much about the health of others. He was happy that sustainability was important to me. As he faded out of this world, his priorities had changed from those of the hard-driving, successful businessman he’d been all his life.

      I sat up. Reliving upsetting memories was not helping me relax into sleep. I was hyper-aware of my sister’s presence in the house. The walls and rooms felt full of life in a new way, laced with unexpected potential. But potential for what, I wasn’t sure.

      Finally, I slipped out of bed and put on my robe. I walked out of the room, closing the door quietly behind me. I stood on the landing for several minutes, trying to decide how I was going to calm myself and find the sleepiness I’d felt earlier but had now evaporated from my body as if it were already morning.

      I walked slowly down the stairs. I didn’t turn on a light but found my way by holding onto the familiar curved iron railing. When I reached the first floor, I turned toward the kitchen. I didn’t think making a cup of tea would induce sleep. By the time I went through all that activity, I’d be truly wired. I’d just sip a glass of water.

      Something made me pause. I felt as if there was someone else in the room with me. I stepped toward the living room. In the moonlight coming through the plate glass window, I saw my sister sitting in the wood and leather easy chair on the far side of the room. Her heels were propped on the footstool. The bottle of wine I’d corked earlier sat on the table beside her. A glass was in her hand, glowing with red wine.

      I opened my mouth to speak.

      She was staring at me. She raised her glass in a silent toast. She took a sip and lowered the glass. “Sounded nice. Props to you.”

      Without going for a glass of water, I turned and walked back up the stairs. I went into my bedroom and closed the door. I leaned against it, trying to catch my breath, which felt tight as my heart ricocheted against my breastbone.

      It looked like I wasn’t the only jealous one.
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      To clear my head from a night of tormented dreams and those disturbing words from my sister, I decided to walk to work the following morning. Jerry and Tanya were both still sleeping. The night before, Jerry had told me that he planned to head back to the campground to check on two families arriving that day and do some maintenance work on the pier where campers launched small boats near Hideaway Beach.

      My sister hadn’t mentioned any plans. Now that I was thinking about her with the clarity that comes from a fresh day and two cups of coffee, I realized that with all that talk of art, and all that bonding with Jerry, alleviating one concern while bringing up an entirely new one, she hadn’t said a word about how long she was thinking of staying. She’d said nothing about what she might be considering for her next career move if she had one.

      Surely she wasn’t planning to start taking art classes, staying with me while she pursued a career that could take years to develop, was she?

      I dressed in my usual jeans and comfortable shoes and a short-sleeved pale pink T-shirt covered by a warm sweater that I could take off as the day progressed but would keep me comfortable in that icy cold office. I braided my hair, put on a bit of makeup, and headed out. I walked along the road that ran parallel to the water, soothed by the gentle sound of it lapping the shore. After a few blocks, I turned inland.

      It was still about an hour before sunrise, but I’m not a nervous person. Overall, Liars Island is a safe community. Most of the crimes that had occurred there were perpetrated either by outsiders or were unique to the individuals involved. There was no need to worry about random muggers or worse.

      I walked quickly to get my blood moving into my brain, trying to figure out the next steps with my sister while also planning what needed to be done at the store that day. I liked working through my schedule in my mind, not checking my phone, to see if I could remember everything without a digital backup brain. It helped me think about the tasks ahead of me in a more pleasurable way instead of seeing them as a to-do list, a jam-packed schedule.

      When I was a little over three blocks from Fresh Barons, I felt an inexplicable chill run through me. The wind hadn’t picked up; in fact, the branches of the trees I passed were hardly moving as they stretched gracefully across the soft beam of the streetlights.

      I pulled my jacket tightly around me, but the shivering continued. Because I was focused on keeping warm, my pace slowed. Behind me, I heard the sound of a footstep. The chill deepened. Knowing it made me look silly or overly anxious, I turned. The sidewalk stretched behind me, empty.

      I walked a little faster now, holding my bag to my side so it didn’t slap against my thigh.

      A moment later, I heard more footsteps, keeping the same rhythm as mine. It wasn’t as if they were clicking heels or loud thuds, just the unmistakable whisper of neoprene soles on concrete. I couldn’t help it. I glanced over my shoulder.

      Just as I did, I saw a man turn and walk quickly back the way I’d just come.

      Had he been following me? He had to be. He hadn’t been there a moment earlier, and as soon as I turned, he scurried away.

      I walked even faster now, only a block or so from Fresh Barons. I felt like running, but my stylish lace-up ankle boots weren’t meant for that, and I definitely didn’t want to go crashing to the ground, wrecking my knees or worse.

      Now, I turned every few steps, convinced he was still there. The street remained empty. I forced myself to walk ten steps, counting carefully, before I allowed myself to turn for another look.

      And there he was— a man keeping well back this time. In the darkness and with the distance, it was impossible to guess his age. But he was definitely following. The thought sent a spike of fear through my body. Of course, my adopted hometown was safe. Of course, we had a dedicated and alert police force, but none of them were around right then. If I stopped to make an emergency call, the man might be on me before I could get my phone out of my bag.

      I felt a whimper in the back of my throat. I hated feeling weak, hated feeling as if someone had power over me like this. What was he doing? If he did plan to attack me, why hadn’t he? Not that I wished that on myself; I just didn’t understand. I was scared. He was staying well back but keeping perfect pace with me.

      I started a slow jog, and as I’d expected with those shoes, I immediately felt a pinch in my ankle as my foot landed wrong. I was furious at myself for my uncontrolled fear. This was absolutely a safe community. The sun would be up soon. Even before then, people would be coming out of their houses to leave for work, restaurant and shop owners like me ready to go in the early morning, heading for their place of business, getting a jump on the day.

      Finally, the welcoming windows, the night security lights, and the sign for Fresh Barons were in sight. I hurried toward the store like I was racing to an oasis. When I reached the main doors, I turned to look and saw the man. He stood at the opposite end of the street, watching me. I continued to look at him until finally, after what seemed like minutes, but was probably a few seconds, he turned and walked away, disappearing around the corner.

      I shoved my key into the lock and opened the door. I stepped inside, closed it, and locked it behind me. I leaned against the door, breathing heavily. I thought about texting Jerry to tell him what happened, but he was surely still asleep, and now that I was safely inside, it all seemed a bit silly.

      Now that I was locked inside the store, I asked myself—why on earth hadn’t I just asked him what he wanted?
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      It was mid-morning when I left my office and went out to walk the aisles of the store. I like to do this to see how things are going, picking up on the vibe. You can feel the mood of a crowd of people. I really believe this. And I always sensed it when something wasn’t right—if the stockers had been late in replenishing produce or we were understaffed at checkout.

      Eating organic food is part of an entire lifestyle, and part of that lifestyle is a day-to-day existence that incorporates as much tranquility as is possible in this world. Shopping for what we put into our bodies should be done with care and pleasure, even joy. It’s a lot to ask of a mom with three children clamoring for snacks or a man whose wife doesn’t like natural food and he’s trying to figure out how to sneak it into the meals he prepares, but I believe it’s possible.

      This morning, the mood was good.

      Then I saw Delaware Quincy.

      She was standing in the wine aisle, studying the labels on exclusive offerings from local wineries, from wineries that strive for sustainability.

      As if she had some radar for someone she could sweep into her web of finicky decision-making, she turned the minute I passed by at the end of the aisle.

      “Alexis! Come here.”

      Her tone and her sense of entitlement grated on me, but customers…right? I walked toward her, conscious of my lips forming a smile I didn’t quite feel.

      “Is this Pinot Noir any good?”

      She held a bottle toward me.

      “I think they’re all good. And how are you today?”

      “Fine. Does that mean you’ve tasted every single wine here?” She swept her arm past the shelves, the bottle clutched in her hand.

      I suppressed an urge to grab it away from her before it smashed against the metal edge of a shelf. “Actually, yes, I have.” I heard a sound behind me and turned to look, conscious that I was still jumpy from earlier that morning.

      “Well, is this one better? It’s five dollars more.”

      I turned back. “I would describe it as a bit smoother. But you know, wine preferences are very personal.”

      “If I don’t like it, can I return it?”

      I laughed. “Why don’t I give you ten percent off.” Another sound and another turn of my head, but no one was there.

      “That’s too kind. Thank you.”

      I reached into my pocket and pulled out a slip of paper. I wrote ten percent off, the name of the wine, signed my name, and handed it to her.

      “Thank you. That’s very sweet of you.”

      Again, I was overcome by a compulsion to look down the aisle behind me. It had become a tic now as if I had to reassure myself even though I hadn’t heard anything.

      “What’s wrong?” Delaware asked.

      “Nothing.”

      “You keep looking behind you like you think someone’s stalking you.”

      I laughed. “Sorry. I walked to work this morning, and this guy was following me part of the way. I guess I’m still a little jumpy.”

      “Who was it?”

      I shrugged. “I have no idea.”

      “Are you sure someone was following you? That’s hard to believe.”

      “Yes, I’m sure. It was unnerving, that’s all.” I started to move away.

      “I doubt anyone was following you.” She laughed.

      “He was. It was still dark out and a little scary.”

      “Dark?”

      “I usually come in early, so I can prepare for the day before we open.”

      “You work too much.”

      “I love what I do.”

      “It’s not normal to work so much. Why do you have to get up before the sun? It’s unhealthy for someone so obsessed with health.”

      “Actually, I think it is healthy to get up early. Once my body feels rested, why not start being productive?”

      “But why? I’ve seen your car in the parking lot at night and almost always on Saturdays—”

      “I like keeping busy. I have a lot of ideas for this place. I love what I do. It doesn’t feel like work.”

      “It’s not as if you need the money. I mean that house…” She laughed. “You’re awfully young to have the kind of money required for a place like that.”

      I stared at her, a little taken by surprise that she was so crass. “I’m not that much younger than you.”

      She stared at me, waiting to hear a better explanation, I suppose. Or an explanation at all, but I had no need to explain anything to her, especially not my financial situation. It made me wonder if she talked to other people on Liars Island about me, gossiped really. Sometimes, I had the sense that growing up on Liars Island made her feel as if she owned the place.

      “Anyway, it was scary, and I hope it doesn’t happen again.” I glanced behind me, proving that I’d done nothing to move past my anxiety. Was I going to become a chronically nervous person, always thinking someone was watching me?

      Then it struck me—maybe seeing my sister sitting in the dark, listening to Jerry and I making love, had heightened my sense of vulnerability.

      “This community is completely safe,” Delaware said. “I seriously doubt anyone was following you.”

      She seemed very sure of herself for someone who hadn’t been there, walking beside me in the darkness. But her confidence made me waver slightly. Had I overreacted? Maybe it was just someone out for a walk who happened to fall in behind me. And maybe when he turned, he’d gone back for something he’d dropped. In fact, maybe he was staring at me as I went inside the store because I was acting so unsettled.

      I wasn’t going to argue with Delaware and convince her that I had a right to be frightened, just as I wasn’t going to explain why I loved working at my store or how I got the money to buy my house.

      “Do you have any more questions about the wine?” I asked.

      She was still holding the bottle she’d thought was overpriced. She glanced at the rows of bottles beside her. “I don’t think so. I appreciate the discount.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      She gave me a smile that was more of a grimace.

      As I walked down the aisle, headed toward the front of the store, I had the urge to look back to see if she was watching me. I managed to resist, but it was tough.
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      That evening Tanya suggested we get takeout. “I was out for a run, and I passed this tiny little restaurant,” she said. “Some kind of bistro…I forget the name. The smells coming out of there were absolutely a-maz-ing.”

      “The Paradox?”

      She grinned. “That’s it.”

      I waited, thinking she would suggest dinner was her treat, but she said nothing.

      “It’s very good. Very romantic,” I said.

      “But they do takeout too. I stopped and read the menu.”

      I was tired, maybe partially from coming home and chatting with my sister instead of unwinding with a bit of yoga or meditation like I usually did. “Sure. Takeout sounds good.”

      Jerry had texted earlier that he wouldn’t be coming over until nearly eight. He said we should eat without him; he would grab a burger or maybe fast through dinner. He did that sometimes, which I found fascinating and kind of admired but never once considered emulating. Sometimes it seemed like I was hungry every three hours. Maybe it was being around so much luscious-looking food all the time.

      Eating alone with Tanya would be a good thing. We could talk one-on-one without the conversation going in a lot of different directions, as larger conversations often do.

      While I scooped food out of takeout cartons, arranging cloud-like whipped potatoes, pork tenderloin, and baby green beans onto plates, Tanya set the table and opened a bottle of Chardonnay. She filled two glasses with generous pours and carried them into the dining room. She lit the candles I’d used the night before. I placed the endive, pine nut, and crumbled goat cheese salad in a serving dish.

      When we were seated, I lifted my glass to make a toast, but Tanya beat me. “To sisters.” She clicked her glass against mine, smiled, and took a tentative sip. “Mmm. Nice.”

