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Chapter 1

When Sebastian explains one morning that he needs to go away for a few days and asks if I'll
mind staying here alone, I tell him not to worry, that I’ll be fine.

But that’s a lie.

Alone still scares me, even after all this time. The dark does, too, especially the kind of utter
darkness we have here in the countryside, where at night the only outdoor light comes from the
moon and the wide, filmy swath of the Milky Way. But I tell myself that maybe I can manage by
myself, that [ have to at least try. I hate being such a baby at this point in my life.

“Bree, what if you come, too?”” Sebastian says a little later in the day. “I know you’ve got a
deadline, but there’s a desk in the basement I could bring up to the guestroom.”

That would solve the problem, of course, and it’s only a thirty-minute flight to Buenos Aires
from the Carrasco airport in Uruguay, but I insist it’s best for him to go on his own. His father’s
blood pressure has skyrocketed, and his mother desperately wants Sebastian to have a face-to-
face talk with his dad and convince him to finally cede full control of his leather goods company
to the youngest son, Roberto. My presence would be a distraction, I’'m sure.

Besides, even with a desk in our room, I’d never get any work done. I like his parents and
appreciate their warmth toward me, especially knowing they weren’t fans of Sebastian’s ex-wife,

but their large, lovely home can be chaotic. In addition to the two of them, there’s a live-in



housekeeper; two dogs; a cat; and now his older brother, Manuel, who moved back
“temporarily” after his divorce. To say nothing of the endless stream of pastry-bearing friends
and relatives, all speaking a language I’m only now getting a handle on.

Being caught in so much commotion can sometimes leave me slightly frantic, like I'm
having one of those travel nightmares in which I can’t find the right gate or I’ve shown up at the
wrong airport altogether.

“Thank you, Bas,” I say, using a nickname only I have for him, because his family prefers
Seba, “but why don’t I go next time instead. This way you can really focus on your father.”

And it’s not like I’ll be totally alone. Our housekeeper and caretaker, Maitena and Jorge, will
be here every day. Their cottage is on the same property, less than a quarter of a mile from our
house.

I’ve also got Poco, the forty-pound brown-haired rescue mutt Bas adopted several years ago.
He barks at the sight of a gecko shooting up a tree trunk, meaning he’s not going to let anyone
get close.

The first day goes surprisingly well. After Sebastian departs for his midmorning flight, |
bring my laptop outside to the table on the galeria, a type of veranda that runs across the back of
the single-level, white stucco house topped with terra-cotta roof tiles. From here I can look out
onto endless rolling green fields dotted with shrubs and copses of eucalyptus trees, and finally
blue-gray hills against an enormous sky. The only buildings in sight are one other chacra—the
word for country house—over a mile in the distance, and some concrete sheds on a neighboring

sheep farm.



The view has captivated me from the moment I visited the property two years ago. It’s
tranquil but at the same time expansive, and I find myself alternately soothed and stirred by the
sight of it, whether I’'m eating meals out here with Bas or working on my own.

I’m a freelance book editor, and though I find much of what I do rewarding, the novel I'm
currently handling has been particularly gratifying. The author’s writing is powerful and her
story compelling, but the book has needed both strong line editing and cutting to help the themes
emerge more clearly.

For most of the day, I lose myself in my work. It’s April, the first full month of autumn in
Uruguay, but the temperature is in the seventies, and I love the feeling of warmth on my skin as |
work. Poco has spent much of the day lying sweetly at my feet as if he’s sensed my nervousness.

Sebastian calls at five to say hi. I see him instantly in my mind’s eye, sitting in his family’s
wood-paneled den. Though he’s not movie-star gorgeous like some of the young Argentinian
men [’ve passed on the streets of Buenos Aires, he’s an attractive, well-built fifty-one-year-old—
two years younger than I am—with a slightly craggy face, dark-brown eyes, light stubble, and an
intriguing bump on his nose.

“Poco taking good care of you, carifio?” he asks.

“Oh yeah, the guy hasn’t left my side since you’ve been gone.”

“You’re not going to let him sleep on my pillow, are you?” he asks, and I hear the smile in
his voice.

“Not a chance, sweetheart. Unless he gargles with a quart of hydrogen peroxide first.”

Bas chuckles, and I feel a silly rush of pleasure at the sound. As we’ve settled into life at the

chacra, I’ve found my sense of humor creeping back after all these years. I can’t imagine ever



being truly funny again, the way my friends claimed I could be at times, but it’s nice to be
appreciated for the mildly amusing asides I toss out now and then.

“You haven’t had the big talk yet, have you?” I ask.

“No, my mother wants to do it when my dad gets home from work tomorrow. I would have
liked to have gotten the conversation over with, but she thinks it’s best if things seem to flow
organically. Then he won’t feel ambushed.”

“That makes sense. And are you still planning to meet with your team tomorrow?”

Bas runs a small Spanish-language book packaging company, and since he can work
remotely, he travels to BA for business just once a month, and only for the day, unless I'm
making the trip with him.

“Yes, we’re going to look at some proofs, brainstorm, and then go out to lunch at Las Lilas.
Speaking of work, how’s the book going?”’

