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For Farley






PROLOGUE


I’m the kind of girl you swear you’ve seen before.

You know the type: young, blond, and pretty enough. The first girl to die in the slasher film. The one who wasn’t all that likable anyway, who should smile more, complain less, never get annoyed or angry or—gasp—emotional. The one who, hand to god, maybe kind of had it coming?

Anyway, that’s me. And on one impossibly hot day in July, I did something a little—or a lot—reckless (yes, girls like me do make bad decisions, believe it or not), and I desperately needed to get out of the city.

Paying in cash, I checked in to a secluded motel off the beaten path and shared a meal with the innkeeper. He was nice and charming, and surprisingly (disarmingly, even) good-looking, though a little too hung up on his sick mother. (Pardon my frequent asides but really, why does every attractive single man over thirty have mommy issues?) Back in my room, I twisted the knob of the shower, running the water to get it nice and hot, then slipped out of my clothes, and stepped right in.

Only then, I heard a noise. I saw a shadow.

I screamed as the shower curtain was pulled back.

Look, I get it, I do. You’re one step ahead of me, aren’t you? Because you’ve read it, watched it, listened to it on a podcast during your evening run, heard it all a million times. Hell, your body is already prepping for the jump scare. Don’t lie, now, you can be real with me.

But I’m here to tell you something.

You think you know how this kind of story ends.

You don’t.
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When Mom was still with us, she used to tell me that everything I knew about the world, I knew from Lauren.

My sister, she said, fell in love with me before she even met me. Cooed over Mommy’s tummy. Kissed me each night before bed. Could barely contain the excitement of my arrival in her little five-year-old body.

And then I did come, and Mom said that Lauren was just as much a central part of my world as she or Dad were. That she was always hovering around me, a moth to a bright new flame. That she needed to touch me, always. A sticky, apple-juice-coated hand constantly playing with the tiny sausages of my baby fingers. That Lauren’s upturned, almost feline eyes were probably the first real shapes I ever saw.

Now those eyes were avoiding mine, and locked on a turkey club at a greasy spoon in Hell’s Kitchen. Her lower lids were coated with cakey concealer, especially on the left side, where a shadow of blue showed through the layers of beige gunk.

I glanced down at the rolling suitcase sitting near Lauren’s feet. “How can you go back to him?”

Her eyes flashed at mine, rolling upward as they did more often than not. Lauren and I—and Mom, too—we’d been given more than our share of sass, Dad always said. “Can you not?”

The bruise was still fresh when Lauren buzzed my apartment after midnight two nights ago, when she’d crumpled in the arms of her baby sister. At first, I’d been confused. Easygoing, typically mild-mannered Rob—who was as handy as Dad, played Dungeons and Dragons once a month, and loved expensive whiskey and Kraft macaroni and cheese in equal measure—was about as far from the picture of a wife beater as you could conjure. But as she’d cried on my shoulder, muttering “I can’t believe it’s come to this,” the images in my mind that made up the older brother I’d never had—the guy who’d helped me move into my college dorm, for goodness’ sake—began to rearrange. Lauren had alluded to Rob’s drinking before, which had picked up during lockdown. She’d said it was hard on their marriage, that they were having “issues.” She’d offhandedly mentioned that Rob wasn’t doing Dungeons and Dragons anymore, that he’d had a falling-out with the group. And we’d all overheard him, at one time or another, on a work call. There was something about the way his voice could suddenly drop a decibel, into something so serious, so caustic. We’d always written it off as your typical work stress—he was in event planning, a fast-paced, blink-and-the-whole-thing-is-ruined kind of business. The short-fused anger that could so easily emerge on those calls had never ever been turned on us.

Could the Rob that I’d known, that I’d loved, have become someone so different from the man I thought he was? Or had we just been wrong from the start? Had he always been like this and simply duped us all? Weren’t so many violent people the type who, on the surface, seemed like they wouldn’t even hurt a fly?

“Did Rob do this?” I’d finally asked, pulling back, staring at my sister’s face. “He did, didn’t he?”

She’d only cried harder.

But the next morning, when I’d plied her with questions—Has he ever hurt you before? How long has this been going on?—she’d made it crystal clear that she didn’t want to discuss the matter further, that all she needed was “sister time.”

I didn’t like it. I wanted information, I wanted a story, some narrative that I could glom on to, one that could help me understand exactly how someone I’d believed was one of the good guys could turn into someone who so clearly wasn’t. But unlike me, Lauren had never responded well to pressure. She had to do things in her own way, on her own agenda. So I’d given her the carefree sister time she craved. I’d called in sick to work, blaming an outpatient procedure I’d had that wasn’t healing as it should (in fact, I had gotten an IUD inserted earlier in the week, and the doctor promised me all I’d need were a couple of Advil, but spoiler alert: I was still in pain). With my work schedule cleared, we’d spent yesterday crowded on the couch in front of my studio apartment’s single window AC unit, in a haze of pumpernickel bagels, bodega coffee, and the most obnoxious reality TV shows the streamers could provide. I tried to ignore Lauren’s phone as it lit up with texts from Rob—which she wasn’t answering but she also wouldn’t let me read. I forced myself not to ask her all the things I’d wanted to ask, knowing if I pushed her away, she’d run right back to him. I’d barely slept either night, so worried about my older sister, about what this meant, and what lay ahead. The thought of him hurting her made me sick. And what made me even sicker still was the bone-deep knowledge that this would only escalate. These things always did.

I’d gone in to work early this morning to get a head start on my inbox, leaving a note for Lauren saying I’d try to be home early, and maybe we could catch a rooftop happy hour somewhere on the river. But then she’d texted an hour ago asking to meet me for lunch across the street from my office. I’d arrived in a panic, the bell dinging behind me, the AC blasting and practically freezing the summer sweat on my skin, only to discover Lauren seated in a booth, poring over the spiral-bound menu, asking me what I wanted to order as if this lunch had always been planned. She was wearing a black linen shift dress, and her hair was freshly washed and dried, falling smooth and glossy down to her elbows. Her suitcase was sitting next to her on the checkerboard diner floor, an announcement, subtle yet clear: Yes, I’m going back.

“I’m your sister,” I said, fiddling with a french fry that looked unappetizingly greasy. The reality of the situation—of Lauren, ready to return to Rob after he’d done that—was making it near-impossible to eat. “You can’t just expect me not to worry about you.”

Lauren huffed, and as if summoned, the waitress, a middle-aged woman with an aroma of cigarette smoke and a voice that matched the smell, fluttered back over, a water pitcher in hand. “Top you up?”

“Please,” Lauren said. I shook my head no.

“You two are sisters, right?” the woman asked. “What a pretty pair you are.”

“Thank you,” Lauren said, smiling. “How could you tell?”

“You have practically the same face,” she said with a smile. “Only thing different is the hair. But it suits each of you.”

I smiled awkwardly and scratched the back of my neck. After a bad college breakup, I’d asked my hairdresser to chop it all off; the boy, of course, was long gone, but the pixie cut had stayed. Now I couldn’t imagine myself without it.

“You remind me of my daughters,” she said.

“Thank you,” Lauren said, her voice warm and easy.

The woman nodded, then moved on to another table.

Comments on our appearance were common, especially when Lauren and I were together. I could lie and tell you that I didn’t really know it, that I was self-conscious like any other girl, but that would be a whole lot of bullshit. Pretty was just a fact of our lives; it was the first thing to be noticed, by just about anyone, for as long as I could remember. Pretty was something that had come from Mom and been passed on to Lauren and me in turn.

I looked at Lauren’s face now, remembering Mom’s, that day in Manhattan, her cheek turning red, blood trickling from a nostril. The way Mom had touched the blood, then absently tucked her neat, shoulder-length hair behind her ears, getting a smear of red on her blond locks, before wiping the rest on the slim black slacks she always wore on trips “down to the city.” Lot of good “pretty” did any of us. It wasn’t a protection against violence, that was for sure. If anything, it seemed to court it.

Now, I squirmed in my seat, my cervix still sore, and took a sip of weak iced coffee.

The weight of Lauren, trapped in a bad situation, when our parents couldn’t help her now, when it was just us, felt as oppressive as the heat outside.

During one of our last real conversations, Mom had stared at me with eyes that once looked bright but by then were sunken. She’d taken my hand in her bony one—the weight had fallen off her so fast—and practically begged me to look out for Lauren. In some ways, sweetie, you’re the big sister now, she said, her voice filled with urgency. I know you can do this, love. I need you to.

Now, I couldn’t help but wonder: Had it been just one of those things you say, or had Mom somehow seen something in Rob, picked up on what he might turn into, on the very things I hadn’t? Had she somehow known their once-seemingly stable relationship was going to devolve into this?

But then why didn’t she help Lauren? Why didn’t she tell me, at least? Why would she leave it all to me?

I stared at my sister and asked the question she’d already made clear she didn’t want to answer. “Lauren,” I said gently. “Has Rob ever done anything like this before?”

And then, before she could say a word, the image flashed to mind, suddenly so obvious to me: last fall, that brace on her wrist when she came down to the city to visit. We were going to play tennis at the courts on the west side, but then we hadn’t. Lauren said she’d strained it helping a client hang heavy drapes. She was an interior designer; it was an explanation that made sense. I hadn’t questioned it. I hadn’t questioned so, so much.

“Lauren,” I said again. “Last fall—was that—”

“So that’s what you think of me now, is it?” she said, her eyes never leaving her plate, her lips never answering the real question. “Some battered woman, who just let it all happen?”

“No,” I said forcefully. “No, I don’t think anything like that. This is one hundred percent on Rob, not you. You must know that”—I reached for her hand—“and you have to know that it won’t just stop. It can only get worse.”

“Okay, Mom,” Lauren said, shaking her hand free from mine.

“Was she wrong?” I asked.

Before she stopped working, Mom had been a social worker for decades, everywhere from psych wards to women’s shelters to her own private practice. She was intimately aware of all the ways people could fail each other, and she’d spent our childhood warning us, ad nauseam, about every single one.

“This isn’t Mom’s caseload, okay?” Lauren said. “This is my life.”

“I’m just saying, you have to be realistic—”

“It’s so simple to you, isn’t it?” Lauren said, eyes finally meeting mine, her finger tracing the condensation on her glass. “Easy peasy lemon squeezy, huh?”

“Who’s talking like Mom now?” She’d always used to say that, when we were reluctant to tackle a mess we’d made—errant toys on the living room rug, or a dusting of flour on the counter from rolled cookies—cleaning up is simple, girls, if you do it right away: easy peasy lemon squeezy.

But Mom wasn’t here anymore. She couldn’t help us clean up this mess.

Lauren simply shrugged. “You started it.”

I tried another tack. “Are you worried about what your friends will think—or your clients? Divorce is so common these days. You don’t even have to tell anyone the reason why.”

“No,” Lauren said with a shake of her head. “It’s not that.”

“Don’t tell me it’s about the house, then. Because I love it, too, but it’s just a house.” Back in 2019, Lauren and Rob bought our family home, a Victorian Mom and Dad had poured their hearts and souls into, so they could move to a more manageable condo in Poughkeepsie. Our parents planned to use the money to travel, and spend more time in the city—to actually enjoy retirement and not, for once, worry about maintaining an old home. But then the world had, for all intents and purposes, ended, bringing lockdowns and limits on travel, destroying all their careful plans.

And then, of course, it had destroyed them, too. Illness knocked on their door, shattering everything in an instant. It had come so quickly and stolen them both from us in the end.

“It’s not just a house,” Lauren said. “It’s all we have left of them.”

She wasn’t entirely wrong. There was the attic staircase Dad had rebuilt himself—and brought up to code—because he worried that our little feet might trip and fall on the steps that had previously been so steep. There was the tiny door he’d installed in the wall between my bedroom and Lauren’s, which had been painted pink on my side, purple on hers. We’d dutifully knocked and crawled through it up until Lauren’s college years, even though the opening was only a couple of feet high and it became increasingly tricky to squeeze through. There were the tiles on the fireplace, the ones that Mom—who believed sincerely that anything a man could do, a woman could, too—had cut, installed, and grouted herself. There was the garden on the side of the house that Dad had toiled over, his happy place, Lauren and I holding tiny trowels alongside him as soon as either of us could form a grip. There was the living room, where Mom had surprised me for my sixteenth birthday with a family heirloom, a blood-red garnet pendant that had once belonged to her great-grandmother. There was the mantel Mom sanded and stained, the windows Dad installed.

The house was our history, from the dent in the drywall where I’d dramatically tossed a mug after my high school boyfriend cheated on me with my onetime best friend, to the stains on the hardwood from Lauren and me tracking snow in through the back door every winter. There was the best—and sometimes the worst—of us infused into every square inch. Which is why we’d all been so happy when Lauren and Rob had bought it, promising to start a family of their own within its walls.

I brought a fry to my mouth, savoring the numbing effect of the salt and grease. “I know it as well as you do, but this”—my eye caught her bruise—“it isn’t worth it. Not even for the house.”

“How about my business?” Lauren snapped. “Is it worth it for that?”

“What does Rob have to do with your business?” I asked. “You started it before you were married.”

Lauren was a gifted interior designer, and she’d built Lolo Interiors, inspired by my childhood nickname for her, slowly but surely. Now, at thirty-four, she had a robust client list, an absolutely gorgeous portfolio, two projects in regional magazines, and a potential feature in Architectural Digest, a lifelong dream of hers. She was so good at what she did, so clever and creative and savvy; we all knew it.

“I did,” Lauren said with a bitter laugh. “And I built it, thanks to years of doing projects basically for free, for people in town. Thanks to sleepless nights and weekends and god-knows-how-many-miles on my car going back and forth to the city. But none of that matters, not when it really comes down to it.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “But I don’t understand.”

“Rob owns the business,” she said. “Half of it, in fact.”

“What?” I asked, trying to make sense of it. “But—”

“How do you think I started it? I was twenty-six. I had nothing to my name. You need samples. You need glossy books. Plus the rent on the office space.”

“I thought you saved,” I said weakly. “Or got a little help from Mom and Dad.”

“Mom offered, you know,” Lauren said. “But no. I had a wonderful man whose parents had unfortunately passed, whose inheritance—at least a portion of it—could be used to make my dreams come true. So, I turned her down. We had a big fight about it, actually. You know Mom.”

Of course I did. Mom had been raised on second-wave feminism and reruns of The Mary Tyler Moore Show. She’d been adamant that we never become dependent on a man, emphasizing that we women had to find our own security, particularly financially. It was funny to us because Dad was so reliable, so—well, dependable, what with his union job as a high school administrator, which included full benefits and an income much larger than Mom’s. We had never doubted his enduring love for her and us, and yet, she drilled the need for autonomy into us in the same way a mother who’d been left to fend for herself might. It was the kind of thing you couldn’t help but internalize, and sometimes I thought that my choice to work in advertising, a complicated but lucrative (if I could ever get that promotion, of course!) industry, had been borne from those lessons. “So what does that actually mean for you?” I asked.

“It means that unless I pay back what he put into the business—at the very least—he owns half of my future earnings. Or else I can’t keep using my business name, my branding, any of it. I’d have to start over. Entirely.”

“You’re sure about this?” I asked. “You—”

“Yes,” Lauren said. “I spoke to a lawyer. And Rob found out I spoke to a lawyer. And we argued about it, and”—she gestured to her face—“well.”

It was still so difficult to reconcile the Rob I thought of as my brother with the person who’d put that bruise on her face, who had almost definitely also put her wrist in a brace, but as Mom would’ve said, that’s how people got away with bad things: They convinced you that they weren’t the type. “How much money are you talking about?” I asked, my hand fiddling with the necklace Mom gave me, which I still wore every single day.

Lauren tapped her nails on the teal linoleum tabletop. “It was ten thousand,” she said finally.

I nodded, relieved—that was substantial, but manageable—then caught the way she was biting her bottom lip. It was a tell that Lauren was about to break bad news. “But I had some rough years here and there, and he put more into it over time. Always from the inheritance,” she said. “All added up, it’s more like fifty grand.”

“What?” I said, my heart sinking. “Where are you going to get…”

Lauren looked around surreptitiously, as if Rob could see us, even now. “I’ve opened my own account. I’ve been contributing to it for the last few months. I’ve just taken on some big new clients. I simply have to keep doing more projects, expanding the scope—”

“You’re an interior designer,” I snapped. “You’re not rich. What if you can’t save it up? What if—”

“What do you suggest then?” Lauren asked, sounding exasperated.

“Just leave,” I said, feeling heat rise to my already hot face, sweat beginning to bead at the back of my neck. “Figure out the rest later. Stay with me.”

“In your tiny shitbox of a studio? Really?”

“It’s better than … than—”

“Is it?” Lauren asked, cutting me off. “Is losing everything—my home, my business—and crashing with my baby sister honestly better than waiting it out and doing it the smart way? I’m not letting him take everything. I can’t.”

“But,” I said, lowering my voice. “He hit you. He left a nasty bruise, Lauren. Any judge will take that into account.”

Lauren laughed out loud then. “Tell that to all the women Mom worked with who had nothing. I need a good lawyer, and that costs money, too. I need to not lose everything I’ve built over the last decade. And for that, I need time. If I leave him now, he’ll lawyer up immediately. He still has savings from his inheritance. Rob has a safety net,” she said. “I don’t.”

She was right. A meager life insurance payout had been eaten up by jaw-dropping, this-is-how-we-live-in-America hospital bills. By laminated pages of offerings in a funeral director’s notebook. By credit cards opened by our parents out of sheer necessity. By the money-sucking vortex of grief, of loss. Dying was expensive, settling up afterward even more so. My sister and I understood that now in a way we never had before.