      She immediately began talking again about the trauma and heartache of her broken engagement. It sounded very painful, and I wondered how long it would be until she began to heal. She and Jake had been together for over six years. I couldn’t imagine facing the end of something like that.

      “What are your plans after this?” I asked.

      “After dinner?”

      I laughed. “You know that’s not what I meant.”

      “I really don’t know. Are you kicking me out already?”

      “No. I was just curious.”

      “It feels so…safe here,” she said.

      That was alarming. “Did Jake—“

      “Oh no. Not that. I meant I feel like I can be myself. There’s nothing like blood relatives to help you let go and not feel you have to project an image. You can totally be your original self. Right?”

      I nodded. I hadn’t experienced that kind of ease with her in years, but I knew what she meant. “So are you thinking school? A job? Where do you think you’ll settle? Eventually.”

      She sighed, and her eyes filled slowly with tears. “I don’t know. Do we have to talk about this right now? I was just starting to—“

      “No. We don’t have to. I wasn’t trying to pressure you. I’m just interested.”

      She gave me a defeated smile. “And I really appreciate that. I do. You’re being so kind to me. Both of you. I feel totally welcome here.” She picked up her water glass and took a long swallow.

      I thought she might say more, it sounded like there was more, but she didn’t. I wondered about her comment the night before—offering me props for making love with my boyfriend. Had she been drunk? She’d sounded so caustic, but now, she sounded vulnerable and truly caring. I couldn’t make up my mind. It occurred to me that we’d spent so little time together since I’d left home for college that maybe I didn’t know her at all anymore. Even less than I’d thought.

      After that, she asked me a lot of questions about the store and about organic food. She wanted to know if it was difficult to get, whether it was expensive and, as a result, hard to make a profit. I told her I was doing alright. “You should come by and see it.”

      “Maybe you can give me a job there.”

      That shocked me. I had no idea she was actually planning to seriously think about work. She’d always pretty much been supported by well-off boyfriends and then her fiancé. “There’s no rush to get to work,” I said. “Give it some time; focus on your healing right now.”

      She looked so grateful I had to turn away, slightly embarrassed about how simply allowing her to stay at my house seemed to be the kindest thing anyone had done for her in years.

      After dinner, we went for a walk along the shore.

      When we returned, Jerry was home. We made popcorn, watched a movie, and went to bed at a decent time so that I could be up early for work.

      It was just before one-thirty in the morning when I woke suddenly. My first thought was frustration. Was not sleeping going to be my new thing? I was used to falling into bed and losing consciousness quickly, never waking until my phone tinkled out the sounds of an electronic harp.

      What had woken me? I sat up and stared into the darkness.

      I wasn’t sure if my sister’s sudden reappearance in my life had unsettled me more than I’d realized, messing around with my subconscious so that it refused to let me sleep, or if this was about the man that had followed me that morning.

      Usually, upsetting experiences like that become more monstrous in the dead of night, but now, it all seemed kind of ridiculous. Nothing had happened. There was just a man walking behind me. So what? Why had I felt so anxious, so sure that he was after me, that he’d stood outside the store to keep an eye on me?

      As I had the night before, I turned from side to side, trying desperately to quiet my thoughts. And as I had the night before—I failed. I finally got up, crept out of the bedroom and down the stairs. The living room was empty, which eased my mind. I walked around the main floor, checking that everything was in order. I wasn’t sure why I was doing this, just jumpy nerves and uncertainty about what, exactly, was bothering me. There was never anything out of order in my house, and my sister was extremely tidy. None of her belongings were scattered about, and when I’d passed by the guest room earlier, I’d seen a nicely made bed, a nightstand that was bare except for the lamp and the charger for her phone.

      I went into the kitchen and poured a glass of water. I stood near the bar, sipping it, feeling more and more wired with each sip. I grabbed a brownie from the box Jerry had brought home with him from the bakery. I nibbled bits of soft, comforting chocolate and then refilled my water glass.

      Carrying the glass, simply to have something to do with my hand, I walked into the living room and over to the picture window.

      Outside, the moon glazed across the water, a thin stream of glistening light visible through the trees. Stars sparkled in parts of the sky, the other spaces covered with a light dusting of clouds. As my eyes grew accustomed to the darkness, I looked at the street below.

      A man stood on the opposite side of the street. He was barely visible in the cluster of trees, leaning against a tree trunk, looking up at my window. Looking at me.

      I let out a small cry and stepped back from the window. The sudden movement caused water to splash out of my glass, soaking the front of my nightshirt and drenching the back of my hand. For once in my life, not caring about the damage to the furniture, I placed it on the table that sat in front of the window, bare except for a large vase of dried wild grasses.

      I kept well back from the window as I looked out, wondering if he could still see me. Wondering if he’d seen me at all, or I’d just assumed that because I was able to see him.

      My heart pounded so hard I was gasping for air. I couldn’t tell if it was the same man, but of course, it had to be. The odds of two different strangers invading my tranquility on the same day were impossible to calculate.

      I picked up the glass and hurried to the kitchen. I put it down and ran up the stairs. I rushed into the bedroom and shook Jerry until he woke.

      I spoke in a whisper as if I expected the man outside might hear me. Maybe I just didn’t want Jerry to hear the hysteria that I knew was in my voice. A whisper softened the shrill edges. “The…I didn’t tell you what happened today. A man followed me on my way to work. I was scared but then decided maybe I over-reacted. But now, he’s…there’s someone out there, across the street, staring at the house, looking up at the window.”

      He gave me a puzzled look.

      “I know it probably sounds like nothing, but he’s…I went into the living room and—“

      “Why?”

      “Why?”

      “Why did you go into the living room?”

      “I couldn’t sleep. I was drinking a glass of water. What does that matter? He’s across the street, and when I looked out, he was staring right at me.”

      “That’s weird. Come back to bed.”

      “I don’t want to. I want…” I had no idea what I wanted. “Should I call the police?”

      “Naw. Come on, probably just some dude going for a walk. He couldn’t sleep either.” He laughed.

      “It’s not funny.”

      He sat up. “Okay. I’m sorry. You sound really freaked out.”

      “I am.”

      “I’m sure it’s nothing.”

      “Can you come look?”

      He climbed out of bed, pulled on his jeans, and followed me down the stairs. We went into the living room and walked up to the window. The man was gone.

      “I wasn’t sleepwalking,” I said. Now there was still a shrill tone of panic in my voice. “I saw him. I was standing here drinking water. I ate a brownie. I wasn’t half asleep.”

      “Okay. It’s not that I don’t believe you. But maybe he really was out for a walk.”

      “What’s going on?” At the sound of Tanya’s sleep-filled voice, Jerry and I turned.

      I told her about the man. She hurried up beside me and grabbed my hand. She lifted it toward her belly and held onto it with both of hers, squeezing tight. It made me feel better. It was silly, but it seemed as if she shared my fear.

      We stood there for several minutes. Jerry kept assuring me it was nothing. Tanya didn’t say much, just held tightly to my hand. It was nice to have someone feel what I felt— a sister. A warm flood of emotion filled me, washing away some of my fear. But I still felt anxious. I still felt exposed and not as safe in my home as I had just twenty-four hours earlier.
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      The following evening I came home with two bags of groceries, planning to make a feast of soft-shell tacos, spicy rice, and pinto beans with garlic and cilantro. I’d bought a six-pack of Mexican beer, which I knew Jerry would like. Relationships require compromise, and he’d tried quite a few different wines since we’d been together; it was my turn to experiment more with beer.

      I put down the bags and unlocked the front door. When I stepped inside, I heard Tanya and Jerry laughing upstairs. It sounded like they were in the TV room, playing a video game.

      I climbed the stairs and went to the kitchen first, putting the cold things in the fridge. I left the rest of the ingredients sitting on the counter and went to the doorway of the TV room.

      Sure enough, they were side-by-side on the couch. Two bottles of IPA beer sat on the table, four bottle caps scattered around, telling me this party had been going on for a while. A party that looked like it was teetering on the verge of something more than politely entertaining a houseguest. I immediately regretted the thought, but I couldn’t help it. Sometimes your eyes take in a scene, and your gut responds with the simplest interpretation. It’s hard, maybe impossible, to fight against that visceral response.

      “Hi,” I said, hoping I sounded easy and disinterested and not jumping to paranoid conclusions. A liar through and through. It upset me, but I was determined to let things unfold despite what my gut was feeling. My relationship with Jerry was new enough that I didn’t think a fit of jealousy would help us move forward. And despite everything, over all the years, I still loved my sister. I wanted us to be friends; I wanted to be close, to keep what was left of our original family together.

      Neither one looked at me, their attention glued to the screen as they chased each other around in their avatar bodies, defending a massively intricate castle. “Whose game?”

      “Something I used to play with Jake,” Tanya said. “I knew Jerry would love it, and I was right.”

      I’d had no idea Jerry played video games. The subject had never come up. “I bought stuff for tacos,” I said.

      “Sounds awesome.” Tanya still didn’t look at me, and I felt a rush of anger, recalling all the hours of loving labor I’d provided to care for my father, while she waltzed through the kitchen on her way out the door after her brief visits, not even seeming to notice the clusters of glasses and dirty plates yet to be loaded into the dishwasher, the pans soaking in the sink.

      I turned away from the doorway. The moment my back was toward them, I heard Tanya giggle softly. I whirled back around, expecting to see a smug or mocking look on her face. Instead, she was staring at the screen, and Jerry was looking at me. His expression was blank, but he didn’t stop looking when my gaze met his. Neither did he smile. He didn’t wink or look contrite or guilty. What was going through his head? As we continued to stare at each other, I expected a softening in his face, a grin, or his lips forming into an air kiss. There was nothing.

      Slowly, I stepped away from the doorway, still foolishly hoping for him to call me back, to offer help with dinner, but I got nothing except more questions and self-doubt.

      I went into the kitchen and began shredding the roasted chicken, chopping onions and cilantro, and tomatoes. I made guacamole and got out my cast-iron skillet to cook the tortillas. All that time, I heard laughter and the murmur of their voices without being able to make out the words.

      In the past, I’d always been a decisive person, but I couldn’t make up my mind about how to handle this situation. Mostly because I wasn’t sure either of them thought there was a situation. I could ask my sister to leave, but for what reason without making both of them think I was insecure and filled with irrational jealousy?

      I felt trapped in my own house. I was standing at my kitchen counter making dinner by myself, missing the party, feeling lonelier than I had in a very long time. I was cooking for them as if it were my job to provide them with housing and food.

      From day one, I’d known I was in a much better financial position than Jerry. He lived hand-to-mouth, making a minimal income overseeing the campground. But he didn’t care much about that. He was content just to be outdoors, to meet new people, to drift from one day to the next. And I hadn’t cared about it either. I wasn’t caught up in measuring accomplishments or turning a relationship into an accounting spreadsheet where both partners had to contribute their fair share, however that was decided. What mattered to me was a sense of being kindred spirits, and I felt that with Jerry, growing every day.

      I put the cold ingredients into small bowls and placed them on the dining room table. I removed the candles, which didn’t seem to fit the mood of tacos and beer…and video games. Why hadn’t I known Jerry liked video games?

      When everything was ready, I returned to the TV room and invited them to join me, still making use of my fixed smile. I’d consumed half a beer while preparing the food, and I didn’t feel like even one more sip.

      Suddenly overcome with anger and confusion, I went into the kitchen, opened a bottle of cold white wine, and poured a glass. I returned to the dining room. Neither of them said anything about my change in beverages. I nudged my half-empty beer bottle to the side and enjoyed my wine while I let them chatter on about their game. I nibbled at my single taco and a bit of rice. Jerry and Tanya ate as if they hadn’t seen food in days.

      I refilled my wineglass, and when they pushed their chairs back from the table, I stayed glued to mine.

      “That was great,” Jerry said.

      “You’re an amazing cook,” Tanya said. She gave me a warm smile.

      I let my expression remain fixed, the smile on my lips but absent from my eyes. I don’t think either of them noticed.

      “We should clean up,” Jerry said. “Since you did all the prep.”

      Still, I said nothing. I knew I was being childish. I should offer to join them, just for the sake of togetherness, but I didn’t feel like it. I felt used and shut out.

      Tanya stood. She moved around the table, picking up the dinner plates, stacking them on top of each other. Jerry followed, carrying bowls to the kitchen. I took another sip of wine and wondered how the evening would unfold. Suddenly, the wine felt sour in my stomach. I put down my glass and bit gently on the tip of my tongue, trying to keep myself from crying.
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      I decided I desperately needed to shed my oily skin of envy. Despite the wine and beer roiling in my stomach, the best way to clear my thoughts and the healthiest way to stop watching my sister and my boyfriend become closer than my sister and I had ever been was to go for a run.

      It immediately crossed my mind that the man who’d been following me, watching my house, was still out there. But the rage, and honestly, the hurt I felt within the walls of my own home, was too much. I had to get out.

      The evening was warm, and it seemed perfectly suited to being outdoors.