“I’m finally done, just reviewing my edits now. It’s five thousand words shorter than when I
started, but I swear I heard the book sigh in gratitude.”

We chat for another few minutes, mostly with Bas sharing funny updates about Manuel’s
feeble attempts at online dating. This is the first time in eighteen months that we’ve been apart
for longer than a day, and as we sign off, I realize I miss him even more than I imagined I would.
Just two more days, I think, and so far, I am doing fine.

But not long afterward, I feel the first real prick of unease. The sun has sunk in the sky, and
though I occasionally catch sounds of Maitena moving around the kitchen, it feels unnaturally
still.

I gather up my work and head inside, with Poco trailing right behind. Maitena’s in the great

room setting the table. She’s a lovely woman in her mid-fifties, easygoing like almost everyone



I’ve met in this country, and always gracious to me, even though I seemed to materialize out of
nowhere.

“Ah, perfecto,” I exclaim, spotting a platter with the spinach-and-Parmesan tart she promised
to make tonight.

“Bueno, gracias,” she says, smiling. Her dark hair is tied back with a red ribbon today, and
she looks even more youthful than usual. “;Necesita algo mas?”

“No, nada mas, gracias.”

She wishes me goodnight, and seconds later I hear her exit the house. After I finish eating, I
lock all the doors, set the security alarm, and read for a couple of hours on the couch, then head
to the bedroom. Some nights Poco waits a bit before joining Bas and me, but tonight he enters
the room at the same time and jumps onto the foot of the bed.

“Come up closer if you want,” I say once I’m under the duvet. “I promise not to tell.”

As if understanding, he crawls to the spot next to me and presses his shaggy body against
mine. I drape an arm over him in gratitude. Though I wake a few times during the night,
straining to hear in the darkness, the only sounds I pick up are Poco’s snoring and the creak of
the eucalyptus trees near the back of the house.

There, 1tell myself in the morning. 7 did it.

But just before lunch, things start to unravel. Though Poco joined me when I first brought my
work outside, he’s since disappeared. He’s probably off in the fields, I decide, chasing the small
wild guinea pigs that roam the property. At one point I stroll into the kitchen to make a second
espresso and notice that he hasn’t touched the food in his bowl.

I check the bedroom, where I’ve heard Maitena vacuuming.

“;Sabes donde esta Poco?” 1 ask.



No, she tells me, she doesn’t know where he is right now. After calling him from the galeria
without success, I search the house. While checking the great room, I hear a faint whimpering,
and once I’ve followed the sound, I find Poco wedged behind the couch.

“Poco, what is it?” I ask, wiggling my hand into the space and gently petting him. Without
raising his head, he lifts two mournful eyes to better see me. It’s clear he’s sick, maybe with a
tummy ache.

A second later a scarier thought jolts me. Snake. Though I’ve never seen one on the property,
Bas warned me when 1 first came here that yararas, a type of venomous pit viper, have been
known to travel down from the hills to this region.

I call out for Maitena, alert her to the situation, and she summons Jorge. Poco, we agree,
needs to be seen by the vet right away. The always competent Jorge manages to dislodge Poco
from behind the couch and carefully loads him into the back of the car wrapped in a blanket. I
join Jorge in the front seat, and the two of us set out on the bumpy twenty-five-minute drive. |

send Sebastian a text, looping him in, and hear back almost instantly.

Poor Poco. I'm still in my meeting but please call the minute you know
something, okay?

For sure

Once we arrive at the clinica veterinaria, Jorge does most of the talking, and since it’s tough
for me to understand the exchanges, he repeats everything back to me in slower Spanish. The
vet, a small man with wavy black hair, looks concerned, but after examining Poco, he says his
vital signs are good and there aren’t any injuries or puncture marks indicating a snakebite.

“;Tienen veneno para ratas en la casa?” he asks, and Jorge explains that, yes, there’s rat

poison on the property but it’s protected in bait stations. The vet says that Poco most likely ate or



drank something nasty rather than poisonous, but as a precaution he wants to induce vomiting
and observe him for at least twenty-four hours.

“Muchas gracias,” I tell him, and kiss Poco’s head. The vet promises to phone later with an
update.

As soon as I’'m in the car, I call Bas on WhatsApp and fill him in.

“So, the vet isn’t too worried?”” he asks anxiously when I’m done.

“He doesn’t seem to be, so you shouldn’t worry, either. Just focus on the meeting with your
dad, okay?”

“Thanks, carifio. I’1l call you later.”

Like Bas, I feel awful about Poco, but as the kilometers pass, a sense of dismay invades my
concern. Poco, the dog with a constitution of a damn ox, has gotten sick during the one time Bas
is away overnight. 'm going to be all by myself tonight, maybe tomorrow night, too.

When we reach the property, Jorge drops me at the house and asks if there’s anything I need
before he heads to the cottage.

“No, gracias, no necesito nada mas,” 1 tell him, forcing a smile.