“Lauren,” I said. “This isn’t going to work out. This isn’t practi—”

“A few years,” she said, matter-of-factly. “Just give me a few years.”

“Years?” I demanded, my voice rising. “Are you serious? A few years might as well be fifty years. It sounds like you don’t want to leave him at all. Christ, Lauren,” I said, and in a flash, there was Mom—the Sunday obituaries spread before her—looking for names she knew. “You could be dead in a few years.”

Lauren’s face flushed, her eyes widened, and amidst the bustle of people, the burbling of coffee, the honking rush of the Tenth Avenue traffic just outside the door, a pin-drop silence settled between us. Was my outburst a little dramatic? It was still Rob, after all, wasn’t it? But in my gut, I knew that Mom wouldn’t think so. She’d drilled statistic after statistic into us, intent that neither my sister nor I ever became one. Because they weren’t just statistics to her. They were people. Women who mattered. Who’d been left to tread water—sometimes even drown—by a system that couldn’t help them.

Lauren’s eyes fell to her plate, and she used her napkin to dab at tears.

The waitress returned then, oblivious to what had just been said. What neither of us had wanted to voice, but what we’d both been dancing around since Lauren’s arrival at my door: how precarious her safety—her life—was, as long as she stayed in a situation like this.

“Still working on that, or can I box anything up for you?” the waitress asked.

Lauren blinked twice, then looked up at the woman, her hands pushing her plate away. “Just the check, please,” she said. Her eyes flashed to mine, daring me to say another word, then returned to the woman. “I should be getting on the road soon, after all. Thank you.”

The woman turned back toward the kitchen, and I leaned forward, desperate now.

“Just slow down, okay? What if you stayed through the weekend?” I asked, perhaps a bit frantically. “There’s a new exhibit at the Whitney—or we could hit up one of the public pools. Or even go down to the beach. There’s a bus now that takes you straight there. Plus, there’s my Saturday morning boxing class just a few blocks away. You’d love it,” I said.

You’ll need it, I thought.

Lauren shook her head. “I have a work thing—a conference in Albany that starts tomorrow night.”

“So stay until tomorrow morning, then? Please.”

Lauren sighed. “I told Rob I’d only be gone two nights.”

“Fuck Rob,” I said now, voice rising. “I don’t care what you tell him. Just stay one more night. At least let us talk this through—we can make a plan. Maybe I can borrow from my 401k or something? We can figure out how to get a few years down to a shorter timeline, and—”

“Stop it,” Lauren said. “Don’t talk like that. I don’t want your money. That’s not why”—she shook her head—“That’s not why I’m here. That’s not why I’m telling you this. Jesus,” she said. “I’m your big sister. I’m supposed to be looking out for you.”

“Okay then,” I said, forcing a smile. “You can convince me not to sell everything I have in the world if you stay tonight.”

And if she stayed tonight, then maybe she would stay the next night, and the next and the next …

Lauren shook her head, her face flushed. She looked achingly, unbearably sad.

My phone buzzed then, vibrating against the counter—two texts from Rodrigo, my closest work friend and my boss’s assistant.

Girlie I know you’re with your sis but you’re late for a meeting

When are you back David wants an ETA

“Shit,” I said.

“Do you have to—”

“Yes,” I said. “But—”

“I’ll take care of this,” Lauren said, brushing moisture from her eyes and composing herself. “Go.”

“And you’ll be there in my apartment when I get back after work?” I asked. “I shouldn’t be any later than five. I don’t want to leave things like this. Please.”

Lauren glanced at her suitcase once more, then locked those glistening feline eyes of hers on mine.

“All right, then,” she said, resigned. “I’ll stay one more night.”
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“Anger on a beautiful woman really isn’t a good look.”

In my line of work, this is the exact sort of bullshit you have to hear on the regular and pretend it’s breathtakingly profound.

David, my Don-Draper-wannabe boss and the bearer of this astute phrase, offered a chuckle, and the client—a forty-something man named Barry with a receding hairline, pockmarked skin, and a “revolutionary” serum that had gone viral on TikTok and promised to make your face look like glass—grinned right back. You might not know this, but behind every product that promises to make a woman look perfect, there’s at least one mediocre-looking dude who’s still making up for the fact that he couldn’t get the girls’ attention in high school. The two were already talking about the types of people they’d cast, no “in-your-face” or “aggressive” models, no thank you, nothing even hinting at that unattractive “anger,” but the sort whose faces seem fixed in that casual Mona Lisa smile.

“Exactly,” Barry said. “We want girls who seem easygoing, whose beauty is effortless. You know, the kind of girl who doesn’t need to work to look like this.”

Perhaps without realizing it, both men turned to look at me before continuing the conversation.

“Your work with Gloss Co. has really impressed me and the team,” Barry went on. “We want our campaign to be exactly like that.”

I wrote a note in my Moleskine and painted on my own Renaissance grin. The moment I’d gotten back to the office, sweating even more profusely from the run down Tenth Avenue, Rodrigo had rushed me into this meeting, even though nothing had been on my calendar. We rarely took new client meetings on Fridays, much less in the summer, when Gustaf, the agency owner, was off in the Hamptons and couldn’t be here to razzle-dazzle them.

“And it will,” David said, grinning. “You’ll have me of course. And our wonderful associate creative director here. You’ll be in fabulous hands.”

No mistaking it now, Barry’s eyes moved from my face to my chest to an inch or so of cleavage—my skin crawling beneath his gaze, a bit of oft-repressed (and unflattering, I suppose!) anger flaring up—before returning to my eyes. Everything from lingering gazes to leers was the cost of doing business in the advertising industry, one that puts aesthetics above all. Mom used to chew my ear with her entreaties to put these guys in their places, sometimes telling me to take a cue from Lauren and go freelance instead, because then at least I wouldn’t have to constantly answer to men.

That was the funny thing about Mom: She was always going on and on about financial security while also believing so fiercely in her daughters’ talents that she never hesitated to encourage us to strike out on our own. (Look how well that’s worked out for Lauren, Mom!) But she didn’t understand that sometimes, it was easier to use the cards I’d been dealt to play the game. Or that I had no actual desire to be on my own, that I wanted to climb the creative corporate ladder and maybe (one day!) have a shot at reforming the system from within. Besides, I was still giddily wrapping my head around what David had just called me for the first time in our seven-year working history: associate creative director, a title I’d been gunning for for over a year.

“So,” David said, reaching out a hand to Barry. “Are we on, then?”

“We’re on,” Barry said. “And I want to get started as soon as humanly possible. We are moving beyond TikTok into the mainstream now, and it has to happen well before the holiday gifting season begins. Ideally we’d have a spot ready to go by October.”

David’s eyes widened behind a pair of thick-rimmed glasses, but he quickly pulled himself together, scratching the bottom of his freshly shaven chin, his nails buffed perfectly by the Filipino woman who did his manicure every week. David was the kind of good-looking, well-groomed professional guy you’d swear was gay when you first met him, but—let’s just say he was as straight as can be when it came down to brass tacks. “It might be costly, but we can do that.”

Barry leaned down and retrieved a briefcase from beneath his chair. “Speaking of cost”—he flicked the numbers of a dial and opened the case with a satisfying thwap—“this should get you started while we work out all the details.”

I could barely hear him, I was so taken by the vision in front of me. Stacks of green, bank wrapped neatly—$10,000 printed on each one. Barry pulled out a canvas pouch, unzipped it, and began to add stacks to it—ten in all, I counted—until the briefcase was empty, the pouch full.

One hundred thousand dollars. In cash. My god.

Money that could change a life. Passed from one receptacle to another like it was nothing, because for some people, it was. Barry zipped it back up and handed it to David as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

It was so deeply, deeply unfair. That this man, this leering ghoul who did little more than repackage what was likely a basic, drugstore-style formula for TikTok, quadrupling its value in the process, had that kind of power at his fingertips. A surge of anger took over me—I half wanted to scream.

For his part, David looked as shocked as I was—his face matching the peering eyes of the heart on his Comme des Garçons T-shirt. “Oh,” he said. “I didn’t know—I mean—”

“I prefer to pay cash,” Barry said. “We’ve had … bookkeeping issues in the past. This way, we don’t have to worry about banking errors. All that red tape.”

David shifted from one foot to the other.

“That isn’t a problem, is it?” Barry asked, cocking his head to the side. “I know it’s not standard operating procedure, but I can assure you there are loads of agencies in this city that wouldn’t have an issue with that at all. Who haven’t had issues with it when we’ve worked together prior.”

David plastered on his own smile now, the same one he used to wow clients, or to charm one of the pretty, mid-twenties girlfriends he—a forty-something forever bachelor—rotated through. “Of course,” he said. “Not a problem. We’ll have our finance department put it in their safe, and like you said, with cash up front, we can get going sooner.”

It sounded shady as all get-out to me, but hell, I suppose money talks, and David seemed desperate to win this account.

Barry nodded, and the tension in the room dissipated. All was once again well for the boys and their skincare ads. “Then let’s celebrate. I believe there are at least a few rounds of martinis with our names on them if we get started a little early. You mentioned a nice rooftop nearby.”

“The best,” David said. “Just down in Chelsea. I’ll have Rodrigo call ahead.”

“Wonderful,” Barry said. Then he turned to me. “And will you be joining us as well?”

Much as I loved being included, I had a sinking suspicion that after a couple of martinis, it wouldn’t only be Barry’s eyes wandering but his hands, too.

“No can do,” David said, saving me from the inevitable ogling. “She’ll be keeping the lights on for our other accounts.”

“If you say so,” Barry said, eyes flitting to mine again. Then he pushed his chair back. “Let me just use the little boys’ room, and then we’ll get going.”

“Just down the hall, first door on the right,” David said, but in spite of the grin, I could see a bead of sweat already forming just above his brow.

The moment Barry was gone, David grabbed the canvas pouch, made for the door. “Please don’t move. I’ll be right back.”

After a minute or so, he returned, the pouch no longer in his hands.

He pulled out a checkbook and flipped to the back, eyebrows knit.

“David, is everything okay?”

I’d been working with this man for the better part of a decade now, through account wins and losses, long brainstorm sessions, and early morning pitch prep. He was the kind of guy who liked to get in there with his team, who always brought an extra-large box of Dunkin’ Donuts, the pink frosted kind Homer Simpson favored. In all that time, I’d gotten good at reading David’s every expression. And now, his Botoxed elevens, the lines between his eyebrows he was constantly battling, were two clear crevices, his anxiety getting the best of the paralyzing toxin.

Hands shaking, he scribbled something before tearing the paper along the perforation and passing it to me.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

David briefly eyed the open door. “Look. I put the money in the top drawer of your desk. This is a deposit slip. You take this to the bank, okay? Go straight there, and then go home. It’s Friday, after all. No one will miss you. Plus, isn’t your sister in town? Yes, Rodrigo let it slip, but I fully support you calling in sick to be with her. Now you can have even more time together.”

“But I thought finance … The safe…”

David rushed to close the door, engaged the lock, then came back to me. “I’m leaving the agency. Striking out on my own.”

“What?” I asked. David mentioned it before, his goal of running his own shop, but it had always been so far off. A dream, not a reality. “Now?” Even as I spoke, it was beginning to make sense. The meeting that hadn’t been on my calendar. The one that had been purposefully scheduled for a day that Gustaf would not be around.

“The timing’s finally right,” David said. “And I’m taking you with me. This is our chance.”

“But—”

“Gustaf is never going to promote you,” he said. “You know that, right? We have to stick together, you and me.”

My eyebrows narrowed.

“How many men—boys, really—have come through—started after you—and already gotten the ACD title?”

Three. All in the game for less time than I’d been. Art directors, like me, were a dime a dozen. Could be anything from glorified assistants to astute designers. Either way, they always operated under someone else. Associate creative directors, like Bryan, Elijah, and most recently, Stu, got to run their own campaigns. And I hated all three of them for it. Felt anger boiling every time I passed them. While making small talk in the coffee room. While taking a seat around the conference table. While brainstorming over a new pitch. But I didn’t say that. I didn’t need to.

“Meanwhile you have half the good ideas in this agency. And the Gloss Co. account is ours. Yours and mine. You know that. Now listen. This is what I mean about timing. Gloss Co.’s contract is up at the end of the year. They’re unhappy with Gustaf, think he’s distracted. They want to be with me and you, but they want an agency backing. Not something I’m going to start out of my bedroom. I need office space, an assistant, at least you and a couple of art directors. Barry and his business—it’s the bridge we need. But I didn’t expect him to come here with wads of cash.”

“Yeah,” I said. “What the hell was that about?”

David sighed. “His family runs the largest luxury car service out on the North Shore. So who knows what kind of stuff they’re up to. These Long Island guys, I swear to god. But him hiring us, that’s fully aboveboard. Only if the cash goes into the agency safe, we’ll never get it back. And the client is Gustaf’s. And you’ll still be art director for who knows how long, and I’ll still be dealing with Gustaf’s bullshit. And if the Gloss Co. account goes elsewhere we’ll be out of our jobs anyway—that retainer pays the bulk of both of our salaries. So we can’t fuck this up.”

“But—”

“Come on,” David said with that same signature smile—the one offered anytime I was feeling lost, when another man got a promotion, or when Gustaf messed up my name at a client presentation even though I’d known him for years—the you-got-this-we-got-this smile I’d come to find so validating. “Like I said, this is our chance. To really do something that’s ours. And it’s going to work. Just trust me.”

I hesitated. “How would we even—”

“Barry’s going to come back,” David said, his eyes locked on mine. “And he and I are going to go out and get smashed on martinis that I’m going to put on my personal credit card. And you are going to take the money he just handed us and put it in my checking account and not so much as text me. And then I’m going to open a corporate account with my CPA, first thing Monday. Barry’s not going to care whose name is on the door. He just wants us. He wants the Gloss Co. look, which we can give to him. But not if the money goes into the agency funds.”

“But if we don’t give it to finance—is that … is it even legal?”

David laughed out loud. “You think everything Gustaf does is on the up and up? He plays the game, and so can we. We can do this. I know we can.”

I pushed the deposit slip back. “I get it,” I said. “But why don’t you do it? If it’s no big deal? I mean, it’s a lot to ask.”

“Because if Barry sees me with his pouch of cash, it’s insanely unprofessional. Not to mention risky, taking the money to a damn bar. There’s a Chase Bank two blocks up. They’ll be open till five. It’s easy. And I wouldn’t ask if I wasn’t prepared to reward you for taking a leap for me.”

Easy peasy lemon squeezy.

“I don’t know,” I said. “It’s just so—it’s—”

“You’ll be ACD,” he said. “And I’ll double the paltry salary they’re paying you here.”

My heart leapt, and Lauren’s words practically blared in my ear: Rob has a safety net. I don’t. More money meant I could be that person for her, didn’t it? David wasn’t a perfect boss, but he was a damn good one, and we worked well together. Clearly, he appreciated me more than any of the other power players in the office did.

“There’s a reason I asked you to this meeting,” he pressed. “No one else.”

“Will you bring Rodrigo, too?”

“Is that important to you?” he asked.

“Crucial,” I said. “I don’t want to leave him here without us.”

“Then consider it done,” David said, waving a hand. “What the ACD wants, the ACD gets.” He grinned. “Once it’s all up and running, of course.”

“And what if Gustaf finds out?” I asked. “About the money?”

“He’s not going to,” David said. “Because we’re not going to put any of it in writing—and we’re not going to tell another soul. And if for some reason anyone sees you, anyone asks what you’re up to, just say you’re doing me a personal favor. No one has to know what it’s about. Hell, Gustaf has junior designers walking his dogs and picking up his dry cleaning. It’s no big deal. It’s our one shot at something that people dream about—starting an agency. Doing the damn thing.”

I looked down at the deposit slip, written out for one hundred thousand dollars, then back up at my boss. The boss I’d trusted with my career for years now. The boss who made me feel inspired, appreciated, like I mattered. There was so much I wanted to ask. So many details I wanted to work out. So much I wanted to make him promise.

You’ll treat me right, won’t you? You’ll promote me and pay me and not let these boys and men treat me like an object that exists for their viewing pleasure? And if something goes wrong with this plan, you’ll back me up? Right?

A knock on the door.

Instinctively, I grabbed the deposit slip and tucked it into my pocket.

David was quickly unlocking, then opening the door for Barry. “Sorry,” he said. “This door gets sticky. The cash is with finance, so we’re all set. Shall we?”

“Let’s,” Barry said. “So nice to meet you. I look forward to working more closely in the future.” He nodded to me, his smile rakish.

“Have a great weekend,” David said, already halfway out the door. “See you Monday.”
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It felt like a secret that somehow everybody already knew.

Like when you have sex for the first time, and walk the halls of your college dorm—even though no one actually knows exactly what happened, it seems like they do, like there’s a sign, neon and glowing, emblazoned on your chest.

The money—still tucked in the canvas pouch, and now nestled in my flea market leather tote—was like a burning orb of fire, heating the sweltering lobby of Chase’s Tenth Avenue branch. Even though it was safely stowed away, it felt like everyone should be able to see it. Like I was asking for trouble.