      I changed into head-to-toe spandex and came downstairs. Jerry and Tanya had returned to the video game, two more beers open on the table in front of them. They were continuing to drink the Mexican beer I’d bought for dinner, hoping to show Jerry how much I wanted to try the things he liked, which had gone completely unnoticed. Although in fairness, I hadn’t allowed much time for him to take notice.

      A mature person would have stopped by the room to tell them I was going out, but I wasn’t feeling at all mature. I wanted out. That was all. I jogged down the stairs to the first floor, shoved my feet into running shoes, and tugged on a sweatshirt. I stepped outside and locked the front door.

      I did a few stretches, turned on some high-energy music, pressing the volume button until it was at the maximum level. I walked down the driveway, turned left, and started a slow jog. After two blocks, I increased my speed. My slightly full stomach and the alcohol didn’t slow me at all. Soon I was flying down the streets, caught up in the beat pounding my brain. I almost wished I could close my eyes and just feel the evening air on my skin, the thump in my head, the utter escape from the world around me.

      I ran for a mile, according to my workout app, almost full speed the whole way. I was getting tired enough that it seemed like I was ready to return home. I could feel my lungs burning and my leg muscles getting a little soft. My emotions had calmed, washed out with perspiration and the pure joy of physical exertion.

      Wasn’t a friendship between Jerry and Tanya what I’d wanted? There was no real evidence that they had any kind of attraction to each other beyond their connection through me. Maybe the problem was squarely inside my head—uncertainty about where I stood with my sister, how I felt about her in return, and our lack of contact over the years, combined with the newness of my relationship with Jerry.

      I slowed to an easy jog, more aware of my surroundings now. I relished the beautiful homes I was running past, feeling better about my life overall and the amazing place where I lived. The dream of owning my store had been fully realized, and my relationship with a guy who seemed perfect for me was getting better all the time.

      As I continued jogging, I realized my shoe was slightly loose. I glanced at my left foot and saw that the laces were ready to come untied. I stopped and squatted, pulling the laces, then tying them with a hard yank. As I stood, I turned slightly, then froze.

      That man was behind me, standing on the corner of the street I’d just crossed, waiting for me to start up again. The decorative yard lights from the house beside where he stood gave me a better view than before. He wore a navy blue ball cap without a logo, a black all-weather jacket, jeans, and dark shoes. His hair was short because I couldn’t tell the color with the cap, which was pulled low to completely cover his eyes and most of his nose. All I saw were lips set in a straight, determined line.

      I gasped and glanced around me. Surely there would be others out walking or running. It was a little past nine o’clock. People were awake, houses were lit, some might be looking out their windows at that very minute. But there was no one. The man and I were alone on the street. In the time I’d been standing there, not a single car had passed by.

      I yanked out my earphones and shoved them into my pocket. I turned and began running, my mind racing to decide which turns to take that would lead me back to busier streets.

      My heart pounded like a fist against my chest, making it hard to breathe. It wasn’t the exertion of my full-speed run, it was that man who was now walking behind me, moving so quickly he was almost jogging himself.

      What did he want? I tried to run faster, but I was already giving it every ounce of strength I had. My heart was beating harder now, making me feel like it was about to explode. Sweat covered my face and the back of my neck, and I was gasping for air, more from panic than exertion.

      I couldn’t keep up this pace. I had no idea what I should do. Run up to one of the houses? I started to cry. It was a ridiculous thought in the midst of being followed—but what if I made a fool of myself? Maybe once again, he was just out for a stroll? Was it really the same man? I couldn’t even remember if that other guy had been wearing a hat. If I ran up to a house, pounding on the door, crying, and it turned out he wasn’t even paying attention to me, how would that affect Fresh Barons? Would word get out that the owner was unbalanced?

      I slowed my pace. Maybe my gut was telling me it wasn’t that bad. If I were really afraid for my life, I wouldn’t be thinking about the PR image of my business!

      Still, I kept running, heading now toward the store, as if I were a homing pigeon, and that was my natural destination. Except I wanted to go home. I wanted to be safe inside my house. What good would hiding out at the store do? I would have to leave again at some point.

      I turned the corner and looped around, headed toward my house, calmer now. I was a few blocks from home, but he was still back there. I checked every time I rounded a corner, but he’d dropped back and was doing a slow jog. He looked very out of place because his clothes weren’t made for running.

      Finally, I turned the corner onto Jealousy Junction. I put out a burst of speed. I raced to my house and up the front path. I unlocked the door, my hand shaking and my heart still ricocheting, but feeling uncertain whether I was losing my grip or this man was truly stalking me. I realized that he wasn’t planning to attack me, or he would have; there was something else he wanted. Part of me thought I should confront him if I saw him again, but I didn’t want there to be a next time.

      I set the alarm and tugged off my running shoes, dropping them on the floor of the closet in the hallway. I walked slowly up the stairs. The house was silent.

      Suddenly, Jerry and Tanya both appeared in the hallway. “Where were you?” Jerry asked.

      “I went for a run.”

      “Without telling us? We were worried about you,” Tanya said.

      I shrugged. I pulled off my sweatshirt and started to walk around them, trying to decide whether I wanted to tell them about the man. If they dismissed it, I would feel worse than I had when I left the house.

      “I texted you,” Jerry said.

      “I didn’t notice.”

      He kissed my cheek.

      I tried to duck away from him. “I’m sweaty.”

      “No worries.” He grinned. “You seem amped up. Are you okay?” He put his hand on my waist.

      “Mostly. I saw that guy again. He was following me.”

      Jerry moved his arm, draping it over my shoulders. “Why the hell did you go out alone?”

      I shrugged, feeling his arm move with my shoulders, which gave me a strange feeling of comfort.

      “Did you see him better this time?” Tanya asked.

      “Not really. He had a hat on, and it was pulled over most of his face.”

      “How old is he?”

      “I can’t tell.”

      “Well, what exactly happened?” Tanya asked. “Tell me every detail.”

      I went through the whole thing, playing down how scared I was because now, it sounded ridiculous. Why was it that when he was behind me, I felt this terror that suggested he might assault me or kill me, and then my brain flipped to feeling ridiculous once the immediate danger was past? Was I imagining the whole thing, making it more than it was? Between my jealousy and this, I was starting to feel a tiny hint of fear that something was wrong in my head.

      While I talked, Jerry took his arm away. When I was finished, Tanya flung herself at me. “That’s so terrible. You must have been terrified. You can’t be going out alone. And walking to work in the dark. It’s not safe. Please tell me you’ll stop doing that.”

      “I—“

      “Until he goes away, or we can figure out what he’s up to, talk to him. You should listen to your sister,” Jerry said.

      “I’m not going to stop running.”

      “Then Tanya should go with you from now on,” he said.

      Tanya shivered. “No. It’s…no, I’m not doing that. You need to go to the gym or something. Run on a treadmill.” She shivered again and jerked her head toward the window, looking for him. But I knew he was gone. He’d accomplished whatever he wanted for the night.
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      At work the next morning, I finished up in the office early and was out on the main floor by nine-thirty. I wandered the aisles, not so much checking up on my employees as simply reassuring myself everything was functioning in top form. The people who worked for Fresh Barons were stellar. I felt so lucky every time I looked around the store and saw how clean it was, how the shelves were full and neatly arranged, how the produce was stacked to look alluring without creating a mountain of fruit or vegetables that turned into an avalanche if someone touched it the wrong way. The displays were enticing, and I liked to wander around as if I were a customer, looking for tiny ways to make it better.

      As I turned and walked back past the fresh fish, John stepped out from behind the counter where he’d been talking to the guy in charge of that section. “Hey, Alexis. I was going to come by your office in a few minutes.”

      “Anything going on?” I said.

      “Sorry I didn’t get to you right away.” He moved away from the counter, out of hearing of others. “It was a little strange, and I thought you should know.”

      “What happened?”

      “Some guy came in right after the store opened.”

      I waited, feeling my pulse quicken.

      “He was asking questions about you.”

      “What kind of questions?”

      “He wanted to know your name, how long you’d worked here—”

      “Did you tell him?”

      “He asked how long you’d worked here first, and my radar didn’t go off right away, sorry about that. It wasn’t until he asked your name that I asked why he wanted to know.”

      “What did he say?”

      “When I told him you were the owner, he laughed. I’m pretty sure he didn’t believe me. ”

      “That’s weird.”

      He nodded. “So I didn’t give him your name. He just turned and walked away. I called after him and asked why he wanted to know, and he just kept walking. I know he heard me, but he didn’t even turn around.”

      “What did he look like?”

      “Maybe a little taller than me, so six-one? Pretty well-built. No beard, average brown hair.”

      I nodded. “How old?”

      He shrugged. “I’m not good at that.”

      I laughed. “Well, was he twenty or sixty?”

      “Okay. Good point. Probably my age? Thirty-five or -six. Maybe younger. But not a kid and definitely not middle-aged or more.”

      I had no idea what I was going to do with this information. It fit the guy I’d seen watching me, following me, but a completely different description would have fit just as well since my views of him had been shrouded in darkness, possibly blurred even further by my fear. “Thanks for letting me know.”

      “Yeah. Like I said, sorry I didn’t do it earlier. It seemed like something you should know.”

      “It’s a little unsettling, but I’m not sure what to do about it.”

      He nodded. “Probably nothing. If I see him again, I’ll let you know right away.”

      “Thanks. How are things otherwise?” I asked.

      “Good. No issues. Just minor stuff that I can update you on at the weekly meeting.”

      “Okay, thanks.”

      We headed in opposite directions, and I found myself at the front of the store, looking out at the parking lot and the street beyond, wondering who the man was. Coming into the store and asking about me put things in an entirely different light.

      Now I wondered if it wasn’t physical harm he intended for me, but something more planned, threatening in a very different way. I stood at the front window for a long time, wondering what I should do. No answers came to me.

      I didn’t like what this guy was doing to my mental state. I needed to find out who he was. Maybe the best thing was to confront him head-on. That usually is the best way. I’d let some sort of irrational fear take over. I wasn’t going to let that continue.
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      When Jerry went to bed, Tanya begged me not to follow him. “I’m scared. There’s no way I can sleep. Let’s just sit here and have some more wine.”

      “I’ve had too much wine.” Looking at my sister, it was clear she’d consumed even more alcohol than I had but didn’t seem to want to admit it.

      “Just one glass, then.” The look in her eyes was pure longing.

      I shook my head. I stood and walked to the front window. I didn’t see anyone out there. For a moment, I regretted  my decision not to put window coverings on this large picture window, wanting to enjoy the view at night and loving the clean work of the enormous pane of glass surrounded by all that uncluttered wall space.

      “Please. Come on, sis.”

      I turned. “I’m tired.”

      “You just want to get all over Jerry.”

      “No. I’m tired. This guy is stressing me out. I don’t know if I should be afraid or not. He hasn’t done anything aggressive, just weird. And I don’t feel I have enough to call the police, but I feel anxious all the time.”

      “Of course you should be afraid.”

      “That’s not very helpful. I’m trying not to overreact…” I thought of the man asking about me at work. But something about Tanya trying to make me more frightened than I was, caused me to push in the opposite direction, even though I didn’t believe it. I was scared.

      “Some guy is lurking outside your house and chasing you when you go running? Being afraid is not over-reacting.” Her voice grew shrill. She stood and walked past me. “I’m getting more wine.”

      I followed her to the kitchen and watched her uncork a somewhat expensive bottle of wine. She poured half a glass and held the bottle toward me. “Are you sure?”

      “What’s going on with you?” I asked.

      She clutched the bottle while she took a swallow of wine. Her eyes filled with tears and spilled over, taking her eyeliner with them. “It’s scary. I’m scared for you.”

      “Thank you. But it seems like you’re…I don’t know, you seem more scared than I am.” I laughed. “How is that possible?”

      “Maybe I have a lot of feelings for my big sister. Maybe I’m—“

      “Where did all this come from?”

      “Okay. Okay.” She put down the wineglass and the bottle. She patted her fingertips on the skin under her eyes and wiped at her cheeks.

      “Okay, what?”

      “Give me a minute.” She took a deep breath. She lifted the glass to her lips and took several small sips. “Can we go sit down?”

      I picked up the bottle, inserted the cork, and put the bottle in the fridge.

      “You’re not bringing that with us?”

      “No.” I filled a glass with water and followed her to the living room. We sat beside each other on the couch, half-facing each other, half-facing the window, the darkness looking in on us.

      “Something happened when Jake and I broke up.” She sighed and closed her eyes for a moment. She  opened them, took a sip of wine, and placed her glass on the table. “His best friend had just…he was in Afghanistan most of the time Jake and I were together.”

      I nodded.

      “Right before we broke up, he had just come home, and it was really important to Jake that I was nice to him. Jake said Dave had been through a lot, and he was fragile. A weird way to describe a special forces officer, but that’s what he said.”

      I tucked one leg under the other and waited.

      “I was super friendly to him, always tried to make him feel welcome. When Jake dumped me, Dave called me the very next day and asked me out to dinner. I told him I wasn’t interested. He didn’t like that. Not at all. And he started following me, showing up outside my house. He’s been stalking me for three months.” She started crying. “It’s awful. I thought I’d be safe here, but he found me. I don’t even know how.”