I return to the galeria and finish reviewing my work on the book. I also respond to a few
emails, including one from my best friend, Ellie, a book editor who came up in publishing at the
same time [ did and followed, all the way to the end, the career path I imagined for myself but
never finished—editorial assistant, associate editor, senior editor, executive editor, and then
finally head of an imprint ata major publishing house. She’s not only been wonderful about
staying in touch during the time I’ve been living with Bas, but she’s got a gift for offering the

right words of support year after year. I know I can count on her not to tell me that a flickering



lamp or the feather from a red-tailed hawk is a sign that the daughter I will never see again is

keeping an eye on me from some other realm.

Hkskok

Finally, at six, there’s a message from the vet. Poco is better, drinking a little water, and might be
well enough to return home tomorrow. Knowing Bas is probably talking to his father now, I text
him the news instead of calling, and I also shoot a text to Jorge.

Not long afterward, the scent of sautéing chicken and onions wafts from the house. I look up
and realize the day has turned to dusk. The only sound is the far-off yawn of cars on the highway
leading toward miles of Uruguayan beach towns, including Punta del Este.

As I gather up my laptop and folders, preparing to go inside, I feel my body humming
anxiously. I should have gone with Bas, I tell myself.

“¢Quisiera comer al aire libre? ” Maitena asks when she sees me enter the great room. She’s
wondering if [ want to eat on the galeria since the weather this evening is particularly pleasant.

“No, gracias. Aqui, por favor,” 1 say, nodding to the dining table. There’s no way I’m sitting
out there by myself tonight.

She smiles, retreats to the kitchen, and returns with the chicken dish, rice, and a simple
ensalada verde. 1 pour myself a glass of red wine. While I eat, I hear her cleaning up in the
kitchen, and when she comes back to say goodnight, there’s a crazy moment when I consider
asking her to stay in the guest room tonight. But what in the world would she think of me if I
floated that request?

As soon as I hear her leave through the kitchen, I not only lock up but also begin flicking on

lamps and sconces throughout the entire house. I tell myself that I’'m being insane, that even if



thieves want to break into a house in the general area, they’ll select one of the fancy estancias
around here instead of our chacra.

Bas calls at eight thirty, just as I'm making myself a cup of herbal tea.

“So, how did it go?” I say, eager for his news.

“To our complete shock, he agreed almost instantly to retire. What’s the English expression?
Like taking candy from a baby? Needless to say, my mother’s in heaven about it.”

“That’s wonderful, sweetheart. Deep down, he must have known it was time.”

“Yes, I think he was waiting for someone to give him permission . . . How about Poco? Any
news?”

“Not beyond what I told you.”

“And how about you, Bree? I realized that without the dog, you might be nervous.”

“Just a little,” I say. Bas knows the broad outlines of my history, but I’ve never spelled out to
him how much the dark freaks me out. I wonder what he’d think if he could see the house from
the highway right now, glittering like a cruise ship sailing north toward Rio.

“Well, you’ll only have one more night alone. Friends of my parents want to take them out
Wednesday night to celebrate, so I'm going to catch a midday flight mafiana instead of coming
back Thursday.”

“Fabulous,” I say, feeling a ridiculous rush of relief. “I’ve really missed you.”

“Same here, carifio.”

After we say our goodbyes, I settle on the couch with my Kindle. I tell myself to savor the
evening—the tea, the peaceful silence, the lingering smell of old wood smoke from the hearth.

But then, just as my eyes finally focus on a page of text, I hear it: the purr of a car engine.

And nearby, not on the highway. Someone is coming up the long dirt driveway.



It’s Maitena and Jorge’s twenty-something-year-old son, I tell myself. Sometimes he visits in
the evening. But never this late.

Has someone made a wrong turn? 1 wonder, rising from the couch. Most of the driveways
that are off the main road, the ones to farms and chacras, don’t even have the name of the
property posted.

I hear the car come to a stop. The driver will have reached the locked wooden gate just below
the house.

For a few seconds I stand with my ears perked, waiting for another sound. The driver backing
out, recognizing he’s come down the wrong road. But it’s silent.

I pick up my phone and tap Jorge’s number. A half dozen rings and then only voicemail. I try
Maitena’s mobile next, but also without luck. I hurry into the kitchen and glance out the window,
gazing through the trees toward the cottage. It’s dark, except for the security light above the back
door. Where in God’s name are they?

I squeeze my head in my hands. How can this be happening? I could hit the panic button on
the alarm fob, but it would take forever for anyone from the security company to arrive.

I return to the great room, still straining to hear. Is the driver just sitting in the car, watching
the jerky movements of my shadow behind the curtains?

And then another sound comes. Not of the car backing out but footsteps. Softly scuffling
along the gravel in front of the house.

Holding my breath, I tiptoe toward the thick wooden door. Whoever’s out there is now
standing just on the other side—I can feel it. And then there’s a rap on the wood. My heart nearly
explodes in my chest.

“Who is it?” I call out.



No reply.

“Who’s there?”

“Bree, it’s me. Logan.”

Instinctively, my hand flies to my mouth in shock. I reach out and inch open the door,
needing to make sure before I swing it all the way.

And then there he is, standing right in front of me, bathed in a small halo of light. My ex-

husband. A man I last set eyes on seven years ago.