I could still see Mom’s face, that day in Manhattan. It was 1999. Lauren and Mom and I—“my three gorgeous girls,” as Dad called us—had taken the train down into the city to do some holiday shopping. We gazed into the windows on Fifth Avenue. Marveled at the enormous tree. Dreamed about one day seeing the Rockettes, Mom laughing and joking that she should’ve gone into show business instead of the much less glamorous work of trying to help people. Mom had always looked like a dancer, with her endless legs, her trim waist, her arms lithe and strong from the home workout video she did every morning. If you saw her, you’d never guess she spent her days in a dusty office, helping women apply for government services. That afternoon in the city, Mom wanted some extra cash before we headed to FAO Schwarz, and she’d stopped at one of the bank branches, keyed in her code, and grabbed a stack of twenties. We were hardly out the door when a guy, dressed so plainly—white T-shirt, jeans, just some young high school kid—reached for her purse. Mom yanked it back, and the kid’s hand was so quick—a punch to her face, half on her eye, half on her nose. She screamed, and then she did something wild—she hit him right back. And then people were looking, and the kid was running, up toward Central Park, and everyone was asking if we were okay. And there Mom stood, the blood slowly starting to trickle over her upper lip.

It’s strange, as a five-year-old, to see your mom punched in the face. Strange, too, to see her return the favor. When we were back home, the whole debacle relayed to Dad, he’d looked so stern, explaining to Lauren and me that if someone ever tried to steal from you, just to let them have it, that putting your safety at risk is never worth it. That you report it to the proper authorities and let them handle it. Mom had nodded along, and it was only as she tucked me in to bed that night that she whispered into my ear: “You have to stay safe, sweetie. Always. But you have to stand up for yourself, too. Sometimes, no one else will.”



I shot a quick text to Lauren—

Should be home even sooner! See you by 4 hopefully!

In front of me, there was a couple arguing in Spanish, construction workers coated in a haze of Manhattan dust, housekeepers and nannies there to deposit their checks for the week. Behind me, a woman entered with a toddler strapped to her back, the mother’s mouth set in the firm line of someone who was used to waiting, to things not being easy. Hell, even the toddler seemed accustomed to it, cheek on her mother’s shoulder, eyes catching mine and smiling briefly, so much better behaved than half the pushy, grubby three-year-olds demanding chocolate croissants to go alongside their fathers’ pour-overs at my local coffee shop. Money showed up faster in an account if you gave it to a teller rather than straight to the machine, and the Chase branch on a Friday afternoon had become a dividing line of who clearly needed it most. There were hardly even any office types here, anyway. Those guys, myself included, opted for direct deposit.

The line crawled like molasses, and central air did little when the doors were opening so frequently. We were all burning up, needing to do our business before 5:00 PM, while the city’s elite set already lounged on a Long Island shore.

As I waited, the memory of Mom’s attempted mugging was like cheap taffy in my brain, sticky and off-putting. After all, this wasn’t a short stack of twenties from an ATM. This was real money, money that people would do far more than throw a punch for. And part of me wanted to turn around, call David, tell him he was dreaming too big, that none of this was realistic, that he’d have to find another way to strike out on his own, or at the very least, ask him to handle the nitty-gritty himself. And another part, well …

“Next!”

I jolted, surprised to see that another window had opened, and I stepped up to the counter. A young woman with lash extensions and perfectly curled hair smiled perfunctorily. “How can I help you today?”

My heart raced, but I pushed my reservations aside—no turning back now—besides, I’d been over it on the quick walk over. I wasn’t doing anything wrong—like David said, I was following my boss’s orders, simple as that. I could always claim ignorance. No one knew exactly what he’d said to me in that conference room, exactly what he’d promised me if I came with him.

No one even knew he’d given me the money. No one had seen it but him.

The thought struck me, intrusive and unwanted, like a bug burrowing into my skin.

No one would know. No one could prove it.

“Ma’am?”

“Sorry,” I said. I reached into my bag, not for the money but for the slip instead. “I need to make a cash deposit.” I passed the piece of paper under the glass partition, my fingers shaking ever so slightly.

The woman took it, her eyes widened a touch, and her cool demeanor altered as she looked at me. “Can I see some ID, ma’am?”

I hesitated briefly, hating to associate my name with the transaction. But it was David’s personal account; Gustaf would never know. I reached into my bag, and handed my license over.

She began typing, then cleared her throat, typed some more. Finally, she pushed my ID back. “I’m sorry, but you aren’t listed as an account holder.”

“Oh,” I said. “It’s not my account, it’s my boss’s. He asked me to run an errand. And I’m not trying to take out money,” I said, palming my license. “Just deposit it.”

“Right,” she said. “One minute.”

She turned, walked away, and the words rang in my head again.

No one could prove it.

But then, a middle-aged man in a bargain suit came over, adjusting a pair of frameless glasses as he spoke. “Chase Bank hasn’t accepted deposits from non-account holders for about a decade now. Most major banks don’t, not anymore. Curbs money laundering.”

“Oh,” I said. “But—I mean, my boss filled the deposit slip out himself.”

The man smiled. “I know you’re just trying to do your job, sweetie.”

Sweetie.

My blood boiled, as if someone had flicked the burner all the way up to high—now we’re cooking with gas!—but I kept my demeanor on the outside calm and, well, sweet. Twenty-nine years old, and I swear I still get called sweetie weekly. I’d learned not to make a thing of it. The guys who use that sort of language are the catch-more-flies-with-honey types.

“You’re the manager, right? Isn’t there anything you can do?” I asked, and blinked twice, earnestly. “It’s really important to my boss.” I hated playing the ingenue, truly I did, but the idea of leaving here with this money still on me felt, suddenly, like too much.

The man hesitated—one beat, two, and I held a smile the entire time—but then he shook his head, and I knew a decision had been made. He pushed the slip beneath the partition.

“Tell him he has to come back himself,” he said, a grin spreading across his meaty face. “And if he gives you a problem,” he said, pointing at a plastic name tag that read CARL in all caps, “you send him straight to me.”



No one would know.

The thought pinged in my brain once again as I twisted the key in the lock of my studio, which had, over the last five years, come to feel like my own. It didn’t even matter that it technically belonged to an old Italian man who’d been in the neighborhood for decades and was shit at answering his phone when the hot water ran cold.

“Lauren,” I called, pushing the door open, glancing briefly at the framed Saratoga Springs poster in the entry—a nod to our hometown—while the money still pulsed, almost like a second heart. Money that could solve problems. Could solve her problems, specifically.

But the apartment was empty, I could see that immediately. Four hundred fifty square feet of space didn’t leave many hiding spots.

No rolling suitcase. No leather mules at the door. No Lauren.

Instead, on the counter, there was a vase full of daisies, the cheap kind you can grab for $5.99 at any deli, with a card in front of it. Goddammit. My sister always left a place better than she found it. I tossed the keys and my bag, money still inside, onto the counter, grabbed the note, which read THANK YOU in bold block type, and flicked it open.

You were the perfect host, and I appreciate you so, so much, but I talked to Rob after lunch. We’re going to try therapy. I think I was getting ahead of myself meeting with the lawyer. I at least want to try to work this out before I blow up my whole life. What happened—it was an accident, anyway. I’ll text you when I get home.

All my love,

Lolo

I dropped the note, and so fast I hardly knew it was happening, the vase was in my hand—and then, it wasn’t.

It smashed against the floral-printed tile of my kitchen backsplash, shattering instantly, the shards catapulting into the sink and landing across last night’s dishes like crystal snow. The daisies fell, petals down, into the sink, and on my shirt, I spotted a bit of the vase’s water that had ricocheted back at me.

My heart was racing, my blood pumping fast as I thought of Lauren’s words. Accident. Fucking accident.

It wasn’t. I knew it. She knew it. Mom would know it, too, if she were here to say so.

My sister was proud. Proud to have her career, to have her beautiful home, to be put together, to be the reliable big sister. Her coming to me, showing up at my door, would never have happened unless things had gotten bad. Accident, my ass.

And the one thing that wasn’t a surprise: Rob liked to drink. Always had. Whiskey and craft beer, male classics. I’d never thought it was a problem. Take what could be years of spousal abuse and add drinking, maybe drugs—he worked in the hotel business, after all, where party drugs were rampant—and where did that leave Lauren?

My sister was playing with fire.

This was bad. Really bad. I couldn’t let this happen, couldn’t let my sister just go back to Rob, not until I could at least see the two of them in person, to assess how dangerous things had gotten.

I dug in my bag for my phone, pulled up Lauren’s contact, then stopped. She couldn’t be persuaded, not like this. Not over the phone. Not when it was so easy for her to keep me at arm’s length.

My pulse pounded even faster, and the air in the apartment was stifling.

I walked over to the window, to the AC unit Lauren must’ve turned off before she left, hovered my finger over the button.

Then I turned away from it, leaving it off.

The closet had double bifold shutter doors, which had been painted the same shade of ivory white in between tenants over the years, so much so that the latex paint felt almost plasticky in some parts.

I grabbed the handle on the left side, and it creaked like it always did, then stuck before it got all the way open.

The rolling suitcase, a present from Lauren for my college graduation, stood tall and still, a soldier waiting for directions.

I pushed some items aside—my boxing gloves that I used at the gym in Hell’s Kitchen a few times a week, the yoga mat that I didn’t use nearly as much as I should—and the case slid out easily, practically unzipped itself, opened wide like the maw of a monster across the duvet of my bed. Feed me, it seemed to say.

And so I did.

Tees and tanks. Shorts, two sundresses. Underthings. My toiletry bag. Sneakers. My computer. A novel. Normal things.

I popped a hand on my hip, considering. Added my passport, social security card, and birth certificate, too. All tucked under my mattress because I’d never found a safer place to put them.

I grabbed my phone, pulled up a bus schedule.

In the bathroom, I brushed my hair, adjusting the strands that wisped across my forehead. More than one man had told me that my pixie cut was one only a beautiful woman could pull off, then waited for me to thank them, to grovel over what they perceived as such a generous assessment. I splashed cold water on my face before returning to the main room.

I opened my bag, checked for my wallet—credit card, ID, the works.

I pulled out the canvas pouch, opened it briefly, marveled at the contents.

I could leave it here. I could hide it in my closet, or under the bed. I could go check on Lauren without it. I could deal with it, and David, on Monday …

Instead, I closed it, slipped it back into my bag, slung the tote over my shoulder, grabbed my suitcase and keys.

Shut the door behind me without looking back.
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The seventh circle of hell has to be Port Authority in a heat wave in July.

I wasn’t even inside yet, just approaching the terminal on Forty-Second Street in Hell’s Kitchen, but even from a distance, I could already smell the stench of bodies trying so hard to get from here to there.

“Where are you off to?”

I turned, and there he was, his sparkle eye shadow catching the still-bright Manhattan sun, his nails a sharp lime green, the tee he’d had on at the office swapped for a mesh tank that showed off pierced nipples, wearing denim cutoffs that stretched across his crotch and pink platform sandals on his feet.

“Rodrigo!” I said, forcing a bit of cheer into my voice. Normally, I’d be overjoyed to see him—he was my work husband, my pseudo therapist, my drinking buddy, my sounding board when I couldn’t crack a concept, the brother I’d never had—but now, well …

“I was going to ask you to come out with me tonight, but you disappeared so quick after that meeting. Is your sister still here?”

“No,” I said. “She headed back upstate.” I attempted to deflect the focus off me. “Where are you going?”

“Hammer Me,” he said. “It’s right around the corner on Forty-Third.”

“Of course,” I said. None of the Hell’s Kitchen gay bars were exactly subtle when it came to the double entendres. I’d already been to Hardware and Screwed with Rodrigo before. Hammer Me was the latest addition.

“You want to come?” he asked. “Or…” he looked down at my suitcase, then back toward the Port Authority entrance. “Wait. Are you grabbing a bus? I thought you were in town this weekend.”

Shit. I had told him I would be. I knew I could tell him I was going to see Lauren, but I thought of the money, and I found I didn’t want to.

“It’s a bit last-minute,” I said. And then, because I couldn’t think of anything else, “A Tinder thing.”

Rodrigo glanced at one of the buses, which was pulling out onto Forty-Second Street, then back at me. “Traveling for a hookup? Is that really safe?”

I forced a laugh. “You say, even though we both know that the likelihood of you sleeping at your own place tonight is low.”

“Yeah,” he said. “But you’re a woman.”

I felt my face start to flush. Rodrigo was right. I knew it, he knew it. He was a good guy, truly, and it wasn’t because he was gay or because I knew he’d never try to sleep with me, it’s because he just was. A good guy, trying to be a good friend, but his questions—and my slapdash reactions—were screwing this up. “It’s a guy I’ve hooked up with before,” I lied. “So you don’t have to worry.”

“Okay,” he said, a hand on his hip. “Who?”

“I never told you about him, okay?” I said. “It’s not my proudest moment. My sister and I actually got in an argument at lunch, and I just need to get it all out of my head.”

Rodrigo tilted his head to the side. “You sure, babe? Because we can hang if you just need a shoulder to cry on or a queen to bitch to. You can come to Hammer Me. The boys’ll go crazy for a girl like you, you know that.”

My eyes pricked with moisture. Rodrigo was so kind, so wonderful. And part of me wanted to go with him, so badly. To follow him to the gay bar, get a couple of drinks in me, tell him about my sister’s bruise. About the broken vase still sitting in my sink. About what David had asked me to do, what I was now considering instead …

But I couldn’t, of course.

Besides, Lauren, my sweet Lolo, needed me. I had to get to her. I had to.

“Thanks,” I said. “But I just need to get out of the city.”

He stared at me a minute, raised an eyebrow, then smiled. “All right, girl. If that’s really what you need. You get some tonight, then.”

I offered my own smile back, even though my heart was thumping murderously. “You, too.”



Lauren’s text came when I was standing in line, waiting to buy my ticket:

You should have seen my note by now. I’m home now, and safe. Thank you again, and please try not to worry about me! Love you!

Safe, I thought. How much I wanted to believe it. Wanted Rob to be who I’d thought he was only a few days ago. But how could I? Situations like this don’t just sprout out of nowhere. It had been building for some time now, Lauren’s evasiveness confirming the fact. We had all missed it, so what else had we missed? I thought of Mom, returning from a day at the women’s shelter, where she worked for eight years before she simply couldn’t take it anymore. She always looked so stamped down, so drained. So hopeless. I asked her once, what was the worst part about it, thinking she would mention the bruises on the women, or the children far away from their own homes, crammed into metal bunks. She’d said all that was terrible, of course, but that the worst of it was the cycles. She’d counsel a woman for the entire six months, the maximum stay allowed by the state, and she’d help them work through everything from long-buried childhood traumas to long-standing addictions—then she’d set them up to get them back on their feet, to start a new life, a safe one. And then she’d watch as the very same women walked back through that door weeks later. As the same men did the same things and put them right back where they’d been. “These situations, they don’t get better; they only get worse,” she’d said. “The only way through is out,” a riff on the classic therapy phrase (the only way out is through), one she often repeated when talking about her clients. “But these men make it impossible. These men keep them trapped exactly where they want them. For their safety, these women need to leave. But they can’t.”

Knowing what I knew, all that Mom had told me, how could I possibly believe Rob was some magical exception to that rule? How could Lauren?

I thought of her note, and the way things had turned so quickly—from LLCs, cash repayments, and lawyers to therapy, wanting to work it out, and writing off the abuse as an accident—and I realized something. Something so obvious, I should have picked up on it sooner.

Lauren didn’t believe what she’d written. She couldn’t, not after being raised by Mom.

She was lying, in order to protect me.

Her entire demeanor had changed the moment I’d suggested withdrawing from my 401(k), and using my own money to help her. For all I knew, she hadn’t even talked to Rob—maybe there was no discussion of therapy, and she’d made all of that up so I wouldn’t get myself involved.

Rob could still be furious, and she could have just launched herself back into the lion’s den rather than become my problem.

I stared down at my phone. I wanted to tell her I was on my way, to insist on her accepting my help, but I knew it was futile. Pressure didn’t work on Lauren; it never had. She’d try to dissuade me, maybe even expressly tell me to stay home, and then when I did arrive, we’d already be off on the wrong footing.

It was better for me to just show up, that was the only way. The bus let out right in town. I could walk to my childhood house—their house, now—from the station. Once I got there, what were she and Rob going to do, turn me away? No, they’d have to let me stay. Rob might’ve become a monster behind closed doors, but he wasn’t one when there were other people around. His image—the successful event planner with the pretty wife and beautiful home—mattered to him; I couldn’t imagine him doing something, not while I was watching. And at the house, I could get some time with her, time to persuade her …

So I typed out three words, hit send before I could change my mind.

Love you, too.



I paid for the ticket in cash.

Thirty-four dollars, money pulled from my own wallet rather than opening one of the sealed stacks from the pouch. One way. Six o’clock departure, with a 9:05 arrival.

It all happened so routinely. I got an iced coffee. Flicked my phone to airplane mode, just in case. Waited in the stale air, as everyone bustled around me, commuters hurrying back to Jersey or Connecticut, home or for a weekend getaway. There was a weight, a heaviness in the air, like you could cut it with a knife, spread it across toast like soft butter. Heat, pure and raw.

The bus was warm, too, impossibly so. I made for the single empty row, which I enjoyed for approximately three minutes before giving it up to a mother and her boy, who I knew needed it more than me, and I squeezed in next to a woman playing Candy Crush without headphones on. Even with my own earbuds in, I could hear the constant pinging, the sounds of winning, like a mini–Atlantic City was there in the palms of her hands. I wanted to snatch the phone from her, open a window, and toss it out into the cesspool that was Manhattan.

It took ages to get out of the city, and between nervously running my finger along the chain of my necklace like I so often did when I was anxious, I kept checking my phone, flicking airplane mode on and off to check for any communication. Waiting for a text from David, knowing he’d said not to put anything in writing but figuring at some point he’d get drunk enough to at least want to check in. Waiting for the message I’d sent to Lauren to go from “Delivered” to “Read.” Nothing on either count.