      I put my hand on her knee. “It sounds terrible. But he’s been following me, not you. Why would he do that? It doesn’t make sense.”

      “How should I know? Maybe he thinks I’ll go with him to protect you? I don’t know. But I saw him when you came back from running. When you turned up the driveway, he stopped for a minute, then ran off down the street.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything before now?”

      “I thought you wouldn’t find out. I thought…I don’t know what I thought. But I knew if I told you about him before I came, you would never have let me stay here, and I had to get out of California. I had to find a place to hide that—“

      “You don’t think very well of me if you assumed I wouldn’t let you stay under those conditions.”

      “I couldn’t risk it. Honestly, this wasn’t about you at all, but about me being desperate. And now…now! It didn’t do any good.” She began crying.

      “Why would he go into Fresh Barons and ask about me?’

      “I don’t know. I don’t know anything. I just know it’s him. He said I was a tease, and I made him think I really cared about him and I shouldn’t just get away with that. He hates women who send mixed messages, and he couldn’t believe women still pulled that in the twenty-first century. He said I shouldn’t just get away with humiliating him like that.” Her lips trembled.

      “How did you humiliate him?”

      “By making him look like a fool, for thinking I cared about him.” Her voice broke. She took a long breath. “He was so angry. And when I tried to explain that he’d misinterpreted simple friendliness, he tried to smack me. Luckily, I ducked.”

      “That’s terrible!”

      “It was.”

      “We need to call the police.”

      “No!” Tanya stood suddenly, bumping the table with the side of her leg. The wineglass wobbled, and wine splashed up the sides. She grabbed it and took a long swallow.

      “You better go slowly with that wine because you’re not getting anymore.”

      “You’re not my mother, Alexis. I need to relax. You have no clue how stressful this has been. I’ve been scared twenty-four-seven…for months.”

      “Why didn’t you call the police?”

      “I did. They came to my apartment—three times—and they said no one was out there. It’s like Dave had a sixth sense when I would call the cops.  Or maybe he saw them coming. After Afghanistan, his training, and all that—he’s really good at tracking people and also at slipping away without being captured. So…” She shrugged. “I have no idea what to do. No idea. I thought maybe you and Jerry could figure out something, but I hadn’t gotten up the nerve to tell you yet.”

      “I’ve figured out something—calling the police.”

      “I’m telling you, he wouldn’t be caught. And what would they ask him—Why are you walking past this house? It’s not like they can arrest him, so then he’d be out there still, even angrier. I’m afraid…” She started to whimper. “I’m scared he’ll hurt me.”

      I stood and gave her a light hug. “Let’s sleep on it. There has to be something we can do. We can’t live like this, looking over our shoulders. It’s unacceptable.”

      She nodded, tears filling her eyes again. She sniffed. “Thank you for being so nice to me.”

      “Yeah, but you didn’t come here to reconnect. You came to find a place to hide.”

      “A little, sure. Well, yes, that’s what made me come to see you. But I do want to be closer. Family is everything, right? And we only have a few of us left. I just want to be better friends.” She sniffed again.

      I gave her a careful smile. I wasn’t sure about her motives, but I was convinced that we had to get the police involved in getting rid of this guy.
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      The argument with Tanya continued the entire next day over text messages while I was at work.

      She insisted the police would never find Dave and there wouldn’t be enough to get a warrant. She was trapped.

      I told her I refused to be a prisoner in my house. And besides, this creep was following me, so I had the right to do something about it. When I got home that evening, I would call the police.

      She sent floods of messages, filled with all caps and rows of emojis. She begged me not to, begged me to listen to her, begged me to give it time.

      I couldn’t believe her hysteria over this. Maybe she was still feeling fragile herself, damaged by the breakup of what she’d believed was a lifelong relationship. Maybe this guy, Dave, had a more emotional hold over her than she was saying. Perhaps she’d hooked up with him briefly. I just had the sense there was more to the story. She’d insisted that was it, she’d told me everything, but I couldn’t be sure. Finally, I put my phone away and gave my full attention to the store.

      When I arrived home, it was more of the same—tears, pleading, an insistence that police would make him angrier.

      We argued and discussed our helplessness through a dinner of pasta and clams and in the living room over mugs of peppermint tea.

      Finally, Tanya stood and went to the window. She looked out and turned with a frantic look on her face. “He’s out there. Right now.” Her voice had turned shrill.

      Jerry stood and moved toward the stairs. “I’m gonna talk to him.”

      “No!” Tanya lunged at him, hanging onto his shoulders as if she hoped to pull him to the ground.

      He reached behind himself and patted at her arm. “Let go.” He twisted away from her.

      She collapsed to the floor, crying.

      If I hadn’t seen the guy myself, if he hadn’t come into my store and followed me, I might have thought her behavior was ridiculous. She was acting as if the man was creeping up the stairs that very minute, holding a dagger in his fist, his arm raised.

      “Tanya,” Jerry said. “Let’s calm down.”

      She stopped her wailing, but her chest still heaved, and her words were rushed. “You have to listen to me. It’s better to wait until he gets tired of this. Until he cools off.”

      “You said he stalked you for months,” I said. “He followed you all the way here from California. It doesn’t look at all like he’s giving up any time soon.”

      “I just don’t want to confront him. I don’t know what he’ll do. And I don’t want to call the police because I know it doesn’t work. Then they mark you as a crank, and if we really do need them—”

      “The police here aren’t like that,” I said.

      “Yeah. Sure.” She wiped her cheeks.

      When we both turned away from each other, we saw that Jerry was gone. A moment later, I heard the front door close.

      “Oh, shit,” Tanya said.

      “Maybe this is better. Maybe he’s not as crazy as you think. He didn’t look angry or out of control at all. He was the opposite.”

      “Of course. That’s how he’s trained to be.”

      We went to the window and saw Jerry at the end of the path. The man was no longer standing across the street. Jerry looked around, then walked across the street. He stood staring toward the water. He turned slowly, leaning this way and that as he looked past the trees planted along the strip of grass. He started walking, turning his head, which made him look a little suspicious himself—with his long, shaggy hair and the ripped jeans he wore all the time.

      A moment later, he disappeared from our line of sight. We turned our attention back to the spot across the street, but the area was empty of human life. The way we stared at that empty spot, it was as if we expected Dave to drop from one of the trees, revealing his hiding place. Still, Tanya and I continued to keep our eyes glued to the place where he’d been standing only a moment earlier. It felt like we were dealing with a ghost.

      For several minutes, neither of us spoke.

      Finally, she whispered. “I guess he’s gone.”

      “Yeah.”

      We continued looking out at the quiet street until we saw Jerry come into view. He continued past the house, walking in the opposite direction, and a few minutes later, returned again.

      When he finally came upstairs, Tanya and I turned to him, expecting something, but knowing he wouldn’t have a thing to tell us.

      “I couldn’t find him.”

      “I told you,” Tanya said.

      “I’m not going to live like this,” I said for the hundredth time.

      “We’ll figure out something,” Jerry said.

      It felt like one of those puzzles where there is no answer. You can fiddle with it forever, and it remains a mystery for future generations. If we couldn’t even talk to the guy, if he wasn’t going away, what were we supposed to do? Sit in the house and wait? But for what? What was he planning?
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      After that, Tanya proceeded to lock herself in my house. Not just the house, in the guest room. I heard the lock click every night. She scurried out like a scavenging rat to get snacks and wine or beer from the kitchen, then carried her supplies back to her room. She kept the blinds closed all day long.

      “I can’t walk past that window and take the chance of him seeing me. Maybe he’ll take me out right there with some type of military weapon.”

      I tried not to laugh because it wasn’t funny, and I was upset too. I didn’t know why he would have followed me, asked about me if she was the one he wanted. “I really don’t think—“

      “Anything is possible,” she said. “Anything. You don’t know people.”

      “I think I know how people are in general. And I’ve known people who were in the military. They don’t run around with weapons.”

      “They probably don’t assume friendliness means you’re hitting on them either. So I don’t think your experience applies.”

      “You can’t just hide out in the guest room for the next year, or however long it takes.”

      “I’m scared, Alexis. You don’t seem to understand that. The guy tried to hit me. That’s the first step over the line, headed toward violence.”

      “I’m not saying that’s not a big deal, not at all, ever. But that is a long way from using a sniper rifle or a bazooka to shoot through my living room window.”

      “Why did you get that window anyway? And why don’t you have drapes? You’re insane.”

      “I like looking out at night.”

      “You could still have drapes and leave them open when you want to look out.”

      I turned and went into the kitchen. I started boiling water for tea.

      A moment later, Tanya was behind me. “Let’s open some wine.”

      I sighed. “Okay.”

      “Where’s Jerry?”

      “Hanging out with some friends.”

      She nodded but looked annoyed. “I feel safer when he’s here except that I didn’t like him going out to look for Dave. That was scary. I’m glad he didn’t find him.”

      “Sure. So you’re going to hunker down in my guest room for how long? Hoarding food like you’re a little squirrel?”

      She laughed.

      “It’s not funny, Tanya. You can’t live like this.”

      “Better than being dead.”

      I carried the wine and two glasses into the dining room, headed toward the living room.

      “We can’t go in there.”

      “Come on. You’re being ridiculous.”

      “What happened to your oh-I’m-so-scared-someone’s-following-me?”

      “Maybe seeing you lose it is making me less afraid. He hasn’t done anything. And he never came back to the store to ask more questions.”

      “He’s very careful. He’s a planner. I don’t think you’re taking this seriously.”

      I set the bottle and glasses on the dining room table. “Well, I’m not drinking wine in the guest room, so I guess you’re on your own. You are anyway because I’m calling the police. Even if you want to live like a prisoner, I do not.”

      “No! Please. No! Why won’t you listen to me?”

      “I’ll feel safer even if they’re just aware this is going on. We have a very good police force here. They don’t just brush you off.”

      Her voice fell to a whisper. “Please don’t. I’m begging you.”

      “Sorry, no. This is absurd. That’s why we have police—to keep us safe.”

      “They’ll never catch him doing anything. Trust me.”

      First, I went into the living room and looked out. Sure enough, Dave was standing there. This time he wasn’t staring at the house. He was leaning against a tree. As I watched, he stuffed a stick of gum into this mouth and began chewing, obviously trying to look like he was just enjoying the evening air, listening to the lap of water on the shore.

      Without speaking to Tanya, turning away from her horrified face, I went upstairs and got my cell phone. I called the non-emergency number and explained what had been going on. The dispatcher said she would send a patrol car over my way in about twenty minutes.

      When the officer arrived, I met him at the door while Tanya cowered in the guest room, having found the boldness to take the wine bottle and one of the glasses with her.

      The officer was gone for over half an hour. He must have walked the entire street and among all the trees along the water and to the next block or two over. When he returned, he told me he hadn’t seen anyone. There were three joggers, a guy on a bike, and a woman walking two dogs.

      “Sorry, Ms. Bardue. I don’t know what to tell you.”

      “What should I do?”

      “Keep an eye out. It’s helpful to keep a log of when a stalker is around, what he’s doing, if he tries to make contact. Just in case.”

      “In case of what?”

      “If anything comes of it. If he gets aggressive, although most of them do not. They just like stirring up fear. They aren’t necessarily violent.”

      “Really?”

      “Despite what you see in movies.”

      “I just…it’s very upsetting. I can’t believe there’s nothing we can do.”

      “I’ll put in a request to have more frequent patrols on this street.”

      “That would be great, thank you.”

      “You have to realize that if his goal is to terrorize you, he’s not going to leave himself exposed. It’s likely he’ll see the patrol car and disappear. But we’ll do our best.”

      “Should I call if I see him again?”

      “Yes.” He handed me a business card and left.

      I went into the guest room. Tanya was sitting up in bed, holding the wineglass, which was nearly empty.

      “You have to stop slamming the wine,” I said.

      “I told you, it helps me relax.”

      “It’s not healthy. And really, if you go too crazy with it, your brain will just get more muddled, and you’ll feel more scared.”

      She shrugged, but she placed her glass on the nightstand.

      “What did he say?”

      “The guy…Dave, disappeared.”

      “I told you. And now he’ll be pissed you called the police.”

      “We’ll see what happens. They’re going to patrol my street more often.”

      “That’s great. Then he’ll really—“

      “I don’t understand what’s going on in your head. A guy is stalking you. He followed you here, and you don’t want to do anything about it? You can’t just pretend he’s going away.”

      “I know I’m right. He’ll give up. Eventually. He has to.”

