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Introduction

Alder Bay had always been a town that kept its secrets close. Tucked between a
restless sea and rugged cliffs, it slept beneath morning fog and woke to the cries of
gulls. To an outsider, it might have looked like the portrait of serenity—a scatter of
weathered homes, a main street lined with fading storefronts, ochre docks stretching
out over green-blue water. But for those who knew Alder Bay, for those born and
raised on its tangled lanes and in the huddled neighborhoods beyond the bluff, peace
was only ever a veneer. Beneath it lay old disputes, half-whispered rumors, and a
persistent ache for what had been lost.

Lily Grant had spent a decade trying to outrun that ache. As a crime reporter in the
city, she had learned to view tragedies from a distance, to compartmentalize grief and
suspicion. But when her mother's illness began its slow, insistent pull, duty and guilt
drew her back to the small house perched above the bay—the one she’d vowed never
to return to. The homecoming was meant to be temporary, a quiet act of care. She
would keep her head down, nurse her mother, and ignore the prickling memory of why
she'd left.

Yet, even as Lily unpacked her suitcase, she sensed the ways Alder Bay had
changed—and stayed resolutely the same. Familiar faces eyed her with curiosity and
judgment, and the rhythm of the town still moved in time with the tides and seasons.
Beneath every mundane exchange at the grocery counter or the post office was a
tremor of tension, a sense that everyone remembered far more than they let on. It
was easy to understand why some people clung to nostalgia, while others seemed
haunted by what they could not forget.

The sudden disappearance of Martha Ellison, a teacher loved by generations,
shattered the fragile equilibrium. Lily, at first, wanted only to observe from afar, to
avoid being drawn into the swirl of speculation and anxiety. But as tidbits of
information landed unbidden at her feet, she couldn’t ignore the persistent nag of her
instincts. The circumstances felt too familiar, the details echoing a tragedy from thirty
years before—the vanishing of the Henderson siblings, an incident that had hollowed
out the town’s sense of safety and left wounds that never fully healed.

As Lily began to ask questions, she found herself caught between two timelines: the
Alder Bay of her youth and the uncertain ground of the present. Each encounter
peeled back layers of complacency and denial, revealing the cost of secrets kept for
too long. The line between past and present blurred, and Lily became entangled not
just with the mysteries themselves, but with the bonds and betrayals that tied the
town’s people to one another—and to her.
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This is the story of a community gripped by loss, and of one woman’s journey to
unravel the mysteries that bind her home. As hidden truths surface and buried
traumas resurface, Lily Grant must decide whether to protect the town’s fragile peace,
or risk everything to expose what truly happened—no matter what it might cost.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Salt in the Air

The familiar scent of salt and decay, sharp and briny, hit Lily the moment she stepped
out of her ancient sedan. It clung to the humid air, a constant reminder of Alder Bay’s
relentless embrace by the ocean. She inhaled deeply, a muscle in her jaw tightening.
It was a smell that had once signified summer freedom, sandy toes, and sticky ice
cream. Now, it just smelled like obligation.

Her mother’s house, a small, two-story affair with peeling blue paint and a perpetually
crooked porch railing, sat perched on a slight incline overlooking the town. From the
front window, Lily knew, you could see the harbor, a scattering of fishing boats
bobbing like tired toys. She hadn't seen that view in years, not since the day she'd
packed her meager belongings into a similar, albeit less rust-eaten, car and driven
away without a backward glance.

“Lily? Is that you, dear?” Her mother’s voice, frail but still carrying that underlying
current of steel, drifted from inside.

“It's me, Mom,” Lily called back, heaving her duffel bag from the backseat. She
paused, surveying the overgrown hydrangeas and the chipped ceramic gnome
guarding the front steps. Alder Bay always managed to look both quaint and
perpetually on the verge of collapse.

Inside, the house was a familiar jumble of antique furniture, faded floral patterns, and
the faint scent of lavender and old paper. Eleanor Grant sat in her favorite armchair, a
crocheted blanket over her knees, a book resting in her lap. Her usually sharp eyes
seemed a little duller, her once-vibrant red hair now a soft, cloudy white.

“You made good time,” Eleanor said, her voice a little stronger now that Lily was in the
room. “Traffic on the coastal highway can be a beast this time of year.”

“It wasn’t too bad,” Lily replied, trying to inject a lightness she didn’t feel into her
tone. She leaned down to kiss her mother’s papery cheek. “How are you feeling?”

Eleanor waved a dismissive hand. “Oh, you know. Same old aches and pains. |
appreciate you coming, though. It's been... quiet.”