Sweat gluing me to the bus’s sticky seats, Candy Crush still pinging away beside me, the high-rises of upper Manhattan glistening in the summer sun, I forced myself to take deep breaths, to tamp down the anxiety and the fear. I reminded myself that nothing had actually happened yet. It wasn’t my fault that the bank hadn’t taken the deposit. I wasn’t even off the island; we were still just crawling north on the West Side Highway toward the George Washington Bridge in the distance. And even when I was outside the city? I still hadn’t done a damn thing wrong. I was just going to check on my sister, to beg her to leave her husband. I just happened to have $100,000 cash in my bag.

No one could prove it.

And they couldn’t, could they? I could always tell David that the bank hadn’t taken the deposit (true), that the money had been stolen on my way home (certainly could have been true), that I didn’t want to text him because I didn’t want to put anything in writing, like he’d said (true, again). He would be cooked, of course—he’d lose his job, Barry would maybe even sue him, but would I get caught in the cross fire? No one had seen David give that money to me. No one else had been in that room. It would be David’s word against mine.

My mind whirred. Okay, so I would probably lose my job, too—Gustaf wouldn’t keep me around with David gone—or would he? Come to think of it, David and I were the key players on the firm’s most profitable accounts; maybe Gustaf would finally actually start to see my worth …

No, even if Gustaf wanted to keep me, I couldn’t stay. I wasn’t that kind of person, was I? One who condemns my boss, my creative partner, imperfect as he may be, to take the fall like this.

And besides, how would I even explain the cash to Lauren? I didn’t have anywhere near that kind of money in my 401(k). Of course, she didn’t know that, did she?

No one could prove it.

And then, just like that, we were in Jersey, and it felt like some line had been crossed, like a decision had been made, or at least a decision not to rule out a certain decision. On cue, the woman beside me stopped playing her stupid game, messed around on Facebook instead, and I switched from music to a podcast I’d downloaded ages ago while the bus picked up speed, cruising along the Palisades Parkway. Out the window, the sheer Jersey cliffs butted up against the water, signs advertising lookout points passing by in a blur, the Hudson River glistening and rippling in the distance, and I rested my head back against the seat, and—

I woke to a stopped bus, to the driver offering a gruff “thank you” before turning around and walking off, leaving a chorus of protests behind him. My hand flew to the tote, panicked. It wasn’t there. I grasped desperately until I found it tipped over on the dingy bus floor, the pouch half poking out. I pulled it close to my chest. “What did I miss?” I asked Candy Crush lady. “What’s happening?”

“You were really out there,” she said.

“Are we in Albany?” I asked, frantic. “Already?”

“Not even close,” she said. “New Paltz.”

“But that’s a stop, right? So what’s the problem?” The bus was about half full, and the remaining people were beginning to grab their bags and get off.

She stood, ignoring my question, and it took me a moment to realize she was waiting for me to stand, too. I did, and she walked past me, before turning back. “The bus won’t start back up,” she said. “We’re stuck.”

“Wait, what?”

She reached up, grabbed a bright purple tote. “Hope you know someone who can drive down and get you. I went to school around here. Cabs can be a bit tricky in the high season, and the lodgings book up quick.”

She slipped her phone into her shorts pocket and walked off briskly.

I scrambled to get my suitcase, checked my tote again for the pouch full of cash. Looked up to the front of the bus, quickly realized that I was among the last people on.

Bags tight in my hands, I walked to the front, stepped off. We were in the middle of a gas station parking lot. A small office on the edge of the paved expanse read ADIRONDACKS TRAILWAYS. Its lights were off. The air was cooler than it had been in the city, the mountains visible now. There were a couple of cabs, but they were already driving off, because of course they were. I looked around me until I saw a man in uniform, helping unload oversized bags from the bottom of the bus.

“I was asleep during the announcement,” I said. “Can I wait? I mean, will the bus be fixed soon?”

He chuckled. “Unless you got a spare alternator, I suggest you get a cab or call someone to come pick you up.” He hesitated a moment. “Sorry,” he said. “Hate to leave people in the lurch like this. But there’s nothing I can do.”

“Thanks,” I said. I stepped to the side. Pulled out my phone. Flicked service back on. There was still nothing from David. Okay. I looked up the directions to Saratoga Springs. Nearly two hours. A long drive for a cab, even if I could get one. But if my sister left her house now …

I dialed her. It rang a few times and then went to voicemail. I waited a minute. Dialed again. Same thing. I knew she was home, but Lauren typically put her phone away at least a couple of hours before bed—she said the blue light triggered her insomnia. I tried texting her instead:

Long story, but I’m stuck in New Paltz, can you call me?

It was only then that I realized the last text I’d sent her—the vague Love you, too—still hadn’t been read. My heart kicked up, and I felt a chill crawling up my spine as I pictured that bruise on her cheek, as I tried not to think about what my brother-in-law could do, would do, if he got angry enough …

I forced the thought away as I stared at the phone in my hand, praying that either message would suddenly turn to “Read,” that the dots would appear, proving that Lauren was there on the other end, that she was okay. Nothing. Around me, people were on their phones, making calls, arranging transport.

Desperate, I thought about calling Rob, but it felt too risky.

I pulled up one of the rideshare apps, plugged in Lauren’s address. The wheel spun a bit—around me, people were doing the same thing—but eventually, it landed on an option. Three hundred dollars. A forty-five-minute wait.

Did the cost matter? I could slip three crisp bills from the sleeve, couldn’t I?

But no, I couldn’t. Lyft, Uber—you had to pay on your credit card. You had to do it all through the app. There would be a record, clear as day, of me leaving, of where I’d gone. If I didn’t return the money, it would be proof, wouldn’t it? Proof I wasn’t ready to reckon with just yet.

I flicked out of the app, dialed Lauren again. Nothing.

I thought about calling local cab companies, but hated to create an official, traceable record of me having been here. I’d already dialed Lauren, but still.

Then I saw it, the lights of a motel, right in the center of town, like a beacon—MAIN STREET INN. Maybe I could ask the guy at the desk to call some cab companies for me. Or, hell, maybe I could just stay the night, show up at Lauren’s in the morning. Maybe it would be easier to talk sense into her in the light of day. Besides, I thought about what Candy Crush lady had said. There might not be many rooms left. It might be better to get ahead of this, before I truly got stuck.

I put my phone back into airplane mode and pulled my suitcase behind me, crossed the street.

The place was an old Victorian, and looked like it had been built well over a hundred years ago. From the outside, I’d guess there were ten rooms, maybe a few more. I walked into a lobby, if you could call it that, more like a couple of couches and a desk with an outdated computer.

“You from the bus?” a man asked, typing away.

“Yes,” I said.

“You’re lucky. I got one last vacancy. No easy feat in July.”

Behind me, the door dinged. The woman I’d given my seat to earlier had her kid on her hip, and he was whimpering softly. “He’s exhausted,” she said. “Please tell me you have rooms.”

“No can do,” the innkeeper said. “Just booked our last one.”

“It’s okay,” I said quickly.

“Oh,” she said. “Did you—”

“No, really,” I said, and shook my head. “You need it more than me.”

“Thank you,” she said, eyes on mine as she soothed her kid. “Seriously. Thank you.”

I turned back to the man at the desk. “Do you know if there are local cab companies that might be able to take me a couple hours north?”

He shrugged. “A long trip this late’s a big ask.”

“Would you mind calling, anyway?” I asked. “Just to check?”

The man stared at me a moment. “My phone’s dead,” I said, not wanting to turn my service back on. “Or else I would.”

He nodded, made the call. Relayed my situation to the person on the other end. After a moment, he hung up.

“Their drivers are all booked with the other people from the bus,” he said. “Would be a couple hours’ wait. And a premium price.”

“Okay,” I said, sighing. “Well, are there any other motels around, at least?”

“Couple more right in town, but they’re both booked—they just called me asking about rooms. But about a mile down the main road, there’s Suzy’s place, and she had vacancies about an hour ago. I’d check there next.”

“Would you mind just making one more call for me?” I asked. “To see if she still has rooms?”

Already, the guy was grabbing the phone, propping it beneath an ear. After a moment, he set it back on the cradle. “Busy,” he said. “But that doesn’t mean much. It’s a small operation over there. Anyway, Suzy’s is walkable. I mean, I don’t love sending a young woman out alone at night, but…” He shrugged.

“Really,” the mother behind me started. “If you don’t want to, I can—”

I stopped her with a shake of my head. “I’ll be fine,” I said. “I can do the walk easier than you can.”

“You’re a lifesaver,” the woman said.

I thought of the money in my bag, the way Lauren had gone radio silent, of Mom’s imploring words.

You’re the big sister now.

I certainly hoped to be.



A woman walking alone at night is a scary thing, no matter what I’d implied to the proprietor of the Main Street Inn.

Now, add to it that I wasn’t even sure that this place of Suzy’s had vacancies.

Add to that a hundred grand of cash, banging against my side, a sister in an abusive marriage who I couldn’t get in touch with, and you get a hint of what I was feeling as I pulled my rolling suitcase along the edge of the road. Quiet and still, now that the town was behind me. Nothing but the sounds of the country, the occasional whoosh of a car going by.

And then, unmistakable. The purr of a car slowing down, pulling over behind me.

My pulse ratcheted up, and I imagined a million things. A creep, someone who’d spotted me walking from the inn and decided I’d be easily overpowered. Some punk kid, out for money just like that boy in Manhattan had been out for Mom’s twenties. David. Somehow David, figuring it all out before I’d so much as gotten to Lauren’s.

I clutched the garnet of my necklace as I turned, and it was almost worse than any of those things. The black and white colors of a cop car. The opening of a door. A cop getting out.

My god. They already somehow knew.

“You okay there?” he asked. He had a baby face—couldn’t be much older than twenty-two—his skin oily as a teen’s, a pimple dotting the center of his chin. His hair had a reddish cast—put him in green, and he’d look like a leprechaun.

His youth did little to put me at ease. “Fine,” I said.

“Not often you see a young woman like you out here on the side of the road. You another victim?”

My breath caught. “What?”

“Of this bus debacle, I mean,” he said, voice warm. “That’s why you’ve got the bag, right?”

“Oh,” I said. I opened my mouth to explain, then shut it again. This kid was a cop. Giving him my whole itinerary, something he could call up and regurgitate later, seemed foolish. “New Paltz was always my destination,” I said.

“But you didn’t have a place to stay?”

Dumb blond was a persona the world expected, and when necessary, I embodied it like the best of them. “I didn’t expect it to be so busy here.” The lie was remarkably easy, and it came out smooth, all things considered. “I’m just looking for a vacancy. I was told there was a motel along this road. Run by someone named Suzy, I think?”

He turned on his heel and walked back to the car, then called out over his shoulder. “Come on, then. I’ll give you a ride.”

Reluctantly, I followed him, but hesitated at the passenger door, the money practically burning a hole in my side.

The windows were already rolled down. “Is there a problem? I’m just trying to help you out.”

He paused, and I rapidly considered my options. The only alternative I could think of was calling Rob, and it felt like the most dangerous one of all.

“I’d rather not have you walking alone while I’m on duty. My mom raised me better than that.”

He smiled, then leaned forward, flicking a switch. An instant flashing. “Lights and everything.”

I heaved the rolling suitcase into the back seat, then got in the passenger side, holding my leather tote tight in my lap. He waited until I was buckled in to turn off the flashing lights, then pressed his foot on the gas, the car jolting forward.

“So what brings you up here to our neck of the woods?”

I forced some ease into my voice. “It’s nice, this time of year.”

“It is,” he said. “Though I prefer fall, when things cool down a bit. My girlfriend is obsessed with fall. She’s already started collecting gourds.” He laughed. “So you’re not visiting anyone then? It’s just you?”

“Right,” I said, maybe a little too quickly. “Just doing my own thing.”

He nodded, and on my right, I saw the outline of a building and a LODGING sign, but the cop didn’t slow. He kept going.

“Wait,” I said. “Wasn’t that—”

“No vacancy,” he said easily.

I turned around, saw that the light was, indeed, off. “Maybe we should go back and check?”

“Suzy always flicks her light on if there are vacancies. But don’t worry—there’s another place. Just a little bit up this way.”

It wasn’t much farther, maybe another mile, though it was hard to tell for sure in the creeping dark. Panic mounted within me, but I tried my best to quash it. Then the car slowed, turned, and we crawled through woods down a winding drive to a row of small log cabins that looked like they hadn’t been updated since the fifties. A chalet towered over them in the distance.

A VACANCY sign flickered over one of the cabins, what looked like the office, where one lone car sat in the lot, and the cop pulled right in front of it. “Well, here we are then,” he said, letting the car idle. “Welcome to the Billings Motel.”
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“The old Billings place always has vacancies,” the cop said. “It’s a bit run-down, not as nice as the others—nothing to go posting on Instagram; you won’t find their lobby filled with fall gourds, if you get what I mean—but it’ll do. And it’s unlikely there’ll be anything else, so really”—he laughed—“it’ll have to do.”

“Thanks,” I managed. I reached for the door, eager to get out of the police cruiser, but in the process, I knocked over my tote. The canvas pouch spilled out, and I felt my heart go mad, perspiration building at my temples, my hands shaking as I scrambled to put it back, to hook the bag on my arm, to exit the car, to head straight for the main office.

“Miss?” he said, sounding suddenly so formal. I bet he was the sort who prided himself on his good manners, who got into police work to please the aforementioned mother. Who couldn’t wait to knock up his pumpkin-spice-loving girlfriend. The male equivalent of a basic bitch, but at least he wasn’t some tough guy asshole.

I turned back. The cop’s head was tilted to the side. “You forgot your suitcase.”

“Oh,” I said. My heart was still racing. I was screwing all of this up. I scrambled back, pulled it from the seat.

“You sure you’re okay? You’re not in any trouble, are you?”

I shook my head, perhaps too quickly, and he stared at me. I knew it then, was sure of it, more sure than I’d ever been. He was going to ask to search my bags. He was going to find the money. No, he already knew about the money, and all of his faux kindness was little more than a ruse. Just a ploy to get me to act suspicious so he’d have a proper reason to search me.

“Can I help you?”

I jolted, turned around.

The man behind me was mid-thirties maybe, tall, thin, and clean-cut. He had a strong jaw and kind eyes that widened for a moment before he offered me a slightly crooked smile.

He didn’t look anything like you’d expect a rural innkeeper to look. He was handsome; hell, almost gorgeous, in a way. It wasn’t any one feature, really, but rather how they all came together. I remembered, suddenly, what Mom used to say, anytime Gregory Peck or Cary Grant or the like would come on-screen in an old movie: They don’t make them like this anymore. The fierce feminist, still swooning over the most classic version of a man. One of Mom’s many delightful juxtapositions, the dualities that made her who she was. And she was right, they didn’t make them like they used to.

But apparently, in some places, just a bit off the beaten path, they did.

“She’s got no place to stay,” the cop piped in. “You got vacancies?”

The man chuckled, his smile widening. His mouth turned up more on the left corner than the right, and his hair, clipped short and neat, stood up slightly in one small spot at the crown of his head, making him look a bit boyish. “We sure do.”

“Figured you would,” the cop said, and stared at me another moment—taking everything about me in, I was sure of it—but then he simply smiled. “Well, I’ll be headed out then.”

“Thank you,” I said.

The innkeeper waited until the cop car was gone to turn back to me.

“Welcome to the property,” he said, his voice warm and inviting. He gestured down the stretch of old cabins. “As you can see, we have plenty of rooms.”

“Yes,” I said. “Thank you.”

“Can I get your bag?”

Instinctively, I clutched the tote, before I realized he meant my suitcase.

“Oh,” I said. “Yes. Thank you.”

He grabbed it and wheeled it down a paved path to the cabin with the VACANCY sign hanging over it. He opened a screen door, his gait smooth, his movements intentional. I followed him over the threshold, and the first thing I noticed was that there was no air conditioning, even though I’d seen a window unit poking out the front.

The second thing I noticed was that everything looked straight out of the nineties. Floral sofas. Chintzy wallpaper in shades of mauve with a border of berries on a vine. Puffy curtains and plastic blinds. A ceramic figurine of a rooster perched on an oak desk.

No wonder the place always had vacancies. People, when they came upstate, either wanted to be right in town or in some rustic-modern abode they could use to make their city friends jealous. Even so, the place was unusually quiet. Felt empty, almost.

He set my bag down and walked around, situating himself behind the desk, his shoulders rounding, as if he weren’t quite comfortable with being in charge.

There was a large black laptop, shut, on one corner of the desk, but he didn’t open it. In front of it sat one of those silver bells you always saw at places like this—ding for service. He grabbed a spiral-bound ledger, and opened it. “It’s two hundred a night, including taxes and fees,” he said, eyes averted, as if he’d been raised not to talk about money. “We like to keep it a nice round number.” He flashed his crooked smile again, as if confirming whether that was okay. I gave a nod, and he reached for a credit card reader. It seemed a little pricey, honestly, and maybe that’s one of the reasons there didn’t seem to be any other guests, but I supposed the “nice round number” was perfect, considering my situation.

I cleared my throat. “Actually, I’d just as soon pay in cash.”

“Of course,” he said. He looked up at me, hazel eyes locking on mine for a moment, before turning back to his ledger. “Apologies for assuming. These days, no one carries cash, but I appreciate it. Keeps things simple. And it is just one night?”

“Yes,” I said, thinking of my sister. “I’ll be leaving first thing in the morning.”

“Wonderful,” he said. “Your name?”

For a second, I seized up. How had I not thought of this earlier? But of course, I hadn’t thought this far ahead. I hadn’t thought about a bus breaking down. I hadn’t thought about anything beyond getting to Lauren, money in hand. My eyes cast about quickly, landing on the berry pattern on the walls. Mom used to say that she’d never had a more delicious fruit than the marionberries she’d first tried on her and Dad’s honeymoon to the Oregon Coast. “Marion,” I said. “Marion…” In a corner of the room hung an empty birdcage, painted dusty rose. “Cage.”