      “I’m not waiting for eventually.” I walked out of her room and pulled the door closed. I didn’t want to watch her get drunk, and I didn’t want to listen to her endless repetition of how this guy probably wanted to kill her. I was afraid for my sister, but my fear had turned from fear of that guy to fear for her mental state. It made me want to cry. We’d finally started to be friendly toward each other, and now she was going to sit in her room and drink and cower in the face of something she couldn’t even explain.
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      It was another week before Tanya finally got stir crazy. During that week, Dave was out there watching us the moment the sun went down, staring up at my living room window, hardly moving. Every night, sometimes three or four times, a police car rolled down the street, and every single time, Dave slipped away into the shadows. He appeared to be aware of the patrol car before they saw him. Where did he go? It wasn’t as if there were a lot of alleys or abandoned buildings around us that offered easy hiding places. And how did he do it so quickly, so completely, as if he’d never been there at all?

      It was Saturday night, and Jerry had managed to convince Tanya she was damaging her mental health by cowering inside my house, doing nothing but nurturing her fear, watching TV, and drinking too much wine. He made dinner reservations at Twelve Tables, a very nice Italian place. We all got dressed up, and Jerry assured Tanya she would be fine—safety in numbers.

      I couldn’t figure out why the guy was simply watching the house now. He hadn’t followed me again. Of course, I hadn’t gone running, taking Tanya’s advice to work out at the gym for now, and I hadn’t walked to work. But neither had he showed up asking any more questions about me. He seemed content to stare at us, and it was giving me the creeps, wearing at my nerves. In some ways, it was more frightening to have him do nothing because it felt like he was planning something unimaginable. We were all on edge.

      Jerry had gone outside a few more times, but each time, Dave disappeared, as if into thin air.

      When we left the house for our dinner date, he wasn’t there. I wondered if he’d seen us getting ready to leave and decided to disappear for the night or hidden out of sight among the trees surrounding the lake. I wondered if he was waiting in a car down a side street, ready to follow us to the restaurant. Was he some kind of freak who just liked to watch people? Tanya laughed when I suggested that, but she didn’t disagree.

      Walking around my own home like a wild creature on display at the zoo, I wasn’t entirely sure I believed Tanya. She was so certain that this was the guy who had been stalking her back in California, the guy ready to kill her because if he couldn’t have her, no one could. But why didn’t she want to do anything about it? Was she content to let him hover around the edge of her life forever? That seemed like the decision of a person who had lost her grounding in reality.

      There was a small, disloyal part of me wondering if she was lying. It wouldn’t be the first time. It seemed odd to me that this guy had misread her so badly and then had the personality type to become a stalker, although maybe those two things do go hand-in-hand. Still, there was something about her willingness to let him harass us with his constant, staring, silent presence that made me think there was a piece missing from her story. Don’t guys who are so easily wounded assault a woman because they’re so instinct-driven, so volatile? She wanted me to believe this guy had such control of his rage that he watched day-to-day and was content with that? It didn’t seem like he was the passionate, jealous type. He seemed more the cold, calculating type.

      We went outside and climbed into the Uber.

      Just as it was about the pull away from the curb, Tanya tapped the driver’s shoulder. “Wait. I forgot my ID. I put it in the purse I took on the plane.” She flung open the door.

      “You don’t need ID.”

      “I get carded all the time.” Her voice was snappish instead of the usual purring tone she used to try to prove her superior looks.

      I dug out my keys and handed them to her. “You need the alarm code.” I texted it to her so the driver didn’t hear, which I’m sure he loved—being treated like a criminal. I hoped he understood that it was a bad idea to be blabbing my code in front of a stranger, no matter who he was.

      I explained to Tanya that she needed to press the start key before the code and the enter button after. She needed to do the same on her way out to reset it. She nodded and raced up to the house with my keys in her hand, as fast as her narrow high heels would allow.

      Jerry scooted closer and started kissing me. I kissed him back. I sort of forget about time as our kiss grew deeper and his hands began to rove around my body. After a few minutes, I pulled away. “What’s taking her so long?”

      In response, he started kissing me again.

      Finally, I heard Tanya’s heels on the pavement. She climbed inside the car, huffing as she settled into the seat.

      “Did you set the alarm?”

      “Yup.”

      “You hit enter and the star key?”

      “Yes, Alexis. I already told you I set it.”

      “I just want to be sure; it’s easy to forget.”

      She whirled around in her seat. “If you weren’t so busy making out and flaunting your adorable boyfriend in my face, you would have come with me and set your own damn alarm instead of making me do all that when I’m starving.”

      “Calm down.”

      “Don’t talk to me like that.”

      “Hey,” Jerry said. “Come on…we’re going for a nice dinner.”

      I kissed his cheek and leaned against him while Tanya glared out the front window and sulked all the way to Twelve Tables.

      Dinner should have been awesome, and the food was, and Jerry was, but Tanya was still put out and sour. Her snarky comments made it hard to relax into the meal, and my mind drifted back toward home, settling into the shadows beside my house, watching that man watch us.

      Jerry took my hand under the table and laced his fingers through mine. A moment later, he released me as he went to pick up his knife.

      “You seem like you don’t want to be here,” Tanya said.

      I could have said the same for her but wasn’t going to start another spat. “No. Just thinking about that guy, wondering what he really wants.”

      She gave me a smile meant to remind me that she was the more desirable of the two of us, which was quite sickening in that context. Still, I let it slide over me. I was used to her making sure everyone viewed her as hot. It was almost a little sad that she thought it was so important to be thought of as better looking than her sister.

      “It’s just weird,” I said. “He doesn’t seem violent—“

      “Trust me; you have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Well, I just don’t get it.”

      “It’s not complicated,” Tanya said. “And now, I already regret leaving the house. He could be outside the restaurant, watching us right this minute. I should never have let you talk me into this.”

      “Since he doesn’t do anything but watch, it’s not that big of a deal,” Jerry said.

      “That could change in a heartbeat.” Tanya stabbed her ravioli and lifted the entire piece to her mouth, swallowing it like a gull letting a large fish slide down its esophagus.

      When our desserts were almost gone, we called another Uber. As we emerged, all of us were looking in every direction, afraid to hope for the best, but there was no sign of anyone outside the restaurant watching or walking away.

      At home, we went inside and climbed the stairs to the main floor single file, like a chain gang being led back to their cells for sleep.

      While Jerry made tea, I went upstairs. As I stepped onto the landing, I paused and pulled off one high-heeled shoe, then the other. The thick carpet felt heavenly on my feet as I walked toward the bedroom door, stopping suddenly and forgetting the comfort beneath my feet.

      My bedroom door was closed. I never left it closed unless I was inside, of course. I was so cold; I couldn’t move. My mind raced back to leaving the house, to my routine for engaging the security system. And the minute that thought passed through, I remembered Tanya’s dash back to the house for her ID.

      I hurried down the stairs to the living room. Tanya was looking out the front window; her face pressed up against the glass. Nothing like announcing to the guy that he’d gotten under your skin, although I supposed I wasn’t one to talk. “Did you set the alarm?”

      “What?” She kept her face against the glass as if that might help her see more clearly. She was leaving makeup smudges all over.

      “When you went back for your ID, before dinner, did you enter the code again when you left?”

      She shrugged.

      “Tanya!”

      She turned, looking both scared and irritated at the same time. “I think he’s out there, and I just can’t see him,” she whispered.

      “I think he’s been in the house because you forgot to set the alarm.”

      “I didn’t forget.”

      “My bedroom door is closed. I never close it.” My voice shook. “Come up there with me so I can look.”

      She stared at me, her face drained of color behind her makeup, her eyes bulging. “Are you kidding? If you think…get Jerry.”

      She went into the kitchen, grabbed Jerry by the upper arm, literally dragging him to the foot of the stairs. We climbed slowly, and when we reached the landing, Tanya shoved Jerry forward as if he were the sacrificial lamb. “Wait.” She grabbed at his shirt but missed. “What if he’s in there?”

      As if he hadn’t heard the fear in her voice, or maybe hadn’t heard her speak at all, Jerry strode to the bedroom door and opened it. He went inside, and I heard him moving around, opening the closet door, then pushing open the bathroom door.

      The lights were on, and from where I stood, I could see the comforter and blanket had been ripped off the bed.

      He called out to us—“No one here.”

      I went into the bedroom. The dresser drawers were partially opened, a nightgown strap hung out of one of them. The things on the dresser had been moved around, a bottle of perfume knocked over, and the nightstand drawers also stood open. It wasn’t trashed, just…searched, was the first word I thought of. On the opposite side of the bed, Tanya’s suitcase was sitting on the floor, the top open, the contents lying in a heap of fabric and shoes.

      “Why is your suitcase in my room?”

      She shoved past me and ran to it, throwing clothes onto the floor. She shoved her hand into the pocket inside the lid, sweeping it around. “My passport’s gone!” She yanked her arm out and turned to me, hugging herself, her whole body trembling. A moment later, she began crying, torrential sheets of tears that made my heart ache for her.

      I pulled my phone out of my pocket and tapped the non-emergency number for the police. “I’d like to report—“ Suddenly, Tanya was beside me, trying to pull the phone away from my ear.

      “No. Don’t call them. He’s not here, so it doesn’t matter. He just messed things up. I can replace the passport…it was upsetting because it’s so invasive, that’s all. I didn’t mean to lose it like that.”

      I continued talking while she tried to grab my arm, but in the end, I kept hold of the phone. I was told an officer would be out shortly to have a look around and take a report.

      When I hung up, Tanya began crying.
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      Officer Morales arrived alone, and I led her upstairs to my bedroom. Jerry had returned to making tea, oddly unfazed by the fact someone had been in the house, that someone had prowled through the bedroom we shared, touching our things, stealing my sister’s passport. I’d looked through the drawers while we waited for the police and hadn’t noticed anything else missing, but it was hard to know for sure. It’s not like I had a mental catalog telling me the location of every single item I owned.

      Tanya followed the officer and me up the stairs but hung back near the bedroom door.

      Officer Morales walked around the room. She looked into the bathroom and then returned and stood for several minutes staring at the bed and the open suitcase beyond. Finally, she took out her phone and tapped a few times.

      “What time did you go out?”

      “About seven,” I said.

      “Six-forty-five,” Tanya said.

      “And you got home at?”

      “A little after nine,” I said.

      Officer Morales tapped it into her phone. Then she proceeded down her list of questions, entering each of my responses, as well as Tanya’s corrections.

      “You have a security system?”

      “Yes.”

      “Was it engaged?”

      “Tanya had to come back in for something. She’s not familiar with it, so I think she forgot to enter the code when she left.”

      “I did not,” Tanya said.

      “So you’re not sure?” Officer Morales asked.

      “I’m sure,” I said. “How else would someone get in?”

      Officer Morales looked at Tanya. “Are you sure you locked the door as well?”

      Tanya glared at the officer, then me, clearly angry that she’d been caught in her major screw-up.

      “Anything missing?”

      “Tanya’s passport. Nothing else that I know of, yet.”

      “Any other rooms disturbed?”

      “The suitcase had been in the guest room, so it’s a little strange he moved it up here.”

      “Let’s check it out.” She put the phone in her pocket and waited for Tanya and me to go first.

      She followed us through the house, checking window and door locks. Everything was secure, as I knew it would be, but I let her do her thing. Except for the absent suitcase, the guest room was undisturbed.

      “So it looks like he, or she, just walked in the front door,” Officer Morales said. “And as far as we can tell, it wasn’t a robbery.” She glanced at the wireless speakers and a decorative jade box I had on one of the living room shelves. “Any idea who might want to be searching your things?”

      “This guy’s been following me, watching the house, and he was asking questions about me at the store I own. I reported it when I saw him outside the house, and two officers came out. They looked, but they couldn’t find him.”

      I could feel the heat of Tanya staring at me, willing me not to tell the officer the complete story—that my sister knew who this guy was. Or thought she did. I glanced at Tanya, wondering what I should do. I didn’t want to live with my angry sister. I’d seen her furious several times over the years, and she could make life very uncomfortable. She wasn’t violent, but her moodiness and tirades were unbearable. Now that I was thinking this way, I realized I was starting to feel trapped with her in my house. She’d settled in quite nicely and seemed to have no plans to even think about when she might figure out a direction for her life.

      The weight of it was suddenly too much. The first few days, seeing her again, talking and laughing together after all those years apart, had been fun. But I didn’t want to live with her. And I sure didn’t think it was my job to support her. When did a guest stop being a guest and become a lodger?

      I decided to wait. The police needed to look around the neighborhood, figure out a way to confront him. Checking whether he had a record in California wasn’t going to make a difference right now. The thing was to catch him and talk to him, but he was as slippery as Tanya had said. He almost seemed like a ghost, some other-worldly being with the power to dissolve into nothing before your eyes.

      “Any idea who he is?” Officer Morales asked.

      I shook my head slightly as if minimal motion would make my lie less significant.

      “Ever seen him before?”

      “The two times he followed me, and every day since when he’s been staring at my house.”

      “You’ve never seen him around Liars Island other than that?” the officer asked.

      “No.”

      “Can you give me his approximate height, weight, age?”

      “Over six feet, maybe 190 pounds?” I glanced at Tanya. Her eyes were closed, her face tilted toward the ceiling. “I’m not sure how old. All I can say is over thirty, I think, and under fifty.”