Quiet was an understatement. Lily knew her mother, a fiercely independent woman,
had struggled with her declining health and the increasing need for assistance. This
wasn't just a visit; it was an indefinite stay, a reluctant return to the place Lily had
spent two decades trying to escape.
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She spent the afternoon unpacking, making tea, and listening to her mother’s clipped
updates on local gossip. Mrs. Henderson’s prize-winning roses had finally succumbed
to mildew. Old Man Fitzwilliam had fallen off his roof again. And then, as Lily was
preparing a simple dinner of baked cod, Eleanor cleared her throat.

“You heard about Martha, | suppose?” Eleanor asked, her voice dropping a notch,
signaling a shift to more serious matters.

Lily paused, knife mid-chop. “Martha? Martha Ellison?” The name pulled at a distant
memory. Her seventh-grade history teacher. Kind, patient, with a perpetually chalk-
dusted cardigan.

“Yes, Martha. She’s... gone.” Eleanor’s gaze drifted to the window, towards the fading
light over the harbor.

Lily frowned. “Gone? What do you mean, gone? On vacation?”

Eleanor sighed, a long, drawn-out sound. “No, dear. Gone gone. Disappeared. No one’s
seen her in three days. The police are involved now.”

Lily’s reporter instincts, dormant since her arrival, suddenly prickled. Disappeared? In
Alder Bay? This wasn’t a city where people vanished into the anonymity of millions.
This was a town where everyone knew everyone, where a new car in a driveway was
cause for speculation.

“Disappeared how?” Lily pressed, abandoning the cod for a moment and turning to
face her mother fully. “Did she leave a note? Did anyone see her leave?”

Eleanor shook her head. “That’s just it. Nothing. Her car’s still in the driveway. The
lights were on, the door was unlocked. Her tea mug was still on the counter, half-
finished. Like she just... walked out.”

A chill, unrelated to the cool ocean air, snaked its way up Lily’'s spine. A half-finished
mug of tea. An unlocked door. It sounded less like a deliberate departure and more
like... something else.

“Have they searched?” Lily asked, already mentally ticking off the procedural boxes.
“Oh, yes. The police, of course. And half the town, bless their hearts. Down by the
cliffs, along the beach. She loved her walks, you know. But nothing. Just... gone.”

Eleanor’s voice was tinged with a helplessness Lily rarely heard from her.

Lily remembered Martha Ellison well. She was one of those teachers who truly cared,
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who saw the potential in every unruly teenager. Martha had been the one who
encouraged Lily’s early love for writing, who had praised her essays even when they
were clumsy and overwritten. The thought of her simply vanishing, without a trace,
felt profoundly wrong.

“It's unsettling, isn’t it?” Eleanor said, as if reading Lily’s thoughts. “It brings back...
things.”

Lily knew what ‘things’ her mother was referring to. The unresolved, unspoken tragedy
that hung over Alder Bay like the perpetual mist: the disappearance of the Henderson
siblings, thirty years ago. Lost at sea, the official verdict had been, but whispered
rumors and lingering doubts had persisted for decades. The salt in the air had always
seemed to taste a little more bitter after that.

“It must be terrible for her family,” Lily said, trying to steer the conversation away
from that particular dark corner of Alder Bay’s history. She had no desire to open old
wounds, especially not her own. Her return was meant to be about her mother’s care,
not a deep dive into the town’s traumas.

“No immediate family, you know,” Eleanor continued, her voice softer now. “Just a few
cousins in Portland. She was always very much on her own, Martha. Dedicated her life
to that school. To the children.”

Lily nodded, remembering. Martha Ellison had been a fixture in Alder Bay, a constant
presence. She wasn’t the type of person who just packed up and left. This wasn't some
impulsive getaway. This was something else entirely. And for Lily, the reporter, that
‘something else’ was a siren song, faint but undeniable.

She chopped the last of the cod, her mind already racing through the implications. A
missing person, a small town, a history of unresolved vanishings. It was a story. A
compelling, unsettling story. But Lily wasn’t a reporter here; she was a daughter,
home to care for her ailing mother. She needed to keep her distance.

“Well, | hope they find her soon,” Lily said, forcing a mundane tone. She plated the
cod, added a side of steamed broccoli, and brought it to the small kitchen table.

Eleanor picked at her food, her gaze still distant. “We all do, dear. We all do.”

As the evening deepened and the lights of Alder Bay twinkled across the bay, Lily
found herself standing at the window, staring out at the inky blackness of the ocean.
The salt in the air felt heavier, thicker. Martha Ellison, gone. It was impossible to
ignore the echoes. And in the quiet solitude of her mother’s house, Lily knew, despite
her best intentions, that the story had already found her. She just didn’t know how
deeply she was about to be pulled in.
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