“Marion,” he said. “What a beautiful name. So old-fashioned.” He wrote it out, taking my lie as easily as he’d soon take my money, noted the number of nights, printed CASH neatly and evenly in all caps next to that. Then he looked up, that nervousness creeping back in. “I’m afraid I’ll have to insist on you paying up front,” he said. “I know you’d never…” His voice trailed off. “But, you know. It’s protocol.”

For the briefest of moments, I relished his assessment of me. I know you’d never. He didn’t know a damn thing, and it felt like I held all the power, all the secrets. A strangely intoxicating feeling.

“Of course,” I said. “I expected as much.”

I dug in my tote until I found the pouch, used my forefinger to break one of the paper seals, and tried to palm a couple of bills, except four came out instead of two, all of them falling onto the desk between us, as if I were some sort of high roller dropping Benjamins at a poker game. “Sorry,” I said, reaching for the extra bills and snatching them back. So quickly, the feeling of power dissipated, replaced by a clamminess in my hands, heat in my face.

He hardly paid it any mind, his eyes fixed on the ledger. He just took the two bills and used a key from his pocket to unlock a drawer beneath the desk. He pulled out a black leather pouch and added the cash.

“Now that that’s all set,” he said, dusting off his hands as if the money had somehow sullied them, “I’ll show you to Cabin One, your room.”

He closed the ledger and stood, beaming with a kind of pride you wouldn’t expect from the proprietor of a run-down place like this. Then he turned to a corkboard full of keys, eight in all—and grabbed the first one.

“Wait,” I said. “Am I the only one here?”

“You are,” he said. “I know it’s strange, this time of year, but we’re going to renovate soon. We were actually supposed to begin this week, but the contractors pushed it back.” He smiled. “So, lucky you. Otherwise we wouldn’t have been able to accommodate anyone.”

“Oh,” I said. It was a bit odd, sure, but there was a benefit. No other guests that I had to worry about finding out about—or stealing—the money. No one else to see me, or pin me to this location. No one besides this innkeeper, at least. “That makes sense.”

“Let’s go then,” he said, moving for the door. I followed him outside the office and down the path to the first cabin. He opened it with a key on one of those old-school plastic hooks and ushered me in, heading to the bathroom first.

“Most camping cabins don’t have private showers, but back when I was a kid, we made sure to put them in each room,” he said. “It was very important to my mother.”

He drew back the plastic curtain—the rings screeching against the metal rod—to show off white, slightly yellowing tiles over a modest tub. “Just turn the knob on the left. You’ll have to wait a few minutes for hot water. If you do want to take a shower, I recommend letting it run for a bit—old pipes, you know—before you get in. We’ll be retiling everything, of course. And redoing the ancient plumbing. The new boilers, they deliver hot water in a matter of seconds. It’s quite impressive.”

With another screech, he pulled the shower curtain shut, then quickly turned around and led me back to the main room.

“I’m afraid we don’t have TVs or cable or anything like that. There is Wi-Fi from the main house, but the signal can be a little weak down here. The information is right on the nightstand, if you need it.”

“Thank you.”

He nodded. “You should get a little cell service, but if you have trouble, just step out onto the patio and then you’ll definitely get a few bars. And if not, you can try the landline.” He gestured to a slim touch-tone phone sitting on the nightstand. It looked like it had been hanging on since the nineties. “But only local calls please.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

He set my suitcase on the right side of the small bed, which was topped with a floral coverlet. “The bed is a full. We’ll be upgrading to queens soon, much more appealing to couples and families.”

I laughed nervously. “Luckily, it’s just me.”

“Of course,” he said. He looped his thumb through the key ring on his belt loop. “Just”—he gestured around—“as you can see, we’re sorely in need of updates. We should have done the renovation sooner, but my mother resisted.” He grinned. “She loves this decor, doesn’t see anything wrong with it. But this year, I won her over. So it will all be much nicer very soon.”

“So this is a family place?” I asked, looking around at the oak furnishings, the dark logs that made up the walls, the rug that looked like it belonged to the eighties.

“Yes,” he said. “Well, just me and my mother.” He paused, like he was debating how much he wanted to share. “My mom doesn’t do much of the day-to-day management anymore, though. She’s sick, bedbound actually. Which means I handle the bulk of things.”

“Oh,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

He blushed slightly. “No, I am. I didn’t mean to unload that on you. Without our usual guests, I’m a bit out of practice.”

“It’s okay,” I said. There was something nice in knowing he had problems, too, that he understood what it was like for someone you love to get sick. And then, because he genuinely looked embarrassed, I said, “Really. Unload away.”

He laughed, his countenance turning easy again. “I’ll spare you for now.”

A silence settled over us, until a rumble broke the room’s quiet. I looked down. It was my stomach.

“You must be hungry,” he said.

“I am,” I said, my stomach echoing the sentiment. The last things I’d eaten were soggy french fries with Lauren, which I’d barely been able to get down. Not with that bruise staring me right in the eyes, garish under the fluorescent lights of the diner. From there, it had all happened so fast …

But wasn’t there almost something delicious in that, the fact that your day could go in a completely different direction from where it started? That in an instant, you could discover you’re the kind of person you never thought you were, capable of things you really shouldn’t be capable of?

The man was staring at me. His eyes were wide, and god, he was just so handsome, but in this totally unassuming way. If I wasn’t desperate to get to Lauren, if I hadn’t just nabbed stacks of cash from work, if I wasn’t in the process of literally flying the coop—if, instead, I had been in a bar in Hell’s Kitchen ordering a gin and tonic with Rodrigo, and if this man had come up to the bar, too—well, I wouldn’t have wanted him to leave. It wasn’t just his looks. Underneath that leading-man jawline, there was that fresh-faced charm, the kind that made you want to lean right in and kiss his slightly plump lips, feel the smooth skin on your cheek. “Sorry,” I said. “I lost my train of thought.”

“You were saying you were hungry?” he prompted.

“Right,” I said, shaking myself out of it. Feeling foolish for thinking of attraction and charm, of all things, when I had so many more pressing matters at hand. “Do restaurants deliver around here?”

“Not many,” he said. “You can go into town, get something to go.” Before I could even remind him that I had no car, he looked down at his watch, something old, analog, classic, like you’d see out of the fifties. “Actually, you might be a little late for even that. Most places close around nine, even in the summer. Sleepy town, you know.”

“It’s okay.”

“You could come up to the house, though. I was just about to pan-fry some salmon when I heard you pull in. And I’ve done a summer salad with things from our garden. Tomatoes, cucumbers, radishes. Plus fresh corn on the cob. It’s the season for it.”

“Oh,” I said, taken aback. “You don’t have to. I mean, I couldn’t.”

He shrugged, and he looked, for a moment, so bashful and nervous, like he was some high school boy asking a girl to the prom. “It’s not any trouble, really. My mother eats early, just a little something around five, and goes to bed early, too. I’m a night owl, and in the summer, I tend to eat after the sun’s gone down and it’s starting to cool off. Hate to even flick on a burner before then. We don’t have central air, as you can see—another thing we’ll fix with the renovation—and the window units only take you so far. Plus, with the cost of electric these days, well, you get the idea.”

“I wouldn’t want to impose,” I said again.

“Not at all. I have more than enough food, and you don’t have to talk to me, either, if you want to decompress. Feel free to flick through your phone, or even grab a plate to take back to your room. But please. I’d rather you not go hungry when the garden’s practically bursting, and I’m already cooking. When I was growing up, this place was a proper bed-and-breakfast, so it’s not unusual at all. We’re used to it.”

I hesitated, but my stomach rumbled again. “Okay,” I said. “If you’re sure.”

He grinned. “Wonderful. Let me go put the salmon on, and I’ll leave you to get settled. Give me fifteen minutes. The house is just up the hill; go out of your room, turn right, and follow the path all the way.”

“Okay,” I said. “See you soon, then.”

He smiled, reached for the door handle.

“Oh wait,” I said. “Is there a safe somewhere?”

He chuckled. “Yet another thing we need to update! But I can lock any valuables in the office. Besides, like I mentioned, you’re the only guest.”

“All good,” I said quickly. “Not a problem.”

“Then I’ll see you soon.”

He turned back, briefly. “Oh, I forgot to introduce myself,” he said, and stretched out a hand. “I’m Norm.”






6.


HANNAH

TWO WEEKS LATER

AUGUST 11, 2023

5:33 PM

Hannah Pierce was not a cop. No way, the world had enough of those already. And that was something, at least, to cling to. Even if it made her dreams a harder reach. Even if her bank account hovered near zero. Even if she still resided with her parents in the redbrick co-op in Jackson Heights, Queens, the same one she’d been living in since she was three years old.

She cruised past a police car pulling someone over just before the on-ramp (a Black man, shocker!) and took a sip of tasteless iced coffee, then pressed her foot on the gas, accelerating onto the upper level of the George Washington Bridge, zipping around a semi and a moving van, wedging herself into the left lane.

She was glad—so glad—to finally be getting out of Manhattan, to have her foot weigh heavy on the accelerator of her ancient Geo Metro, Jersey in front of her, the city behind her, and the Hudson Valley up to the north. She flew across the bridge, evading an idiot swerving into her lane as she made her way toward the Palisades Parkway.

Hannah glanced to the passenger seat, empty apart from the two sheets of paper her boss, Jenna, had passed her, and her heart lifted with excitement, with possibility.

She’d wanted to be a detective for as long as she could remember. She had a bookshelf full of paperback thrillers, a phone full of true crime podcasts, and a fierce dedication to solving mysteries, one that hadn’t wavered much in her twenty-four years on this complicated, beautiful planet. She knew that police work was the most direct line to becoming a detective, but Hannah had grown up seeing her friends of color and their families get harassed and hassled by the NYPD on what felt like a weekly basis, just for the crime of existing in the city, while her own family was almost always spared, thanks to its whiteness. She’d seen campus protests turn so quickly to cuffs and batons. She didn’t think she could be part of a system like that.

For a hot second she thought about journalism—dying industry; no thanks—or becoming a defense lawyer, even. The problem was, Hannah was less interested in the bureaucratic aftermath of a crime than she was in the act of solving one, of uncovering a mystery, pulling back an onion’s layers. Hannah wanted to investigate.

So she’d entered CUNY’s John Jay College of Criminal Justice with a vague intention of focusing on pre-law, and two years ago, she’d graduated at the top of her class. She’d found an office assistant job at Ryder, Ryder, and Bowles, a law firm in Manhattan, an income she supplemented with occasional shifts at a dive bar that was chill about fake IDs and served cheap liquor drinks in pint glasses. The plan had been to study for the LSAT, save up money, and apply to law school. “Set the stage for a proper career,” like her dad was always saying. Jenna, the nicer Ryder, specialized in family law and had, within a couple of months, promoted Hannah to paralegal.

People—well, in pop songs and rom-coms, at least—talk about meeting their soulmates and feeling, for the first time, like they’re seen, understood. That’s how Hannah felt when she’d opened up to Jenna, telling her she wasn’t sure if she actually wanted to go to law school, that her LSAT prep book was currently collecting dust under her bed. Hannah still remembered the way it had felt when Jenna asked, “Have you ever thought about working as an investigator?” It was like someone finally got it. Got her. She’d kept her fantasies of being a detective a secret from her boss, after her dad cautioned that it would make her sound childish, not serious. And yet, here Jenna was, noting Hannah’s eye for detail, incredible note-taking, and the large Canon camera she always had with her, telling her that her dream was exactly what she should be doing.

Last August, when the firm’s official investigator was out on vacation, Jenna had given Hannah her first real assignment. Hannah was tasked with taking the trusty Canon outside one of the tallest buildings on Sixth Avenue, hanging around the block and waiting for a Mr. John Higgins—a hedge funder who was allegedly stepping out on his heavily prenupped wife—to show his face alongside his purported mistress. Hannah had minored in photography in college—putting her telephoto lens on a credit card she was still paying off—and she knew the city well. What’s more, she was your average young white girl, not the type security guards or doormen—or the aforementioned cops—would go after for loitering, which she did both out on the sidewalk and at a cafe next door. It took a few hours, but eventually John and his paramour did come out of the lobby—click—and into a black town car. Click. Her ten-speed, propped up and ready against the glass window of the cafe, could easily keep up with the stop-and-go traffic of Sixth Avenue on a Friday night. She’d tailed them all the way down to the West Village, where they’d left the car—click—and ducked into one of those quiet wine bars below street level. She didn’t even bother with her Kryptonite bike lock, she just followed them in, lifted the camera, and—click—got the photo, kiss and all, then hightailed it out of the place before the wide-eyed bartender could ask her to leave. She’d grabbed her bike, ridden the three miles home, and had the digital files delivered to Jenna before midnight, the same day she’d been given the assignment. Mrs. Higgins, upon seeing the photos in the office the following Monday, had been both heartbroken and heartened, telling them that she’d hired a PI in the past, an ex-cop in his mid-sixties, who’d lost the two lovers the moment they got in a car.

But not Hannah, she was nimble. Her tools were simple: The Canon camera. A notebook. The voice memos on her phone. The ten-speed—and the not-so-reliable Geo Metro for farther-afield assignments. Besides, this wasn’t her backup plan, not a side gig to pad an NYPD pension, or a hobby in lieu of retirement golf. This was her dream.

It had been a year of that now. A year of cheaters and runaways, family members who’d lost touch and beneficiaries who needed to be tracked down to receive their inheritance, anything that came up for the firm that the full-time investigator couldn’t handle and could be fit in alongside her paralegal duties. There had been plenty of ups and downs—and a month ago, a big down, a huge one—but still, she’d been mostly tasked with tackling basic assignments.

Until now.

Hannah’s exit came up, and she veered onto the highway that hugged the river the whole way, nothing but trees on one side, cliffside views of the shimmering Hudson, the late-summer sun beating down on it, on the other.

Hannah pressed her foot harder on the gas, bypassing a car going way too slow in the left lane, and looked, once again, to the printed-out photos on the seat next to her.

For the first time in her life, Hannah was doing the kind of detective work she’d dreamed of.

Because a woman was missing. A young woman, one who left the city on a Friday and never came back.

All Hannah had to do was find her.






7.


JULY 28, 2023

9:31 PM

The home stared down at me from up on its hill, like a remnant of another time.

Wood that needed an update. Windows pointed into a sharp angle up top. A roof that slanted dramatically on either side. A porch that wrapped around, and seemed less than structurally sound on one side, sagging slightly at the corner.

This home, set far back from the cabins and nestled against the mountains, had been modern once, all the rage. It had been some architect’s pride and joy. A chalet someone might see in Better Homes and Gardens. I imagined Tupperware parties in the living room. Five o’clock cocktails out on the massive porch, overlooking the mountains. Everyone crowded around a twelve-inch TV to hear that Kennedy had died or watch a moon landing, maybe. There had been an explosion of development in this area in the fifties and sixties. Mom and Dad had each loved reminiscing about their childhood vacations in the Catskills.

And yet, the last few decades had changed the place, of course they had. Updates had been made (I’d clock the cabin decor as pure nineties), but nothing recently, that was for sure. Hence all that talk about the renovation.

The entrance was set apart by posts that held up the porch, and the stone path led straight to a door with peeling paint and a brass knocker.

As I lifted my hand, I felt a moment of doubt, of questioning. What was I doing, anyway? Lauren was unreachable, a hundred thousand dollars of stolen money was being protected by little more than a cheap zipper (other guests or not, it still made me anxious), and here I was, about to enter a stranger’s home, have a late-night dinner with a man I didn’t know from Adam.

What would your mother say? The phrase popped into my brain, a warning, and on instinct, I reached for my necklace, like I did not only when I was anxious, but when the ache of missing Mom overwhelmed me.

Just as quickly, I let it go, pushing the thought aside. What was the alternative? To stay in the room, famished and practically crawling out of my skin with worry, when there was nothing more I could possibly do for Lauren tonight? My body was begging for sustenance, and I’d always found it near impossible to sleep when I was hungry, and I desperately needed to get some rest tonight. Besides, he’d said I didn’t have to stay. I could always take a plate back to my room if I wanted.

I lifted the brass knocker and rapped twice.

At first, I didn’t hear a sound, nothing more than the rhythmic percussion of the crickets, the whir of a summer gust, drifting down the mountain in the distance and whooshing through the trees, the rattle of a window AC coming from one of the rooms. I turned and looked behind me at the stone walk, barely lit by porch lights and the glow of the moon, at my cabin just past, where I’d left the light on. I’d spent the last ten minutes deciding where to stash the money. First, under the mattress, but it had seemed far too much of a cliché. I’d looked in drawers, considered placing it beneath Gideon’s Bible, but that had also felt obvious. I’d briefly considered putting it in an inner compartment of my suitcase, but that had made me nervous, as well.

Finally, I’d found my way into the bathroom, unfolded a clean (if not a little worn) white towel and tucked the pouch inside, then refolded it and placed it back on the shelf with the rest.

Staring back at my little cabin, I wondered again if I should just give up on the food and go back, watch the money like a hawk, sleep and hunger be damned.

But then I heard a sound behind me, the turn of a knob, the click of an opening door.

“Sorry for the delay,” Norm said. “I was just taking the salmon off.” He opened the door wide. “Please. Come in.”