      “I don’t suppose you have a hair color?”

      I shook my head.

      “Any facial hair?”

      “Not that I could see.”

      “He was out there just before you arrived.” I turned to Tanya. “Wasn’t he?”

      She nodded, her eyes open and staring past me.

      “They’ve been patrolling more frequently,” I said. “But so far, he’s never there when a police car comes by.”

      “He sounds experienced at evading enemies and authorities,” she said.

      “It’s really upsetting. My boyfriend went out and tried to talk to him, but same thing—he disappeared. Jerry didn’t even see which direction he went. It’s almost like he knew Jerry was coming out and slipped away right at the last second.”

      “Well, I’m glad you have the alarm system. Hopefully, you won’t forget to set it again,” Officer Morales said. “And lock your doors, obviously.” She sounded almost embarrassed for us that she had to say this.

      I heard Tanya grunt, but that was the extent of her response.

      “Aren’t you going to look for fingerprints?” I asked.

      Officer Morales smiled. “Everyone knows to wear gloves. It’s extremely unlikely we’d find anything.”

      I walked her to the door and thanked her, but I felt anger start to fizz inside me. It wasn’t fair to expect the police to do more; there wasn’t really anything to do. But I felt utterly helpless, and it was starting to look like the police felt exactly the same. They couldn’t get prints, didn’t find any easily sold electronics missing, and were never around when the stalker showed up outside.

      I wasn’t sure if I felt more like I was living in the Twilight Zone or in a world where you can never be safe, and the people you think will keep you safe are really quite helpless in a lot of situations.
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      After Officer Morales left, we sat in the living room and drank the tea Jerry had made. No one said anything. You could hear us sipping, and I could feel Tanya’s defensiveness like it was a fourth person in the room, her anger that I was blaming this on her.

      “Nothing happened to you anyway,” she said, thumping her mug on the coaster. “So it’s not that big of a deal. And just so you know, I did lock the door. I did punch in that number.”

      By now, I was guessing she hadn’t punched it in correctly and ignored the beep that alerted her to that, or she hadn’t pressed enter when she finished. I imagined she inserted the key and turned the deadbolt in the wrong direction, but I wasn’t going to push until she admitted what she’d done. I still felt on thin ice in our newly floundering relationship, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to chase her away because she might never return. Besides, it was too late. He’d already been inside my house.

      It’s a sickening feeling to know a stranger has entered your space and touched your things. I was shocked by how much it upset me. It felt almost as if he’d touched my body without permission.

      “You’re acting like this is my fault,” Tanya said.

      “The fact that this guy has followed me is because of you. How can you ignore that? And I don’t understand why you don’t want to get the police involved. This is insane. It’s like we’ve asked them to keep an eye out for him and then blindfolded the cops.”

      “You can already see why. They won’t do anything. They can’t do anything. I’ve been through this, and I’m not going to piss off Dave and then have the cops keep on doing nothing.”

      “Well, I’m not going to live like this.”

      “What are you going to do about it?” Tanya’s voice was weak, the signal she was ready to start crying.

      “I don’t know.”

      Jerry slurped down the rest of his tea. He stood. “I’m going to clean up the bedroom, and then I’m gonna crash.” He bent down and kissed the top of my head. “I’m staying at the campground tomorrow night. I have some late check-ins, and then I’m hanging out with a mate who’s in the area for just a day. Smoke a little weed.” He grinned.

      “That sounds fun. I wouldn’t mind relaxing with some weed,” Tanya said.

      Jerry moved toward the door, holding the handle of his mug with two fingers, letting it hang by his side, which made me worry the remains of the tea were going to dribble on the hardwood. “Just the guys. Sorry.”

      “Well, that’s no fun. All boys,” Tanya said.

      “I thought you were too scared to leave the house?” I said.

      She glared at me. “I need to relax. This is really stressful for me.”

      “Some other time,” Jerry said. He moved so fast out of the room and into the kitchen, I wanted to laugh.

      A few minutes later, I left my sister’s complaining and went upstairs. Jerry had put everything away and was lying in bed. I joined him, and he managed to make me forget all about the break-in.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Jerry got up when I did, and we left the house together, which was comforting because I figured I wouldn’t be followed. The minute I arrived at work, I saw a text from my sister, letting me know she’d stayed up almost all night and Dave had been out there the entire time. She said she couldn’t go to bed, knowing he was out there.

      I didn’t respond. Why was she upset about this? She knew the guy; I didn’t. She refused to get the police more involved, not me. I shoved her and the stalker, if you wanted to call him that, out of my head and went about my day.

      In the middle of the afternoon, I realized I’d only had one text from Jerry. Usually, he texted often during the day.

      I sent him a message, telling him to have a great time with his buddy, but he didn’t respond. It started nagging at the back of my head, like someone trying to drill a tiny screw in there—was he cooling on me? Maybe he hadn’t just been friendly with my sister but was actually flirting with her. They’d spent a lot of time alone, and just because it didn’t seem as if they were flirting when I was in the room didn’t mean it wasn’t happening.

      He’d been quick to turn her down when she invited herself to his boys-only party, but Jerry was a stand-up guy. He would want to end things with me first. Maybe he turned her down because he didn’t want her moving so fast, right in front of me.

      I thought back to how he’d felt when we were making love the night before, recalling the perfect touch of his hands and mouth. I felt weak just remembering. Nothing in his body had said he was cooling on me. But not responding right away to my messages, not responding at all, was not the norm.

      The day dragged after that, and I found myself checking my phone every ten minutes, which really annoyed me, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself. I liked Jerry a lot. A lot. I couldn’t believe my sister would try to steal him away from me. Most sisters would say no if their sister’s boyfriend hit on them, even if they liked him. But once again, I realized how little I knew my sister. I suppose the rational way to look at it was to recognize that if he liked her, it didn’t matter whether or not she hooked up with him. It still meant he and I were over, and that hurt much more than I’d expected.

      Tanya and I ate linguine and clams for dinner, the clams fresh that morning from one of our suppliers. We drank two bottles of wine, although most of the second bottle went down Tanya’s throat, not mine.

      I went to bed tired and headachy and feeling like crying because I still hadn’t heard from Jerry. I lay there staring into the darkness, feeling the cool sheet beside me.

      Against my better judgement, maybe I’d had more wine than I wanted to admit; I sat up and turned the light back on. I grabbed my phone off the nightstand and sent him a text: Miss you beside me. Sleep good. Then I added a heart and a kissy emoji. I told myself not to expect an answer. He was with his friend. He would see it later. I was just being affectionate, no strings, no expectations. And then, I proceeded to toss and turn for an hour, checking my phone every five minutes. There were no messages. Finally, I fell asleep.

      At three, I woke abruptly. I’d heard a noise that came from outside my dream. I was sure of it. Somewhere close by. My hand was stiff, and I realized I’d fallen asleep clutching my phone. There were still no messages from Jerry, and I felt like a fool for my desperation, so pathetic that I couldn’t realize my grip on the phone, even in sleep.

      I got up, shaking, whether from fear or dehydration, I wasn’t sure. I put on my robe and went to the door. I stood listening to the sounds of the house. It was silent. Almost too silent. I should have heard wood creaking, tile settling. Something.

      I stepped into the hallway and went to the landing. The living room was dark and empty, as far as I could see. Now that I was alert enough to be standing, I remembered that after the intrusion, I’d been even more methodical than usual in setting the alarm. There was no one in the house. It was impossible. I laughed softly, but the tremor in my laughter told me I was still scared.

      Slowly, I walked down the stairs, trying to make my footsteps soft. Listening.

      In the living room, I walked toward the window. I was frantic to know if he was out there. At the same time, I was terrified to see him, and I didn’t want to get so close to the window that I’d be fully exposed. The problem was, from where I stood, it was impossible to see the other side of the street.

      I moved closer, clutching my robe with both hands, pulling it tightly around me as if that would protect me from his invasive eyes, from those hands that had crept through my things, and those footsteps that whispered on the pavement behind me when I went out alone.

      As I’d known he would be, he was standing across the street, staring at the house. I let out a little yelp and jumped. I wasn’t even sure why. Nervous energy, I guess. I’d absolutely known he would be there. Even at this hour. He was insane. I shivered.

      I took a few steps closer and looked out again.

      He looked directly at me, then raised both his hands in front of him, his arms straight. He curled his hands and moved them quickly from side to side as if he were strangling someone, shaking her lifeless body.
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      In the morning, I was exhausted, and the weariness showed itself in the mirror. I put on more than my usual makeup, but it didn’t do much good. I walked out of the bathroom thinking I shouldn’t have bothered.

      As I poured coffee into my favorite mug, bearing the photo of a Golden Retriever puppy like the one I hoped to adopt one day, I was aware that Tanya was deep in sleep. I saw no point in waking her to tell her about Dave’s horrific pantomime because all she would do was whimper about how scared she was and then refuse to do anything about it. She was in a silent standoff with that guy, and I was starting to believe they both liked it that way, if like is the right word. What I still didn’t get was why I had been dragged into it?

      I drove to work, forcing myself to ignore my phone, even at traffic lights, even when it vibrated. I was not going to spend another day like a little puppy, begging for attention and affection. When I pulled into the parking lot and turned off the engine, it turned out both incoming messages had been from John, sending minor updates about stocking issues.

      Jerry had evaporated out of my digital universe.

      After the long, hectic workday was over, I sat in my car and stared at my phone, wondering what had happened. Sickened now by the fixation on my jealousy, I finally had a different thought. What if something had happened to him? How had I been so stupid? This Dave guy was stalking Tanya, but he’d followed me and asked questions about me. How did I know he hadn’t decided to do the same with Jerry? Or worse?

      I started the car and bolted out of the parking lot. I raced toward the campground, zipping past the speed limit, not caring.

      At the entrance to the campground, I slowed and drove between the posts supporting the sign which welcomed campers and provided arrows pointing toward Hideaway Beach. I followed the narrow road to the cabin that housed the main office. Jerry’s red Volkswagen bus was not in its usual spot. The sign in the office window was flipped to the closed side.

      I parked and went up onto the porch. I pressed the side of my hand against the glass to block the glare from the sun going down over the water. The room was empty, the chair pushed up to the desk, the counter swept clean.

      I stepped back and looked around me. There were a few small trailers nearby, but the towing vehicles weren’t parked beside them, suggesting they were not occupied. Four tents sat closer to the water. Only one had a vehicle parked in the space beside the campsite.

      Walking so quickly I was almost running, I hurried to the one tent that gave me hope. Although it was getting close to dinner time, I supposed a lot of campers were still hanging out on the beach. It wasn’t hot, but the air was warm, laced with that soft feeling it gets on unseasonably warm days.

      It felt awkward walking up to someone’s tent. It’s not like there was a place to knock or a bell to ring. I didn’t want to just rip open the zipper and stick my head inside. I stood a few feet from the dark blue-domed structure, trying to be quiet so I could hear if anyone were moving about inside, but at the same time, trying not to be too quiet for fear I would look like a stalker myself if someone suddenly emerged.

      “Hey! Anyone in there?” I called out. “I don’t mean to startle you. I’m looking for Jerry Briggs…the campground manager.”

      There was a grunting sound as if someone was waking up from a nap. It was definitely a male grunt. Suddenly I realized that Dave, who didn’t live on Liars Island, could very well be inside that tent. The odds were against it, but the thought both thrilled and frightened me. Thrilled me because, despite everything, I desperately wanted to talk to the guy and terrified me because of what he’d done the night before.

      I took several steps back, looking over my shoulder to see if any beachgoers were on the strip of sand directly in front of this campsite. The beach was deserted.

      “What did you say?” The voice sounded half asleep, tired still. He didn’t sound welcoming.

      “I’m looking for Jerry Briggs. Have you seen him?”

      I watched the zipper on the tent door rise along its track, metal teeth letting go of their hold on each other. The sound was so sudden, and the zipper moved so fast, it sounded like those metal teeth were tearing into something edible. I took several more steps back, glancing over my shoulder again, blindly hoping for a witness.

      A man wearing a black T-shirt and cargo shorts ducked out through the opening in the side of the tent. His dark hair stood up in spots, and his beard was tangled. Not the stalker. I felt my shoulders sink back into alignment.

      “What do you want?” he growled.

      “Looking for the camp manager—Jerry.”

      “Haven’t seen him. I’m not too thrilled  you woke me for this.”

      “Sorry. I didn’t realize you’d be—”

      “If someone is inside a tent in the middle of the day, they’re either sleeping or…” He laughed. “But I guess you didn’t hear that, so you were fine with disturbing me.”

      “Sorry. Jerry hasn’t responded to my messages, the office is locked up, and I’m getting concerned.”

      “You his wife?”

      I shook my head. “Girlfriend.” I immediately wished I hadn’t said it. If this guy had seen Jerry at all that day, he might be less inclined to offer the details now that he knew he was talking to a girlfriend. The man code of silence or whatever.

