Chapter 1

The Girl in the Water
The fog didn’t arrive so much as it exhaled.

In Willow Creek, the marsh breathed like an animal—slow and wet,
lifting and lowering with temperature and tide. People who lived here
learned to accepr it the way they accepred taxes, mosquitoes, and death:
inevitable. Some mornings, fog hung so thick it erased the line between
land and water, and the world felt unfinished, as if God had paused mid-

creation.
Henry Lowe told himself it was only mist. Only weather.

But when he stepped onto his dock at 6:12 a.m., thermos in one hand,
tackle box in the other, he felt something colder than air press against his

throat.
It was the silence first.

No birds. No insects. Even the water seemed to hold still, slick and black,
reflecting nothing.

Henry had fished these marshes since he was thirteen. He knew every
sound they made—the slap of mullet tails, the distant plunk of turtles
sliding off logs, the thin crying call of herons. He knew the marsh the

way a man knew his own scars.
This morning, it was quiet like 2 room after a scream.

He saw something pale near the reeds and thought, absurdly, that it was

one of those white plastic lawn chairs that the teenagers sometimes threw

off the bridge.

10

Chapter 2

Willow Creck Smiles With Its Teeth

Willow Creck did not have the vocabulary for a murder.

It had words for other things—floods, storms, drownings, addictions.
It knew how to talk around those. But murder was a word that didn’t
fitin mouths used to politeness.

By noon, the town had done what towns like Willow Creek always did:

it turned tragedy into entertainment and fear into currency.

The diner by the highway was filled with locals who ordered coffee
they didn’t drink. Every conversation became a whisper that grew legs.

It was Lily Harper.

No, it was a drifter.

No, she was into drugs.

No, she was having an affair.
No, Daniel did it.

No, the old man did it.

The old man always came up.

Thomas Rourke lived alone at the edge of the marsh, in a weathered
house with sagging porch rails and an old boat tied to a half-rotted
dock. He’d been in Willow Creek for twenty years and still wasn’t
“from here,” which meant people could imagine anything about him
without guilt. Oursiders weren’t protected by the town’s soft social

rules. They existed to absorb blame.

At the veterinary clinic, Lily’s coworkers stood close in the break room,
as if their bodies could keep a truth from entering.
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Chapter 3

Lily’s Quict Inventory

Three weeks before Lily died, she bought a small notebook with a dark

cover.

She did not buy it in Willow Creek. She bought it in the next county
over, at a gas station convenience store, when she told Daniel she was

picking up prescription flea medicine for the clinic.
It wasn’t paranoia.
It was planning.

Lily had learned, slowly, that her life existed inside someone else’s
mood. That Daniel’s temper was the weather system by which she
navigated. When he was calm, the house was bright. When he was
irritated, the walls contracted. When he was angry, the air became
unsafe.

He did not hit her.
He did something that felt worse because it didn’t leave marks.
He erased her confidence in small, daily strokes.

Her clothes were wrong.

Her friends were “bad influences.”

Her sister “didn’t respect their marriage.”
Her spending was “out of control.”

Her memory was “dramatic.”

Her fear was “crazy.”
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Chapter 4

The Shape of a Lie
At the station, Mara Collins watched the body-cam footage twice.

Then a third cime.

Daniel Harper’s answers were not outrageous. They were even
believable in pieces. But lies weren’t always about what people said.

Lies were about rhythm.

Truth came with unevenness—memory snagging, confusion, the messy
texture of reality. Daniel’s version of the night was too smooth, too

curated. He placed events like props in a room.

Argued. She left. He waited. He called.

Mara had seen men like him before. Not all murderers. Not all abusers.
But men who believed they were owed a certain kind of life.

And when tha life wobbled, they didn’t panic.

They punished.

Mara pulled Lily’s phone extraction report onto herscreen. Deleted
texts. Recent calls. A draft email.

Subject: I'm scared.
Unsent.
Mara clicked it open.

The body of the email was short.
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The town wasn’t just hungry. It was feral.
And now it had turned its teeth toward her.

Mara set the phone down carefully, like it was something

contaminated, and let herself feel the emotions she’d been denying:

The exhaustion.

The loneliness.

The simmering fury.

The old, familiar shame of being a woman who didn’t fit the town’s

idea of “nice.”
She breathed in slowly.

Then she opened her laptop and wrote a single sentence in her case

notes:

The crowd is becoming a suspect.
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