I stepped into a softly lit central hallway, two doors shut on each side, and was hit at once by a strange noise, one that stopped me in my tracks: A rattling and a whirring, as if there were a generator (or, hell, even a jet engine) inexplicably tucked away behind the door on the left. And beneath the buzzing, a smell (hospital-like, bleach, maybe) and something else, something I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

“This is an upside-down house,” Norm said, seemingly oblivious to the noise. He gestured to a central staircase that led to a pair of double doors, open and filtering light in. A low-pile dark floral carpeting ran the length of it, and faded numbers were painted on every door. One, two, three, four.

“Upside-down?” I asked.

“Oh,” he laughed, reaching for the stair railing. “We’re so used to calling it that that I forget not everyone knows the term, especially these days. See, the bedrooms are on the bottom, the kitchen and dining and living spaces on top. Opposite of your typical suburban four-bedroom. Upside-down, get it?”

“Right,” I said. “So people stay here?” The sound, the buzzing, felt, almost, like it was coming from my brain.

“They used to,” Norm said. “Bunch of families in the cabins, plus more in the chalet. Proper B and B, you know, like I mentioned.”

Norm walked toward the staircase, the keys on his belt loop jingling as he went, then he turned back. “You coming?”

“Sorry,” I said. “But what’s that noise?”

He crossed his arms, then smiled. “You’re standing in front of my mother’s room.”

I turned to see that yes, I had stopped in front of the room marked with a one. “Oh, I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t realize.”

“Don’t be sorry,” Norm said, a smile stretching across his lips. “But I do ask that you move on, since she’s sleeping.”

“Of course,” I said. I walked quickly toward the stairs. I was at the first step when the other smell hit me, and for a moment, I ached so hard for my own mother that I could practically scream. It was the Vicks VapoRub she used to massage onto my chest when I was sick, I was sure of it.

“She’s immunocompromised, you see,” he said, his keys jingling with each step, like a cat or a puppy wearing a little bell. “So we’ve got the air purifiers set up, and when you run them full blast, it gets quite loud. I suppose we’ve gotten used to it. Not to mention the AC. She can’t stand the heat.” Jingle, jingle, jingle. “But to answer your earlier question, this place used to be packed to the brim. Now, Mom’s in the first room, and I’m just across the hall, so we don’t have much use for the others. Storage, really. The cabins are never sold out so it’s not a necessity, more a reminder of what once was. Anyway, here’s the kitchen.”

We stepped off the staircase and into a well-lit, open kitchen, and a massive living space. It was painted all white, peppered by earth-toned sofas and high ceilings on the right, a long dining table on the left, a door behind that. But what stood out above all were the plants. Ferns hanging from the beams of the ceiling. A massive tree-like thing in one corner, reaching toward the window; a different kind of plant, this one at least four feet, growing in the other. Free surfaces teeming with pots and saucers to catch the water’s runoff. The whole place practically crawling with green.

I felt myself release a breath as we put the dim, loud, and medicinally scented hallway behind us. Without the darkness and the gaudy carpet, the whole house felt less dated, more modern. Wide and open and made for entertaining. But of course it was, I thought. A B and B, just like Norm had said. A space designed to put one at ease.

The smell of lemon and cooked fish tickled my nostrils, drowning out the remnants of Vicks, and I spotted two perfect ears of corn bobbing in an open stockpot, their kernels like polished pearls.

The space, the height of the ceilings, the wide beams of the floors, the life of the plants all growing around us, were comforting. A far cry from my sardine can of a studio, the thickness of bodies that filled Hell’s Kitchen, the bustle of ad agency life.

“I hope you’ll see that’s why it’s not strange at all to me to invite you to eat,” Norm said, jingling his way over to the stove. “I mean, when things were really going here, we were always feeding the guests, too. Big breakfasts and dinners. It was more common then, of course. Now, people prefer to do their own thing. God, I don’t think we’ve had one of those raucous dinners since I was maybe ten or twelve years old.” He shrugged. “But occasionally people either miss the boat on the offerings in town or prefer to stay on the property, and so we still do small things. And once the renovation is done, I know we’ll start up again.”

My mouth began to water. “It smells delicious.”

“Thanks,” he said. “I’ve been cooking since I was about seven years old. So I won’t bore you with protestations that I don’t know what I’m doing.” He smiled, his grin offsetting his rather formal way of speaking. “I do.”

There were two plates—cobalt blue and heavy looking—set out on the kitchen island, but Norm opened a drawer beneath them, revealing a mishmash of to-go containers. “As promised, you can take it right back to your room if you like,” he said, lifting one up.

I hesitated. It was the smart thing to do, wasn’t it? Go back with the food, watch the money, consider how I might convince Lauren to take it, and what I’d do when I (inevitably, let’s be real) got fired, and then try to get some sleep.

But the thing was, I wanted to stay. Wanted to have dinner with a handsome stranger. Wanted to show myself that I could do anything, that life was for the taking, that men like Barry and Gustaf and David and Rob didn’t make all the decisions. I did.

I could make my own fate.

Could make Lauren’s, too.

And so if I wanted to stay, if I wanted to have a glass of wine from the bottle sweating on the counter, wanted to indulge in conversation with this throwback of a man, wanted to eat garden corn and pan-seared salmon, then screw it, I would. Even if it was the wrong decision. Even if it was a little reckless. After all, reckless had gotten me here. Reckless was sometimes necessary.

“If you’re sure you don’t mind,” I said, before I could take it back, “I’ll stay.”

Norm smiled, a grin crawling ear to ear. “I don’t mind at all,” he said. “In fact, I prefer it.”



Eating together is an intimate thing.

In the city, I almost never did it. Dates were drinks in dark corners of crowded bars. Soggy paper coasters and lipstick prints against lowball glasses.

Lauren was always saying that if I really wanted to meet someone, I needed to start setting up day dates, the kind that didn’t involve a drop of booze and cast a ray of sunlight over the whole thing, while Mom remained firm that I was young and career-minded and there was no rush to settle down, so long as I was being safe. I took Mom’s advice, for the most part. I’d had long-term relationships in high school and college, but both of those had ended in heartbreak, and then the New York City dating scene had swallowed me into its underbelly. It was fast and fun, late nights and mindless hookups, and while I didn’t expect to find a good guy like Dad that way, I believed, like Mom always said, that there was plenty of time to meet my partner, that my career should come first. Now, I was twenty-nine years old, and most people thought it was strange that I hadn’t had a real relationship since college. Men would look at me and say, “You? You’ve been single for all these years?” as if it weren’t possible for a pretty girl like me to remain unattached, that there must be some flaw I was hiding, one they couldn’t see in the flickering lights of the hazy bar. But I didn’t mind, and being alone wasn’t the worst thing. Now, seeing what had become of Lauren and Rob, I couldn’t help but believe it even more fiercely.

And yet …

I looked across the table, at this person who was still very much a stranger. I felt a pull, a tugging, from right behind my ribcage down to the base of my spine (maybe a little farther, if I’m being honest).

“Food okay?” Norm asked, setting his fork down and nodding to my plate. “I mean, I’m sure it’s nothing compared to the city, but…” He shrugged. “We make do.”

“Are you kidding?” I asked, responding a bit too quickly, spearing a tomato with my fork. “You rarely get stuff this fresh in the city, and if you do, it’s probably trucked in from up here. You can’t exactly set up a garden on Ninth Avenue.”

Norm smiled, taking a sip of his wine. “My mother used to love to garden. When I was a kid, I don’t think I ever remember her without dirt under her nails. She said it was like her church. We’re not religious, so maybe it was the closest she ever got, I don’t know.” He raised an eyebrow. “She can’t do it anymore, of course, but I keep it going for her. And I enjoy it, too, even if not quite as much.”

I took a bite of tomato, the flavors bursting across my tongue, the acid cutting the oiliness of the fish. I gestured at the houseplants covering practically every surface. “You’re clearly very good at it.”

“It’s the land, the air up here. Not too dry, not too wet. Makes it easy. I’ll show you the garden tomorrow, if you like. It’s beautiful.”

I smiled politely. “If there’s time, I’d love to see it.” There wouldn’t be time, of course. I had paid already. Tonight, I’d return to the room, shower off the heat of the day, and then go to sleep. When I woke, I would make my way to the bus station as quickly as I could. I needed to get to Lauren. No matter how refreshing it was to be sitting across from a handsome, polite man (who could cook, mind you!), this dinner was little more than sustenance and a temporary relief from the anxiety that had been gnawing at me all day.

Norm lifted the glass of wine to his lips, took a sip. Mine was already nearly empty, and I knew I was drinking maybe a bit faster than I should, but the release was too comforting after a day of pure adrenaline. “So what’s it like?” Norm said. “The city?”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

He shrugged. “I mean, tell me about it.”

My eyebrows narrowed. “Don’t tell me you’ve never been,” I said. “But you’re so … so close.”

“Not never,” he said. “Once. When I was eight years old. Dad took me down while Mom kept the place running. Two nights. We went to The Lion King, got hot dogs from a street vendor, and saw dinosaur fossils at the museum. I loved it, of course. But it scared me, too. All the people bumping into you. How easy it is to lose the person you’re with. It was only a moment, when we were on the subway, when I turned and my dad wasn’t there. He was just looking at the map, but I remember how my heart lurched. I’d thought, for a second, that he’d left me.”

I tilted my head slightly. “And in all these years, you’ve never been back?”

“Twenty-five years, in fact,” he said. “I’m thirty-three,” he added. “But the thing is, well, my dad left us when I was just a teenager—went to the city, but for good this time—and I guess, the fact that I’d only ever been with him, that he was down there, living it up without us, it soured me on the whole thing. And then it was just Mom and me. And then she got sick, so … well, she needs me. And all of this”—he gestured around—“it’s all on me, you know.”

It’s all on me. My heart tugged with the feeling of recognition. Of abandonment. My dad had left, too, though not of his own volition. And then Mom, Mom …

“So tell me,” Norm said, breaking my train of thought. “What’s it really like?”

“Right now?” I asked, pushing thoughts of Mom and Dad away. “Hot. And it smells like piss, and then you get used to it smelling like piss and it doesn’t even bother you, and then that fact bothers you in and of itself.”

Norm laughed. “And here you are scolding me for never going down.”

I looked at him, really taking him in. Did he have other friends around here? Girlfriends, even? It was hard to imagine. He was so formal, so polite. Thirty-three, but seemed so much younger. There was something not-quite-right about this man, but not in a malicious way, almost in a broken one.

And maybe that’s part of what drew me in: I was all broken up, too. And it was nice to see it in someone else. Even if his mannerisms, his formalities, his clear hang-ups on his mother and father, might have sent another woman running. What was the harm, anyway? In indulging in this conversation, one that felt, somehow, like a balm after the day I’d had?

“There’s a magic to the city, too, you know. You kind of always have the feeling that, I don’t know, that anything could happen.”

“Like what?” he asked.

Like you could steal money from a client to save your sister and leave the person you thought you were behind.

I felt a flush in my face, the heat of shame. Absurdly, that silly childhood song began to play in my head. Who stole the cookies from the cookie jar? “I just mean, you could turn a corner and meet, well, anyone. Millions of people you’ve never encountered before. And the things that could happen, there’s so little predictability. It’s like you’re reading a book and you never know what’s on the next page.”

“Doesn’t that happen everywhere?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Does it?”

He offered me a half smile. “Well, when I took this fish out of the freezer to thaw this morning, I had no idea I’d be sharing it with you this evening.”

That heat in my face again—not shame, this time, but something else. He wasn’t flirting, not exactly. He didn’t seem the type to even know how to flirt. But it was near enough to turn me almost red. I knew it was foolish, I knew all I should be thinking about was what I’d do first thing tomorrow morning, but the reprieve from worry and anxiety was even more intoxicating than the wine. I shoved a piece of salmon into my mouth, swallowed it back quickly.

“You kind of look like her, you know,” he said. “I noticed it when you first stepped out of the car.”

I shook my head. “Like who?”

“My mother,” he said.

“Oh,” I said, the mood instantly deflating. There’s nothing so unsexy as being compared to someone’s elderly, bedbound mother.

Norm laughed awkwardly. “I’m sorry,” he said. “That sounded weird, didn’t it? I meant it as a compliment. See, my mom, when she was younger, well, she was a very beautiful woman. Everyone said so, I don’t mean it in some creepy Oedipal way or anything.” He smiled shyly, taking another sip of wine. “She just was. Undeniably. A classic beauty.” He paused. “And you are, too.”

My cheeks turned even hotter still. “Well,” I said, desperate to change the subject, to turn the spotlight back off me. “You still should get down to the city. At some point, at least.”

Norm’s eyes remained on mine, but after a moment he broke the gaze, then looked down, flaking at a bit of salmon on his plate. “See that plant?” He nodded toward the massive thing near the corner windows, leaves the size of dinner plates. “You know what that is?”

“A ficus?” I guessed. I didn’t know the first thing about houseplants.

He laughed. “A ficus’s leaves are much smaller than that.” He pointed to the other corner. “That right there? That’s a ficus.”

I nodded.

“No, the one I’m talking about is called the fiddle-leaf fig.”

“Oh,” I said. “That’s the fancy one, isn’t it?” I said, remembering David talking about procuring one for his Chelsea apartment.

Norm laughed. “I guess you could say that. They’ve certainly grown in popularity in recent years. But yes, the fiddle-leaf fig is the pride of any indoor botanist. You can see why. The leaves, named, obviously, after the instrument, are gorgeous, and the thing can get quite large, but it takes years to do so. Years of constant, quality care. See, the tree is finicky, notoriously so. You can’t give it too much water, or too little. Same thing with light. And don’t even think about setting it up somewhere that’s drafty. It does not like nor want a breeze. But the biggest thing to remember is, once you pick your spot, you can’t move it. These ferns—these climbers”—he gestured around at all the hanging pots—“they’ll let you pick them up, put them down, toss them into one corner or another. They adapt. The fiddle-leaf fig, no sirree. Move it even a foot or two, and it gets unhappy. It starts to drop its leaves.”

“Right,” I said, taking another bite of salad. “I’m pretty sure my boss ended up killing his.”

“Many people do,” he said. “They see the plant, fall in love, don’t know how much care it needs. Point is, I’m a bit like that fiddle-leaf fig, you could say. I’m happy, I do all right, but I stay where I’ve been planted. Same pot”—his eyes swept over the large room—“same house, as always. And I do just fine like that. And my mother, too. I can’t leave this place, not even for a night, not when she needs me.”

My eyes caught his, and I took a last sip of wine.

“That must be hard,” I said.

“How so?” he asked, his eyebrows narrowing, as if I’d hurt his pride.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I mean, it’s wonderful, what you’re doing for your mother, I’m sure, but doesn’t it ever make you feel like you can’t do what you want to do, like you’re … I don’t know … a little … trapped? Sorry,” I said immediately. “My own mom drilled independence into us so much, I guess what you’re doing is a foreign concept to me.”

“Independence?” Norm asked.

I nodded. “You know, not being tied down to a man. Not being tied to my parents, either, I guess. Flying the coop.”

Norm pressed his lips together. “That’s so hard.”

“Hard?”

He shrugged. “I mean, if you wanted to be tied to anyone, wouldn’t you want it to be your parents?”

I felt like I might cry, but I blinked back the tears, and Norm began to finger the keys on his belt loop once again. “Back to the idea of being trapped—am I really any more trapped than someone giving a landlord thousands of dollars of rent every month just to live in a tiny room in the city?” he asked.

I raised my eyebrows. “Touché.”

“Seriously, though. It’s not so bad. Maybe a different man would have flown the coop, as you say, the second he turned eighteen. But not me.”

“Still a lot to take on as a teenager. It’s a huge amount of responsibility.”

His eyes narrowed, and I thought I saw a flash of anger, but just as quickly, it passed. “The point is,” he said, “the guilt of abandoning her would have been its own kind of trap, wouldn’t it? I think we are all trapped in some way or another. We just build ourselves different kinds of cages. Put roots in different sorts of pots.”

I nodded, and I felt my heart tick up just slightly. Because he was right, wasn’t he? All this talk of independence, all the things Mom had pushed me so hard to want, to pursue, and yet what kind of trap, what kind of prison, was I building for myself by taking this money? What of my own future, my own career, that I was burning to the ground to protect Lauren? And yet, what was the alternative? To let her rot with Rob, to let her become one of those women Mom had warned us about? To wait for a call, wait for news of something much worse than a black eye this time? She was the only family I had left.

It felt so unfair then, that people could leave like they did (Norm’s dad, my parents, the circumstances didn’t even matter, in the end), and suddenly here we were, stuck with responsibilities that were far beyond what they should be.

“So you plan on being here indefinitely then?” I asked. “Doesn’t it frustrate you that, I don’t know, you can’t build a life of your own?”

“This is my life,” Norm snapped. “And what should I do instead? Toss her into a home where they’ll abuse her? Do you know how this country treats the sick?”

“No, no,” I said, realizing, in that moment, I had been speaking more to my own fears than to anything having to do with Norm. And besides, I did know how this country treated people on the periphery; I learned from Mom, who never found a system that wouldn’t fail those it was supposed to help. That’s why I was so scared for Lauren, because once you got into a bad situation, it was so very hard to get out. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that.” I pushed my chair back. “I should go.”

But Norm reached his hand across the table, placed it on top of mine—only for a second—then pulled it away.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have burst out at you like that. I—you’re right—it can be hard, and I suppose I’m a bit touchy about it.”

His eyes softened, and I felt myself take a breath, too. “It’s okay,” I said. “I get it. Feeling responsible, I mean.”

He took another sip of wine. “It sounds like a lot, I know, but trust me, if you lived it, you’d get it. I’m sure you’d do the same thing for your mother, if you had to.”

“I don’t have a mother.”

The words had come out almost against my will, like an unfortunate burp in the middle of a meal.

“Oh,” Norm said, his eyes widening with what looked like genuine empathy. “I’m so, so sorry.”