      “Well, I saw him when I checked in two days ago, haven’t seen him since.” He turned and ducked back inside his tent.

      I wanted to call after him, tell him to wait, but all I was doing was grasping at fruitless hope. He said he hadn’t seen Jerry. Even if it were a lie, calling him back out wouldn’t force him to tell the truth. Doubling down on your questions is not how you get someone to stop lying. In fact, I had no idea how to get someone to stop lying. For some people, there has to be a self-serving reason to tell the truth.

      So far, I’d never seen Jerry as one of those people who shaped the truth to fit what he wanted. He wasn’t worried about what anyone thought, and he didn’t play games. He didn’t feel the need to be in control. So there was no reason for him to lie. And maybe that’s why I didn’t know where he was. He didn’t want me to know and didn’t want to lie about it.

      There was nothing left to do but wait. I vowed I would not send him another text message. No matter what. Even if I never heard from him again.
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      As I walked back to my car, I tried to decide whether I should report Jerry missing. For some reason, it now seemed like an invasion of his privacy to do that. He’d told me he was hanging out with a friend, so he hadn’t exactly been missing the night before, just missing from my cell phone. I needed to quell my growing paranoia and give him some space. What was wrong with me?

      Sure, it was possible Dave was threatening him, but I was pretty sure Jerry would have told me about that. Even if he were done with me, he would want me to know. In fact, if the threat were serious enough, he would have reported it himself.

      By the time I reached my car, I’d decided to do nothing for the time being. I would assume Jerry was putting space between us, assume the late-night party with his friend had extended through the day, and assume that if Dave was bothering him, it was nothing that made him overly concerned.

      All the way home, I thought about the fact that it was impossible to get a habitual or a circumstantial liar to tell the truth. But just as I rounded the corner onto Jealousy Junction, I realized that wasn’t entirely true. Sometimes, a steady, mind-numbing flow of alcohol can elicit the truth. If lying is deeply engrained, an essential part of who a person is, maybe not. But for most, the lowering of inhibitions, the effort required to keep all the pieces of a lie organized, and the desire to connect more deeply with another human being that alcohol can bring to the surface often turns it into a truth serum.

      I decided to stop trying to curtail Tanya’s drinking as I had been.

      It was time to get drunk, and I would join her, in part, because I also wanted the numbing, not caring feeling she was constantly seeking. A state of mind that would free me from the nagging fear, a fear that squashed my logic, that Jerry was ready to dump me.

      I changed course and drove across the island to Coastal Liquor. I bought vodka, huge, fat green olives, and vermouth. Then I went by Twelve Tables and placed a to-go order for mushroom risotto and the sourdough bread they served that was made fresh daily at the Kitchen Bakery. There was nothing like a sumptuous dinner of savory comfort food to nurture the desire for more alcohol.

      At home, Tanya was in the guest room with the door closed. I changed out of my work clothes and jumped in the shower. I felt the need to cleanse the day, the campground, and my neediness off my skin. While the water pelted me, I started laughing. Normally, people think about the cliché of a guy trying to get a girl drunk when he thinks she’s too reticent for sex. The idea of getting my sister drunk was too funny. It also made me feel like a teenager. It also made me kind of optimistic. Maybe we could reconnect after all.

      I dressed in leggings and a crop top. I dried my hair and left it loose. I touched up my burgundy toenail polish and even took the time to put on makeup. This would be a party. It felt good to fix myself up just for me instead of for work or a man.

      Downstairs, I set the table and two martinis. I placed the drinks on the table, stepping back to admire the icy sheen on the outside of the glasses and the luscious color of the olives against the white pine table. I was a little surprised Tanya hadn’t come out to see what I was up to. I took a sip of my drink and went to the guest suite, knocking firmly.

      “Yeah?”

      “I have dinner.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “It’s risotto. And fresh bread.”

      “Yeah, sounds nice, but really—“

      “I made martinis.”

      The door opened, and I wondered for the first time if my sister was an alcoholic. I shouldn’t have been so quick with that label. She was still drowning her sadness and fear, but she was drowning it a bit too frequently and with too much enthusiasm. After our girls’ night of partying, I would definitely talk to her about it. Alcohol was not going to take away the hurt. But first, I needed to find out what she was keeping from me. I put my hand behind my back and crossed my fingers, wishing myself luck and finesse in trying to get her talking more honestly.

      “You have to eat something if you’re going to have a drink,” I said.

      “Yeah, you’re probably right. I love martinis. Thanks for thinking of it.”

      “I know you better than you realize.” I smiled and gave her a hug.

      “Where’s Jerry?”

      I shrugged. “Still partying with his friend, I guess.”

      Her question made me feel slightly better because I had the sense she honestly didn’t know where he was, which suggested they weren’t in touch behind my back.

      A moment later, we were slathering butter on soft, tangy sourdough and reaching the end of the liquid in our glasses. The stir sticks stood bare inside the glasses.

      Tanya pushed her chair away from the table. “Done?” Without waiting for my answer, she began clearing the table. I heard her in the kitchen, actually sticking the plates and utensils in the dishwasher, opening and closing the fridge to put away the food. A moment later, she returned and picked up our glasses? “Another?”

      “Absolutely.” I went into the living room and glanced out the window, which had become a robotic habit. Dave was not there. It was jarring to see nothing but trees standing across the street, keeping watch on my house. I’d become adapted to his silent, staring form. I turned away from the window and put on some dance music.

      Tanya returned with the drinks, and we sat on the couch, half-turned to face each other.

      “This is fun,” she said.

      “I know, right?”

      “I’ve almost forgotten about him.”

      I didn’t know which him she meant, and she didn’t try to clarify. I took a sip of my drink. “What really happened with you and Jake? It seems so unexpected, after all these years.”

      “That’s just it.” She sipped her drink. “All these years means you really get to know someone. To be honest, I started to feel like all he wanted was my money.”

      I thought this was ironic since I’d had the impression she liked being with Jake because she didn’t have to figure out how to support herself, relaxing into his money.

      As if she’d read my mind, she said, “He earns an excellent income, but he spends it even faster than he brings it in. When we sold mom and dad’s house, I thought we’d invest in something that belonged just to us. But he wanted all kinds of fancy toys—a new car, more cars than he could possibly drive, and the boat…He cared more about making sure our condo had a prestigious address than buying a home that suited us.” She moved the stick of olives around her glass, swirling the liquid. She took a sip and put the glass on the coffee table.

      “It sounds like you wanted to end it. I thought he dumped you?”

      “He did, but I’ve been thinking a lot more clearly since I got here. I mean, I miss him.” Her eyes filled with tears. “I think I still love him, but I don’t know if I like him that much or if I could live with him for the rest of my life. If that makes sense. So maybe, in the end, it was a good thing.”

      I nodded. “What are you going to do?”

      She shrugged and stared at me blankly.

      “I guess the first thing is to get this nut case out of your life?” I nodded toward the front window, wondering if he was out there now, but for the first time in a while, not caring all that much. The martinis were having their desired and predictable effect.

      Tanya jumped up. “That was an excellent idea to put on this music. It makes me feel great. Why are we talking about the two worst guys in my life? We should dance.” She picked up her glass and took several large swallows, leaving the olives untouched. She moved away from the couch and began dancing.

      I swallowed the rest of my drink, suddenly wanting to move. Maybe it was the drinks, maybe it was how cooped up we’d been. Or maybe, I sort of hoped Dave would see us and realize he wasn’t scaring us. We were going to live our lives and have fun, and we didn’t care what he thought about it.

      As we bounced and spun and wiggled closer to the window, I glanced out and saw him. Just as I looked, a car passed by, moving slowly as the driver hunted for a house number. The headlights drifted slowly across his face. The look they exposed was one of complete shock. His mouth was open, and he was staring right at me as if he’d seen a ghost.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

        

      

    

    
      In the end, I took a sharp and sudden turn from my original plan, but the martinis had affected my desire for action more than they did Tanya’s desire for truth.

      She hadn’t spoken a word of truth about what Dave was really after, and maybe that was my fault. I hadn’t pushed her hard enough. I’d let the floating sensation of vodka take over my thoughts. I’d let my desire to move my body consume me as if I were driven to do some sort of cleansing, mystical dance to rid myself of the hurt from Jerry’s disappearance.

      Tanya had gone to mix a third round of drinks while I spun around the living room by myself, feeling freer with my body now that she wasn’t there to critique my dance moves, and now that I’d backed away from the window.

      After a few minutes, I felt slightly dizzy, so I stopped. I went into the kitchen and got a glass of water. Tanya looked well on her way to being wasted, and I wondered if I looked as bad as she did. As I sipped my water, watching her slop alcohol all over the counter, I noticed a second shot glass behind the bottle of vodka. She’d supplemented her martinis. I sighed and went back into the living room while she continued mixing and sneaking additional shots. At that point, I didn’t care. I liked feeling my thoughts dulled and numbed. I liked that my body felt loose and drained of tension.

      Staying well back from the window, I continued dancing slowly, my eyes closed. After a minute, I heard Tanya leave the kitchen and go into the bathroom off the front hall.

      I stopped moving my feet and stretched my arms over my head. I lowered them and walked to the window. Dave was staring up at me. Without thinking, I raised my hand and waved at him.

      His face was hidden by the darkness—no conveniently passing cars to illuminate his expression. Thanks to a complete letting go of my analytical brain, for the first time since he’d invaded my life, I felt like I had the upper hand. I laughed.

      With that wave, and that short burst of laughter, something changed. I couldn’t let him control my life for another moment. I turned away from the window and walked casually back toward the couch. Then, making sure I was not moving closer to the spot in the room where he could see me from where he stood, I dashed toward the stairs and ran down. Without bothering to put on shoes or a jacket, I tapped the code into the alarm panel and eased open the front door. I darted across the street, not caring that a few scattered pieces of gravel pierced my tender skin.

      Oddly enough, he didn’t move. I was so used to his disappearing act, I hesitated for a moment. Then, my alcohol-infused blood flooded over my inhibitions, including my fear. “Who are you? And why the hell are you watching me?”

      “I should ask you the same question.”

      “I asked first.”

      “You aren’t Tanya.”

      “Nope.”

      “You look just like her.”

      “What you’re doing is illegal.”

      He laughed. “Don’t talk to me about illegal. Are you her twin or something?”

      “No.”

      “Interesting. But sisters, right?”

      “I’m not answering any questions until you tell me what you want, Dave.”

      “So she told you my name?”

      Now that I was standing in his presence, there was nothing about this guy that made me feel like he wanted to hurt me. It was startling to see how calm, almost friendly he seemed. There’s a vibe that comes off people you can just feel. Sometimes your sense of that vibe is off, but more often than not, there’s something to it. There’s an animal instinct we’ve retained from our prehistoric ancestors. Or maybe it’s just the mysterious makeup of the human being—accurate, knowing senses that go beyond what we see and hear, smell and touch. Self-preservation. It’s the same with sex—why this guy and not that one? No one can explain it.

      He took a few steps away from me and leaned against a tree. He pulled a pack of gum out of his coat pocket, removed a stick, and shoved it into his mouth.

      “What do you want with my sister? She told you she’s not interested. Stalking her isn’t going to change her feelings. You should have some self-respect.”

      “Not interested?” He laughed again. “What did she tell you about me?” He shoved his hands into his pockets and looked up at my living room window.

      I turned. Tanya was standing there, staring down at us. All the fun and tipsiness was gone from her face. She looked terrified. When she saw me looking, she pounded her fist on the glass. It sounded very faint from where I stood. I turned back to Dave.

      “I figured she lied about who I was, but I never figured it went in that direction.” He chuckled. “Nice meeting you.”

      “You need to leave us alone. I’ll get a restraining order if you don’t stay away from us.”

      “I haven’t threatened you or done anything, so a restraining order probably isn’t going to do what you think it will.”

      “You broke into my house!”

      “Is it breaking in when the door is unlocked?”

      “How did you know it was unlocked?”

      “I’m always looking for opportunities.” He smirked. “I saw the Uber arrive, so I figured I’d get a closer look while you were out.”

      “Why did you put Tanya’s suitcase in my room?”

      “What?”

      “Her suitcase…why did you move it? And what did you want with her passport?”

      “I took the passport so she can’t take off to someplace I’ll never find her, but I wasn’t moving suitcases. Like I said, I thought you were her, and I assumed that was the bedroom where she was staying with her new guy.”

      “But you followed me. You were asking about me at my store.”

      “I told you, I thought you were her. Now that I have that straight, we’re good.” He looked up at the window, the hint of a smile on his lips. “I’m not giving up. Eventually, she’ll crack.”

      “Crack?”

      He nodded.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Ask your sister.”

      He folded his arms across his chest and turned his attention back to the window. I asked him again to explain, but he didn’t respond.