The tears came next, catching me equally off guard, popping into my eyes like unannounced visitors.

“Oh no,” Norm said, handing me a napkin. “I’ve put my foot in my mouth, haven’t I? I’m so sorry for saying what I did.”

I grabbed the napkin, dabbed at my eyes. “There’s nothing to be sorry about,” I said. “It’s just—my parents, well, I lost them both. Recently.”

“Cancer?” Norm asked, voice gentle. “That’s what Mother’s got.”

“No,” I said. “Covid. Well, and a stroke. That’s what got my dad. And then Mom”—I shook my head—“she couldn’t handle the grief. She turned to alcohol.” I pressed my lips together, my own words ringing in my head—I don’t have a mother—and wondered if I dared say it, then thought, fuck it. What did it matter? “She drank herself to death. It all happened so fast.”

“Oh god,” Norm said. “I’m so sorry.” Again, he reached his hand across the table, placed it on top of mine. This time, he didn’t pull it back.

I looked at this man, at the cut of his jaw, the wide set of his eyes, a face that seemed almost designed to put one at ease. And a part of me wanted to explain it all, the whole sordid story, really I did. I wanted to paint a picture for him, detailing every welded bar of my own cage. The pressure, solely on me now, to protect a sister who had become so very hard to protect. His gaze stayed trained on mine, his eyes so appreciative, taking me in, and I had the absurd vision of leaning over and kissing him, of the two of us unburdening ourselves to each other, crashing into one of the rooms of this enormous chalet and holding each other until morning, when I could wake up, figure out a plan to save Lauren that didn’t involve stealing a six-figure sum. This whole thing no more than a secret I kept with myself.

But no, I had to talk some sense into Lauren. Before things escalated. Before they got worse. Because one thing I’d learned, these last few years: They could always get worse.

I pulled my hand back, then dabbed again at my eyes. “I really should get going,” I said. “I’m absolutely exhausted. And I’ve got to be up early in the morning.”

“You’re sure?” Norm asked.

“Yes,” I said. “I’m sure. But thank you so much for the wonderful meal. I don’t know what I would have done without it. You’re a lifesaver, you know.”

“Well that’s the kind of service you get from the Billings Motel,” he said, and scooted back, his keys jingling once again as he did. “And it will be a wonderful destination once the renovations are done.” He smiled. “Be sure to tell all your city friends.”
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HANNAH

AUGUST 11, 2023

5:45 PM

Hannah had only been on the Palisades a handful of miles when she spotted a sign on the right, advertising a scenic lookout. She was eager to stretch her legs, so she eased her foot off the gas and slowly braked as she followed the road, curving through trees, past green trail markers on her left and right, until, after a minute or so, she reached a parking area, no other cars in the lot.

She pulled the Geo around and up to the front row, slid her car into the spot, careful not to tap the stone border, then put it into park. She checked her email first. Nothing.

She slipped her phone into her pocket, then opened the car door and stepped out, sucking in fresh air—muggy as August always was in the Northeast, but breezy, at least, this close to the river. She stretched her legs, bending into a half squat and back up again, her knee tight from the constant stop-start, stop-start of leaving-the-city-on-a-Friday traffic.

She walked past a couple of picnic tables and stately elms until she reached a metal barricade that jutted out over the rocky cliffs that formed the Palisades, slicing into the Hudson River like shards of glass.

She stepped to the edge, took in the view below. The water rippled from the wind, and the sky was crystal blue.

On the top of the barricade was a sign.

THERE IS HELP

MAKE THE CALL

CRISIS INTERVENTION

Hannah pressed her palms against the rail and leaned forward. She supposed it could tempt someone who didn’t want to be here anymore. Nothing but sheer cliffs until you reached the river.

The jump would be awful, though. A body might bounce once or twice against the rocks before it was swallowed by the water. It would float on down to New York City, eventually to the ocean, but it would be brutal getting there, no question. Although perhaps a person would die upon the first impact. Hopefully, at least.

Hannah found herself wondering just how many bodies were in that river, just how much blood the water could wash away …

She took a step back, casting the morbid thoughts from her mind. Yes, an active imagination was an asset in the investigating game, but now was not the time to unleash it.

Instead, she turned slightly to the right, looking south along the river. She could just make out Manhattan’s skyscrapers in the distance, poking through the clouds, as if they were wearing them like tutus. God, she loved this city. Her home. Her heart. Imperfect, ridiculously expensive, and practically designed to screw the little guy, but hers still, and that was something.

Hannah’s phone buzzed against her hip, and she took it out quickly, hoping it was her boss, with more info on the missing woman.

Be careful driving. Please. And tell me when you get there.

Hannah could practically see her mom at their kitchen counter, phone in hand, her curly salt-and-pepper hair frizzy from the humidity, her reading glasses propped on her nose. A bitten lip, awaiting a response from her daughter. Hannah rolled her eyes, then sent back an emoji doing the same exact thing.

Can’t help it. I’m your mom.

Hannah briefly considered not writing back, but if she didn’t, her mom would quickly become convinced that she’d been in some horrific car accident, would stalk the route on Google Maps, turn on 1010 WINS—“traffic and transit on the ones!”—in hopes of gleaning some information.

Stopped to stretch my legs. Should arrive in an hour or so. Chaos getting out of the city.

Her mom responded immediately.

Okay. Don’t text and drive! Love you.

Hannah hesitated, thumbs hovering over her phone’s keyboard, so much she wanted to say. Then:

Love you, too.

She tucked the phone back in her pocket, her pulse picking up just the slightest. She loved her parents, dearly, and she hated fighting with them, hated lying to them, especially her mom. She knew the text wasn’t just your typical helicopter-mom check-in, it was an olive branch. Which made the lie even worse.

The last time Hannah and her mom had spoken was their yelling match last night, so loud, so uncharacteristic for them, that one of the neighbors had knocked on the door, asked if everything was okay.

“Fine,” her mom had said, cheeks flushing with embarrassment. “Just”—she shrugged—“parenting!”

Samira, whose three kids were grown, who was due to become a grandmother in the fall, had laughed, and raised her eyebrows. “Never ends, does it?”

“No, it doesn’t,” Hannah’s mom had said, before thanking Samira and closing the door.

It hadn’t been the first argument on the subject, but it had certainly been the most intense.

Moonlighting as an investigator over the last year had brought with it a host of, well, tricky situations—there was the time she’d flipped over her handlebars on Fifth Avenue chasing down a target, wound up at NYU Langone with a broken shoulder. And the man who’d caught her following him and taken her Canon and smashed it against a brick wall—another charge on the Mastercard to replace that lens, plus the opening of another card to transfer the balance and buy her eighteen months without interest. The worst, and most recent, occurred a month prior. Hannah had been hanging around the party scene in Bushwick, going to the underground shows in hopes of finding a teen runaway who’d hightailed it from their perfect Park Avenue apartment, leaving behind little more than a note. After yet another futile night, she’d been walking to get her bike when she’d heard someone, steps heavy behind hers.

“What are you doing out here on your own?”

Her shoulders had jolted, and she’d whipped around to see a skeevy guy in his late thirties, in a button-down shirt and designer jeans. He was heavily drunk, hunger in his eyes, and that internal alarm—the one her mom had begged her to listen to since she’d given her The Gift of Fear for middle school graduation—had gone off.

Quickly, Hannah had assessed the situation, realized all the mistakes she’d made. The club wouldn’t let you leave your bike out in front, so she’d hooked it to a chain-link fence at an empty lot nearby, one that butted up to the creek behind it, a place where more than one drunk partier had wandered in and lost their life in the past few years. But the worst mistake was the lock. She’d put on the big, canvas-covered chain, plus a cable around the front tire. A good system for ensuring your bike wasn’t stolen, but not so good for making a quick getaway.

And the final mistake, she’d dropped her Mace—which her mom had bought her and insisted “if you’re going to do this terrible job, please god, just carry this”—into the crowded bathroom’s toilet bowl. She had been far too disgusted to fish it out, had figured that she’d been doing this work for a year now and hadn’t needed the thing once.

Twenty minutes later, she did.

“Where you going so fast?” the man slurred, stepping closer to her.

Perhaps she could have told him to back off, that she wasn’t interested, that she had a boyfriend, or even that she was interested, just not tonight, given him a fake number and hoped for the best.

But the alarm was going off. Practically blaring across her brain. This was one of those situations that changes things, that fucks you up, that, at best, leads to years of therapy, and at worst … at worst …

Well, there was the creek behind her, of course.

The kick had been swift, and almost instinctual, straight to the man’s crotch.

“What the fuck!” he screamed as he grabbed his balls, as he sunk to the ground. He wobbled drunkenly, and she kicked him again, this time on the shoulder, forcing him back onto his ass.

Then, she stomped.

It was only as he wailed “This is assault, you bitch!” that she realized what exactly she was doing, that she was assaulting him. That he hadn’t done anything more than speak.

She backed up, fumbled with the chain lock, with the cable. He was still crying in pain as she hopped on her bike and rushed away, the summer wind in her hair and the thrum of bass pumping from the club next door.

She should never have told her mom, but the tears had come the second she’d walked in the door.

“What’s wrong?” her mom asked, practically leaping off the sofa, where she’d been on her iPad, toying around with the crossword and sudoku, like she always did when she waited up for Hannah.

More tears in lieu of an answer.

Then her mom’s arms were around her, the sleepiness gone instantly, her mama bear nature taking over. “What happened? You can tell me. Whatever it is, you can tell me.”

Hannah did. Well, mostly.

Said that a guy had gotten aggressive with her while she was unlocking her bike, that she’d had to kick him in the balls to get him to back off. She didn’t mention that he’d only ever used words, that she’d stomped on his crotch, too, that she’d fled the scene knowing that, in the eyes of the law, at least, she was the aggressor, not him. Her mom had pulled her to the sofa, put on I Love Lucy like she did when she knew Hannah needed it, and stroked her hair until she’d fallen asleep to the vision of Ethel and Lucy mashing grapes in a vat.

With the cushion of her mother’s arms around her, Hannah had mistakenly thought that it would all look better—clearer—in the morning. But then she’d woken to the sound of her parents’ terse whispers over coffee. When she’d sat up on the sofa, their conversation abruptly stopped. “What is it?” she’d asked.

Her dad had gone first, clearing his throat and scratching at his graying, day-old stubble. “We can’t just watch you do this to yourself.”

Hannah had shrugged him off. “I know, I know. I’ll be—”

“No.”

It was her mom who’d spoken this time, and her lips were set in a thin, firm line. Her palms were laid out on the table. Her I’m serious stance.

“No?” Hannah asked.

Her mom shook her head. “No. Not this time. It’s…” she started, tears moistening her eyes. “It’s—”

“What your mom is trying to say is that we don’t support this, and we’re not going to support this anymore.”

That got Hannah sitting up straighter. “And what does that mean?”

“If you want to go chasing who knows what, courting danger, just begging to get yourself hurt or worse, well, that’s your choice,” her dad said. “But not under our roof.”

Our roof? Her parents had never—not once—talked like that. There was no “because I said so” or “just listen to your mother.” They’d always made her feel like an equal part of this family, someone who would be treated with respect as long as she acted respectfully in turn. “You’re kicking me out?” she asked. She couldn’t help it. “In this economy?”

“We’re not kicking you out,” her dad said. “But we’re telling you that if you want to continue to live here rent-free, then you need to get back on track to taking the LSAT, to law school—that was always the plan.”

“So you’re using my housing situation to control me, then?”

“No,” her mom said, casting a look at her dad. “No, we’re not doing that.”

“Then which is it? Let go of my dream, go be a soulless corporate lawyer, or what? What’s the threat?”

“Please,” her mom said, eyes wide, begging. “Please just consider taking a step back from this. You can always return to it later. It doesn’t have to be law school. It just has to be … something. Something with a regular salary, with benefits, with … protections. That’s all we want for you. That’s all we’ve ever wanted for you. Your safety and security. Please. Just consider it.”

That had always been her mom’s way. Protection was avoidance. If something seemed even the slightest bit dangerous or risky, her mom’s advice was not to do it. Some mothers were different; some tried to empower their daughters to handle what life threw their way, to foster independence, resilience. But Hannah’s had always just wanted her to quit whatever it was, to stay away from anything that could potentially cause harm.

Even so, Hannah had considered her mom’s suggestion, she really had. Plus, she couldn’t bear to share it with her parents, but the whole thing in Bushwick, it had freaked her out. What was she doing, anyway? The moonlighting gigs hardly paid more than minimum wage, once she factored all her hours into it. And it’s not like chasing after rich runaway party boys who didn’t want to tell their parents they were busy dropping Molly in one Bushwick loft or another was what she’d ever wanted or dreamed of.

So she’d told herself she’d take a step back, see how it felt. She’d dusted off the LSAT prep book, read a chapter or two. She’d begged off the next time Jenna had offered her the typical cheating spouse assignment, blaming a family commitment. Her mom had asked her—pleaded with her—to take their words into consideration, and that’s what she was doing.

But yesterday, an old law school buddy of Jenna’s, Celia Brown, a partner at a bona fide investigative firm, Farley and Brown, reached out about a particularly challenging case. Celia wasn’t happy with the junior investigator they had working it, and she was unofficially asking for help. No promises had been made, but Jenna had explained that there was a good chance Celia would take Hannah on if she did well—that she could maybe even enter the firm full-time as a junior investigator.

“I’m going to kick myself for even passing this to you,” Jenna had said yesterday, after she pulled Hannah into her office, went over the basic details. “You’re the best paralegal I’ve ever had.”

Hannah hadn’t told her parents about the case, had simply floated the idea of returning to investigating—but that alone had triggered the yelling match with her mom. So rare for them, as her mom almost always opted for avoidance over confrontation.

Hannah took a deep breath of the Hudson River air, then turned, walking back to her car.

This case was her chance. To prove to her parents that this could be a real thing.

To prove to herself that this could be a real thing.

Because if she couldn’t, she knew what would happen. It would be back to the LSAT book. Back to a real grown-up plan.

Her dream would be over when it had just barely begun.

She pulled out her phone, checked her email once again. Finally, a new message from Jenna. Her heart leapt.

Hannah! Just heard from Celia. The guy on the case is going to email, but says he needs the weekend to pull all the details together. We should be all set for you to start next week [image: smiling face]

Her hopes sank just as quickly as they’d risen. Damn it. Hannah had been counting on the file coming through by the end of the day. She let her eyes linger on what she did have, instead: a couple of photos of Emily Stockton, and Jenna’s notes from her conversation with Celia scrawled in the space beneath them.

Emily was young. Blond. Beautiful. Left the city on a Friday and never came back.

Hannah’s phone pinged again, this time with a text from her mom.

By the way, tell Mia that Dad and I say hi!

Mia was a high school friend who now lived in Kingston. Hannah had told her parents that’s where she’d be for the weekend. And she’d told Jenna that she would wait, like a dutiful employee, for the file to come in, before getting to work.

But how could she? Her weekend was clear, a woman was missing, and this was Hannah’s chance. Plus, it was the right thing to do, and Hannah had no problem bending the rules a bit when right and wrong were on the line. Her moral code was rigid, firm, and entirely her own.

Hannah started the car and pulled out, followed the path back to the highway, accelerating fast to get on to the Palisades, the road that would eventually lead up to New Paltz, to the last place Emily Stockton was seen.

Where are you, Emily? Hannah thought. And how in the world am I going to find you?
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JULY 28, 2023

10:17 PM

Norm offered to walk me back to my cabin, but I told him I’d be fine. The night sky was dark as I left the chalet behind me, and as I made for my room, I lifted my hand to my necklace, attempting to ground myself, prepare for tomorrow.

It wasn’t there.

My heart beat hard against my chest as I looked down, my fingers grasping at my clavicles. I reached into my bra, down my shirt, seeing if it had dropped.

Nothing.

When was the last time I’d touched it? Was it possible I’d dropped it somewhere in the city? On the bus? In that cop car? Oh god. Mom’s necklace, that she’d given me, that she’d trusted me with, that had been in her family for years …

The grief was overwhelming, and I felt wild for what I’d done, for all of it, for this foolish, foolish plan, like losing the necklace was some kind of karmic punishment for taking that money, for attempting to bend fate to our favor instead of letting the world steamroll me and Lauren like it had these last few years.

And then I remembered. I had touched the necklace, I was sure of it, when I was standing at the chalet’s doorstep, waiting for Norm to let me in.

I turned on my heel, booked it back up the walk, retracing my steps.

At the door, I knocked, waited. Knocked again. I didn’t hear anything. No footsteps on the stairs. No jingle of Norm’s keys.

I reached for the door handle, wondering if it was locked. Gave it a turn. It wasn’t.

Before I could think better of it, I pushed it open, stepped across the threshold. Norm was probably doing the dishes, cleaning up. Besides, it was near impossible to hear anything over that infernal buzzing coming from his mother’s room.

I walked across the soft carpet, making for the stairway—I’d greet him, apologize for coming back like this, explain the situation, find the necklace, and be on my way.

And then, a flash, in the periphery of my vision. A glint of red sparkle, reflecting the dim hallway lights, right there in front of his mother’s room.

I stepped forward, the buzzing intensifying, and the clinical smell, too, and I knelt down, reaching for the necklace.

“What are you doing?”

My shoulders jolted, and my head whipped up.

Norm was looking down at me, hovering at the top of the stairs.

“I’m sorry,” I said. Composing myself, I lifted the chain, held it up to him. “It’s my necklace. It’s important to me, it was my mom’s. I must have dropped it. I knocked, but I don’t think you could hear me. I was going to come tell you, but then I saw it, right here.”

“You didn’t go in there, did you?”