      I turned and went into the house, feeling as if getting Tanya to tell me the truth had just become a hundred times more difficult. Dave didn’t feel scary, but now it occurred to me, without any definite reason why, just a sudden opening of my eyes, that maybe I’d been concerned about the wrong person. Maybe the person who I needed to fear was sleeping in my house, eating at my table, dancing in my living room, and flirting with my boyfriend.
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      Inside the house, I found Tanya standing just inches from the window, her breath leaving clouds of steam on the glass. I didn’t think she’d moved since I’d looked up at her. She turned slowly, the look of rage on her face terrifying beyond anything I’d experienced from her before. Far more frightening than the mysterious guy standing outside, still watching.

      “Why did you go out there?” Her voice was low, deeper than normal, almost ominous.

      “It’s making me anxious, having him there all the time, not knowing what he wants. I’m sick of it.”

      “I told you what he wants.”

      “I think you’re lying.”

      She leaned toward me, her eyes fiery. “You don’t know anything about me! You’re as awful as I always thought you were.” She rushed past me, shoving me out of the way, and ran to the guest room. The door slammed, and although I didn’t hear the click, I was sure she’d locked it.

      I collapsed onto the couch, letting my head fall back, so I was staring up at the ceiling. I closed my eyes. My mind was spinning, and it wasn’t from the martinis. In fact, it seemed as if all the alcohol had evaporated from my bloodstream.

      I sat there for a long time, trying to sort things out, but my mind couldn’t make sense of anything. Finally, I went upstairs. I locked my bedroom door. I had no idea what I was dealing with, and I wanted a good night’s sleep. In the morning, I could decide whether telling Tanya to leave was worth the final death knell it would deliver to our relationship. If I was honest with myself, we didn’t really have a relationship, but I would think about that in the morning. I would figure out how to get Tanya out of my house.

      The buzz of my phone woke me at one a.m.

      Jerry: Hey. Sorry I haven’t answered your texts. Been busy checking into a few things.

      Seeing those words, my heart felt like it was going to explode. I almost started crying, thinking about how stupid I’d been to let my imagination run wild. I sent back an emoji with hearts spinning around its face because I didn’t know what to say.

      Jerry: Alright if I come over? I know it’s late. I guess I woke you up.

      Alexis: I’m waiting for you. Hurry.

      It sounded too eager, typing hurry, but that’s how I felt and suddenly, being honest about every little detail of my life seemed like the most important thing in the world.

      When I thought he might be getting close to the house, I went to the bedroom door and pressed my ear against the wood. It was a long time, a very long time before I finally heard the beep of him entering the personalized security code I’d given him. When I heard his footsteps on the stairs, I unlocked the bedroom door and pulled it open.

      He came inside, and I closed and locked the door behind him.

      “What’s with all the door-locking?” Before I could answer, he put his arms around me and kissed me, a deep, almost-forever kiss. Finally, he moved away from me. “Is the door locked because you found out what’s up with Tanya?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Let’s get in bed, and I’ll tell you.”

      Once we were snuggled beside each other, he began talking in a low, calming voice. “When she and I were playing video games that day, she said something really strange. Later, when this Dave guy showed up, it made me think he wasn’t who she was pretending he was.”

      “What did she say?”

      “We were playing the game, and she’d had quite a few beers, so I think she didn’t even realize she was talking out loud. The game we were playing had people in hand-to-hand combat.”

      “Okay.”

      He squeezed my leg. “In this really quiet voice, she said—Killing someone is not as easy as everyone makes it look.”

      I lurched away from him. “What?”

      “Yeah. It gave me the chills. And then when that guy started watching the house, I didn’t believe what she said about him. It seemed like a weird thing for a guy to be doing, for a guy who wants to get a girl. I mean, he wouldn’t just stand out there watching all the time. And because he was following you—the two of you look a lot alike…to someone who doesn’t know you—I just couldn’t believe he was who she said. And then she didn’t want to call the cops? What’s that about?”

      I nodded. “I don’t get it at all.”

      “So I hopped on a plane to California.”

      “You’re kidding. You didn’t meet up with your friend?”

      He shook his head. “I didn’t want to tell you because I thought it was better if you didn’t slip and say something to Tanya. Not that I think you’re an idiot, I just thought it would be easier. Sorry if that was a bad call.”

      “No, it’s fine. So what did you do?”

      “I looked up her ex.”

      “Did you tell him who you were?”

      “Yup. And he said there is no buddy who just returned from Afghanistan. He said he just got sick of hearing her complain about how you screwed her over with your father. That’s why they split up.”

      “What?”

      Jerry pulled me close again, resting his head against mine. “Sorry. I know you thought you were reconnecting. But that’s not it at all.”

      “So what does she want?”

      “After I texted you tonight, I stopped and talked to Dave.”

      “He didn’t disappear when he saw you?”

      “I walked along the water and came up at him from behind. Besides, I had a gun.” He laughed nervously. “And when I told him I had it, and I wouldn’t miss, I don’t think he thought trying to outsmart me would work. Bullets are faster than a guy trying to slip away in the night, no matter how good he is—ex-special forces or whatever.”

      “Where did you get a gun?”

      “I’ve always had it.”

      “Oh.”

      “He is ex-military, by the way, which is why he’s so stealthy. He’s out there because he’s trying to make your sister sweat.”

      “Why?”

      “He says she killed his mother-in-law. Smothered her. Tanya was her caretaker, and she killed her.”

      “No. I can’t believe...I know she’s kind of messed up, but that? No way.”

      “He seemed pretty sure.”

      “Then why wasn’t she arrested?”

      “No proof. This woman was smothered, they know that. And Tanya was her caretaker, but it was her night off. He said he knows in his gut Tanya killed her. A few things were taken from her house, but not enough for them to believe it was a robbery. The power was cut, and a window was broken, but he’s convinced the window was for show. Tanya got a small bit of money to thank her for being a caregiver, but the way Tanya acted when she was told about it, confirmed his suspicion. She was furious about the puny remembrance, and she didn’t hide it very well. He’s pretty sure his mother-in-law told Tanya she would remember her, and Tanya assumed it would be a whole lot more because the woman was fairly well-off.”

      I moved away from Jerry, putting my hands over my face, trying to think. “I can’t believe Tanya would…”

      “You need to get her out of your house.”

      “How am I going to do that? And even if I believe you, and this guy, and even if she did something so awful, you just said there was no proof. So they aren’t going to arrest her…” My voice faded. I wanted to cry, but I was too numb, too confused, my brain lurching in three opposing directions at once.

      “What did he think he was going to accomplish,” I said, “just staring at the house all the time?”

      “He thought the pressure of her knowing he knew, the anxiety over his constant presence, would build. He thought that eventually, she’d be so freaked out and anxious, maybe with some guilt eating at her, she would do something to give herself away.”

      “That seems like a long shot.”

      “It’s all he has.” Jerry got out of bed and tugged on his jeans. “I can’t sleep with her in the house.” He started toward the door.

      I wasn’t sure how I felt about him being so territorial over my house and my sister, but at the same time, something deep inside believed every single thing I’d heard. I could see Tanya doing that. I could see her being angry at a gift and thinking it wasn’t what she deserved. That was exactly how she’d behaved when our father died.

      It explained everything—why she’d suddenly wanted to get closer, why her five-year engagement had abruptly ended, and why she refused to call the police and tried so hard to persuade us that Dave would elude anyone who tried to confront him.

      Was I going to believe a stranger over my sister?

      But of course, my sister was a stranger. She always had been.
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      I followed Jerry to the main floor. When we reached the door of the guest bedroom, I stepped in front of him. This needed to come from me. I wasn’t scared. I didn’t think she’d assault us. Jerry had wanted to tuck the gun into the waist of his jeans, but I was upset that he’d even brought it into my house. No matter what she’d done, I was not confronting my sister by pointing a loaded gun at her face.

      We’d decided before we came downstairs that Jerry would order an Uber. While he took care of that, I contacted a very nice hotel on the opposite shore of Broken Sound and booked a room for three nights. I figured that would give Tanya some time to figure out her next steps. I was not going to debate the truth of what this guy had told Jerry. That was between her and him and law enforcement.

      Maybe that was cowardly of me. Maybe it made me a liar—if withholding truth is lying. But I had no proof it was true, only my gut telling me it could be true and might be true. And probably was true. But I needed proof. And I knew the police would require that as well.

      I knocked on the door.

      I expected an angry voice, barking on the other side of the closed door, demanding to know why I’d woken her. Instead, the door opened.

      “What’s up?” She looked around me at Jerry.

      “We know who Dave is,” I said.

      “I know. I told you he—”

      Before I could respond, Jerry spoke. “I talked to him. He’s not who you said he was.”

      Tanya laughed. With her makeup smeared, her eyes made her look half-crazed. She stopped laughing and glared at Jerry. “I don’t believe you. It’s impossible to—“

      “He may be good at covering his tracks, but he’s not a ghost,” Jerry said.

      I moved in front of him to stop the side conversation that had erupted over my head. “He told Jerry about the death of the woman you were caring for. And—“

      “That bitch was ready to die. And she was a liar! She told me if I kept her company instead of just doing the physical stuff, there would be a generous inheritance for me. It worked for you with Dad, so I figured—“

      “What?”

      “Don’t get all coy and righteous with me,” Tanya shouted.

      “I didn’t—“

      “You knew what you were doing. Funny how you ended up with all that money, and I got a house I had to take care of. And when I did sell, it was not worth nearly as much as Dad seemed to think. Our inheritance was not split fifty-fifty, and you know it.”

      “That’s not true. And I didn’t…I loved Dad.”

      She let out a harsh, loud laugh that sounded nothing like genuine laughter.

      “I wanted to be there with Dad,” I shouted. “I wasn’t looking for money. I can’t believe you would even think that.” My chest felt tight, aching with grief for my father and such bitter disappointment over learning what she actually thought of me. But at least she was telling the truth. Finally.

      “Whatever,” she said.

      “I need you to leave.”

      “Where am I supposed to go? And he’s out there—“

      “We called an Uber to drive you to the ferry. And I booked a room for you. Three nights—“

      “I can’t believe you’re throwing me out. We’re family.” She smirked. “What if I don’t leave?”

      “I’ll call the police and invite Dave to talk to them. This is the only way…you can figure out what you want to do. I hope you’ll turn yourself in, but I can’t do anything about that.”

      “I didn’t do anything wrong. Nothing you didn’t do.”

      “I was not there hoping for money, and I certainly didn’t murder our father. Don’t you ever even…even think that again. I held his hand and waited for him to die peacefully. I loved him!”

      I suppose the tone of my voice or the look on my face persuaded her—the sound and the look of truth. She turned and went to the closet and pulled out one of her suitcases. She flipped up the top and began throwing things in like she was tossing her belongings into the trash.

      Jerry kissed my cheek. He cupped my head in his hand for a moment and whispered that I should go to bed. He would wait while she packed and escort her out to the Uber. That was the moment I knew I was in love with him.

      Later, Jerry told me that Tanya tried to freak out about Dave following her again. Jerry reminded her that she didn’t need to stick to that life-in-danger story anymore.
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      The night after Tanya left, Jerry made dinner for me. He fixed a selection of small plates and a wine pairing! I was blown away that he’d gone to the trouble of talking to the woman who managed the wine section at Fresh Barons. He’d bought all the food at Fresh Barons as well.

      We sat beside each other on the long side of the table. With the slightly elevated dining area, we could see past the living room and out the large front window. The trees swayed in the breeze, and the sun dropped to the horizon behind them, sending a glow across the water, a thin sliver of which we could see beyond the tree-lined shore.

      I smiled to think about all those people who thought Jerry wasn’t all that bright, wondering what they would say once I mentioned how he’d recognized my sister’s lies and diligently worked to dig out the truth. And I think he was smiling because he knew I’d recognized his easy-going intelligence from day one.

      Mostly, I smiled because I’d already known he was a keeper, no matter what anyone else said or thought.
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        Welcome to Liars Island . . .

        Brace yourself for a standalone series of interconnected, short, domestic thrillers set in the picture-perfect community of Liars Island. Here, nothing is quite as it seems.

        On this island, families and friendships are more than meets the eye … secrets, deceptions, and jealousies threaten to ruin everything these influential people have built. But it isn’t only the rich that live here … and power comes in all shapes and sizes.

        Everyone here is a liar … just how far would you go to get what you want?

      

      

      

      
        
        Visit the Liars Island Website to learn more about the releases in 2021!

        https://liarsislandsuspense.com
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      Thanks for reading. I hope you liked reading Jealousy Junction as much as I enjoyed writing the story.

      I’m passionate about fiction that explores the shadows of suburban life and the dark corners of the human mind. To me, the human psyche is, as they say in Star Trek—the final frontier—a place we’ll never fully understand. I’m fascinated by characters who are damaged, neurotic, and obsessed.

      

      Learn more about my books at my website: CathrynGrant.com

      

      
        
        To find out when new fiction is available, sign up for my new release mailing list. As a thank you for signing up, you’ll receive a free short story from my Alexandra Mallory series — Death Valley.

        Cathryn Grant’s new book release mailing list

      

      

      

      
        
        I love to stay in touch with readers.

        You can find me on my Facebook page or my website.
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