“No,” I said, taking a step to the side. “No, of course not.”

“Because Mother should not be disturbed. She’s resting, like I said.”

“I know,” I said. “The necklace must have dropped in front of her door when I came in. I’m so sorry to bother you. And thank you again for dinner.”

Norm stared at me a moment, and then the smile I’d seen only minutes ago returned. “Of course,” he said. “And I’m glad you found your necklace. Especially if it’s a family heirloom. Got to hang on to things like that.”

I smiled back, thanked him again, and turned on my heel, making for the door before I could feel even more awkward and intrusive. What must I have looked like, letting myself in and hovering in front of his sick mother’s door?

I walked quickly, hightailing it down the path, with the necklace grasped tight in my palm. The whole way, I thought of my mother, thought of Lauren.

I looked back at the chalet, the lights on in the second story. Thought of Norm, there in his own trap, me down here in mine. Of his mother, cocooned in a climate-controlled, industrially air-purified room that smelled of a hospital. Of all of us, stuck, in some way, exactly where we were.

Then, hands shaking, I fumbled with the doorknob to my little cabin. Turned it, walked inside.

The heat of the room was oppressive, and I realized I should have cracked the windows before I’d left for dinner, but I’d been so scared of leaving the money, even though we were so remote, that I hadn’t.

I went to the windows by the bed, opened them both, making sure to leave the blinds pulled down, even though there wasn’t a single other soul here besides Norm and his sick mother. The room filled with the sound of cicadas clicking, and I took great big breaths of air as my heart raced. Then I set my necklace on the nightstand and grabbed my phone.

Airplane mode was still on, and I preferred it that way, but I followed the directions on the card, getting on to the motel’s Wi-Fi.

I was barely on a second when my phone dinged, the sound of a text coming through.

Lauren, I thought. Has to be.

But my heart seemed to stop as I saw the name on my phone.

I looked at the text, three words, from my boss. From David.

How’s it going?

He’d told me not to call, not to make a record of this at all, so why was he reaching out now?

Did he somehow already know?

Meanwhile, the texts to Lauren remained unread. Christ, what did that mean? Had her visit to the city angered Rob even further, especially with that bruise still fresh on her cheek? Could he have taken her phone from her?

Fuck. There was nothing I could do now. I would get to Lauren as fast as I could in the morning. I put my phone on the nightstand and went to the bathroom.

I pulled the towels down as a stack, carefully grabbed the third one down, unfolded it.

There it was. All that money. Stacks and stacks of it, nestled in its zippered pouch like a flock of baby birds. Another breath, my heartbeats slowing. It was here, all of it. I had done it, and it was here, it wasn’t some fantasy. All of this was real.

Carefully, I removed the pouch and set it in the middle of the bed. As I did, my phone dinged again.

David.

Just wanted to make surre all is good

I noted the spelling error, and the time.

He and that insufferable client had left the office a little before three. David liked to drink. Loved to drink. He was probably stewing in gin, and in his drunken haze, had gone against his better judgement and was reaching out, creating a record. He’d wake up tomorrow, hungover but thinking a bit more clearly, remember his advice to me, and commend me on my restraint in not responding.

Or would he?

I began to type.

All’s good, have a great weekend!

I was about to send when I saw the three dots on the other side. He was typing again. I deleted my own text, waited.

Finally, another text popped up.

Have a great weekend, see you Monday

A sigh of relief. David was back to the original plan. Which gave me time.

I sank into the scratchy bedspread and pulled up the bus schedule on my phone. It took a full minute to load, the Wi-Fi spotty. The Adirondacks Trailways bus, the one that had broken down tonight, wasn’t due to leave downtown New Paltz until 10 AM. So much for an early start. On Google Maps, I calculated the walk. Over an hour, but I supposed since I wouldn’t be leaving early, I could ask Norm to drive me. Especially if I made a little pit stop to see his beautiful garden first.

Okay, then. A plan was in place. I disconnected from the Wi-Fi and stood, catching a flash of myself in an antique mirror hanging just above the nightstand. I looked so normal, so benign, not like a woman who had just nabbed a hundred grand. I walked to the bathroom, pulled the shower curtain back with an awful screech of metal on metal, then flicked the handle of the faucet all the way over to hot.

A second of waiting, and then the water spurted, burping from the top before settling into a steady pressure. I reached my hand in—ice cold. Norm had said it would take time to get the hot water going.

Back in front of the bed, I began to undress. I unhooked the fly of my jeans, button by button, then slid them over my hips and practically peeled them off my legs, shedding my skin like a snake. The denim was light, summer weight, but even so, my skin felt sticky. I folded the jeans neatly, set them on the bed next to the sleeve of money. It felt like a million lifetimes had passed between tugging on these pants in the morning and where I was now.

I lifted my arms next, pulling off my white tank top, then setting it on top of the jeans. Unclasped my bra, the lace trim damp from beads of sweat on my chest. Stepped out of my underwear. Put it all in a neat pile.

I didn’t want to leave the money out here like this while I was in the shower, so I wrapped it up in the towel again. Returned to the bathroom, put it all back on the shelf.

I reached into the shower, checking the water. Not quite hot, but in this weather, I supposed I didn’t need it to be. Besides, I was desperate to clean off the grime of the city, the reek of Port Authority, the remnants of decisions I’d never thought possible before.

So I pulled back the curtain, and I stepped right in.

I stood beneath the water, letting it beat down, on my hair, the back of my neck, my shoulders, my back, my ass; feeling it turn from lukewarm to hotter, then hotter still. I stood there, not even moving. Wanting to savor this reprieve from real life. If David was drunkenly texting again, I couldn’t see it, couldn’t hear it. So I closed my eyes, let the water envelop me.

Body heat rising, the tension in my shoulders releasing, I imagined a future where Rob was far, far away, where he couldn’t hurt Lauren anymore. Where she didn’t have to choose between her business, her home, and her safety, her entire sense of self.

Then my eyes jolted open. I thought I’d heard a sound. I looked up to see the water sputtering, hesitating, then going full blast again.

Old pipes, that was all. Like Norm had said.

I stopped daydreaming, reached for a generic bottle of coconut-scented bodywash, set on the edge of the tub. I flicked it open, squeezed it into my palm, massaged the gel into a lather.

I started with my shoulders, working slowly, in circles, getting all the sweat, all the gunk that sticks to you on a day of travel in July. I rubbed the bubbles down my left arm and then my right, washing myself free of Barry’s leering gaze, of Carl at Chase who’d called me sweetie, of Candy Crush lady on the bus, of the well-meaning but a-little-too-solicitous cop. I wanted to be clean. Clean and fresh for all that was coming next.

My neck next, and then my chest, my boobs, the right one a little larger than the left, down to my stomach, into my belly button, over my hips, down toward my pubic bone, my uterus still sore from the IUD a few days ago.

There it was, a sound again.

I turned toward the water, looking up at the showerhead, but it wasn’t sputtering this time, it was running strong. I turned back, and I heard it, then, unmistakable: the creak of the door opening. My heart raced, my stomach churned, because I couldn’t believe it. What was happening, what the fuck was happening?

And then, another sound:

Jingle, jingle, jingle.

Through the pale plastic liner, I spotted a monster, a shadow, a hand lifted, the outline of something. Oh, my god, oh my dear god—

With a scream, earth-shattering, I wrenched the curtain open.

I screamed again, because there he was, the man, Norm; there he was, a knife held up, gleaming in the bathroom’s fluorescent lights. There he was, shock on his face now, too.

He’d planned to surprise me.

But by pulling back the curtain, I’d surprised him.

Get him, Mom urged. Right in the balls.

Her voice rang in my head as I grunted, then lunged forward, my wet hands on his shoulders. I pulled the weight of him to me, then jerked my knee up, and it landed (bullseye!) right on his crotch.

“Aaaaagh,” he wailed, and his body crumpled in on itself, and I didn’t even realize what had happened until I saw that both hands were on his balls, that no hand was on the knife, until I looked down to see the knife standing straight up, poking out of the top of my foot like it was a piece of meat.

“You bitch!” Norm screamed, as I crouched down, wrenched the knife out of the top of my foot.

Blood spurted out, shooting like a tiny red fountain, mixing with the water still beating down from the shower, pooling into a pink mess on the bottom of the tub, and only then did the pain come, hot and sharp and raw. I cried out in agony, the wound burning as if it were on fire, the beating hot water only making it worse, like tiny knives raining down. I tried to pull my foot back from the shower stream, but I slipped, and then I was down, my foot still shooting blood, the water on my body, in my eyes.

Then Norm was leaning over the edge of the tub, his body blocking the water for a moment, staring at me with hatred in his eyes, like an otherworldly demon, here to wreak havoc, here to take the knife from me, to devour me whole, to finish me forever—

He leaned down farther, his mouth morphing into a bitter grin—

Don’t let him, please don’t let him, Mom begged.

It happened like it was the most natural thing in the world. Like I, alone, was born to do this, to look fate in the eye and spit at its feet.

Norm was right there, hovering over me, and the knife—

The knife was inside him.

It was right there in his belly, through his cotton shirt, into the flesh beneath, and I (yes, me!) was pushing it in, I was pushing it deep, right into his organs.

There was a look of shock on his face, of horror, because he hadn’t expected it, had he?

And the truth was, I hadn’t expected it, either.

But I’d never thought I’d take that money, had I? And here I was.

Here I fucking was.

I pulled the knife out, and blood spurted, raining down on my body, on my face, and a heat—of adrenaline, of rage, of shock and horror and power (rare, beautiful, unexpected power!)—came over me, and I sank it into his soft belly flesh again.

Norm grasped at the edges of the tub, straining to keep himself from falling.

And I sank the knife in again.

And again and again and again.

The rain of blood came down harder now, faster now. A chorus of beating water, of his screams and mine.

Again with the knife. In and out. In and out.

My hands took over. He struggled to hold himself up, but I put my left hand on his shoulder, continued to stab with my right, and I tasted his blood in my mouth, salty and warm, and I kept going, kept going.

Again and again and again.

It was like I never wanted to stop, like I’d found something I hadn’t even known I’d been looking for.

My own voice as loud as his, high on what was happening, the adrenaline (fight fight fight!) pulsing through my body.

It felt in that moment like I couldn’t stop, like I wouldn’t stop, like I could lie there in a pool of blood, pushing the knife in and out, in and out, for eternity.

Then I noticed something. His screaming, his groaning, had ceased.

He was completely on top of me, my left hand squished between us, my right on the handle of the knife that was still lodged in his abdomen.

I felt the weight of him, relished it, and then I opened my mouth, lifted my head, and sank my teeth into his shoulder.

He let out one last miserable cry of pain as I pushed him up, just enough so I could pull the knife out of his body and wriggle both hands free. Then I let him fall on top of me again.

I pulled him close, my arms circling his neck, my hands behind his shoulders, held him to me, almost like a lover would. Almost like I’d imagined I would, had I stayed for another drink, had I indulged him.

Water and blood pooling around us, the shower still beating mercilessly, filling the room with steam, my lips salty and covered with his blood, I took one last shot.

I reared my right hand back and sank the knife between his shoulder blades, burying it deep into his flesh.

It was Mom’s voice I heard again, a whisper in my ear, like she used to when she’d lean over Lauren and me, kiss us good night, tell us to have sweet dreams, that she’d be right down the hall should we need her.

You did it. You finished him off.
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HANNAH

AUGUST 11, 2023

7:11 PM

It took Hannah four tries to get the plastic key card to work, but finally she heard the double beep, and the door opened. She shut it behind her, locking the chain, too, tossed the key on the nightstand and her bag on the bed.

She plopped down next to it, bounced a couple of times—turns out that Americas Best Value Inn, right off the interstate and not far from New Paltz, was not the most luxurious of accommodations, but she’d expected that. All the places right in town were booked solid this time of year, and besides, they were about double the price. The expenses for this unofficial trip would not be covered, of course, and it would all be going on the credit card like so many other things.

Hannah plucked her phone from her bag and shot a quick text to her mom, so she’d stop worrying.

Made it to Mia’s, love you!

She took a deep breath, inhaling for four counts and out for six, imagining the lie, and the associated guilt, leaving her body. Then she stood from the bed, walked to the window. Her room looked out on a parking lot filled with a couple of eighteen-wheelers and an assortment of family cars—minivans and sedans and hatchbacks—no BMWs or Audis here, though she knew you could find them at the more exclusive lodgings not too far away, like Mohonk Mountain House or Inness a touch farther north, places she’d noted on her map, should her search radiate outside of town.

Beyond the run-down parking lot, however—beyond the highway sign advertising “budget accommodations” and (gasp!) “cable TV!”—was highway and green, just about as far as the eye could see, mountains in the distance. The Shawangunks, or Gunks, were on the immediate horizon and the Catskills—where Mia, who she would not, of course, be visiting, lived—were just beyond that. The low sun was just beginning to wash the sky pink, and Hannah found herself impressed with the view in spite of herself—and in spite of what she was here to do.

Emily was out here, somewhere, and it was Hannah’s job now to find her. Well, it would be her job, at least, starting Monday. But Hannah had learned that if you wanted to break into a business, especially a business young women were not normally allowed to break into, you had to give yourself a head start—so if that meant fibbing to your parents and neglecting to tell your boss what you were doing, so be it. Ask forgiveness, not permission, had been her modus operandi, so long as one was on the side of justice, and she wasn’t about to abandon it now, not when things, for once, really mattered.

Where are you? Hannah thought again. And what happened to you? Hannah knew how things like this often went, more times than not. Missing girls were missing for a reason, and it wasn’t because they simply forgot to tell their friends and family where they’d gone.

But whether Emily was still alive—or, more likely, already dead—didn’t ultimately matter to the task at hand. The people she’d left behind, whoever they were, needed answers. And Hannah was determined to find them.

Hannah pulled the sheer drapes closed for privacy, leaving the blackout layer open for now, then grabbed the email printout. The first page offered scant detail—name, age, workplace, date missing—and a photo of the missing woman, smiling, at the beach.

Emily Stockton, at least the little Hannah knew of her, was all the things you’d think would garner a big investigation—young enough, pretty enough, blond enough, and of course, white enough—and yet it seemed very little had actually been done.

People liked to think that a girl or woman who disappears into thin air will make headlines, dominate the national news. But Hannah knew that wasn’t true, not even close. For every Natalee Holloway and Gabby Petito, there are thousands—hundreds of thousands—of people you don’t hear about. For one thing, there are all the women of color who the cops, the press, and the general public decide they’re not going to care about, which in and of itself was enough to make Hannah’s blood boil. But even among pretty white girls, there was no guarantee that a disappearance would dominate headlines. There needed to be something extra—some sensational detail, some dramatic conflict—that Nancy Grace and her fellow vultures could cling to. For most people, there isn’t. More than six hundred thousand people go missing from the US each year. Most barely get a mention in the news.

Hannah turned the page to find another photo, this one a close-up of Emily’s chest, a simple heart tattoo placed where the girl’s own heart must be. That was the end of the email, all that had been sent from Celia to Jenna. Beneath the heart tattoo photo, Jenna had added a few scribbled notes:

-barely anything done by cops

-no boyfriends or romantic partners

-no exes in the picture

-bus driver reports she disembarked in New Paltz

-lodging in NP unknown, no CC records or online reservations, no friends in the area

-lives alone, no roommates, no problems with landlord or other tenants

-social, goes out a few times a week

-no debts besides student loans and small credit card bill

-workplace reports good employee, unlike her to miss work

That was all. Even for a case that was admittedly “low on resources,” according to Jenna’s conversation with Celia, so much was missing. The name of the bus driver who’d seen Emily and his or her statement. Reports from any other passengers on the bus. Interviews with friends of Emily’s, her coworkers, et cetera.

Hannah looked back to the first photo, sighed—it was the same one she’d found on Emily’s Facebook profile, whose privacy settings offered no information if you weren’t friends. The Instagram account—well, the account that Hannah assumed was Emily’s Instagram—was similarly locked, visible only to those she’d approved. The rest of the networks had yielded nothing.

Hannah looked over the notes again. There was no mention of family. Was she not in touch with them? Were they even in the picture? Women without strong family connections were far more likely to go missing than those who had them. It was textbook. For all Hannah knew, the investigative firm could have been contacted by Emily Stockton’s workplace—or a concerned friend. Someone who didn’t have the funds to put up a lot of money—hence the “low on resources” disclaimer.

Hannah wished she was more surprised that Emily Stockton had fallen through the cracks, but in all honesty, she wasn’t. Living in the city on her own, with no roommates to keep tabs on her, as well as the lack of a romantic partner—those were all marks against Emily. Not only did it make it easier for her disappearance to go unnoticed for longer, it also meant there were no easy suspects for police to glom on to. Without any leads, cops simply moved on to the next case. The other mark against her? Those casual phrases—“no boyfriends” and “goes out a few times a week”—the subtext of which was perfectly clear to Hannah. Emily didn’t have serious romantic relationships, but she quite possibly had an assortment of casual sexual encounters. Though it certainly wasn’t true, in the mind of the collective public, girls who drink, girls who party—well, they’re all over the place. Who’s to say that they don’t leave town on their own? Who’s to say they didn’t have it coming to them, when something, inevitably, went wrong?

Hannah felt her heart race, her anger slowly building. She didn’t really drink herself, was in fact mostly abstinent apart from the occasional THC gummy that her Dad brought back from his trips to the dispensary, but she’d grown up in the city. She had plenty of friends who partied—and hard—and she knew that didn’t mean a damn thing. That if anything, people who went out regularly were less likely to poof into thin air.

But when tragedy struck, people wanted someone to blame. And if you could blame the victim, you could also tell yourself that it wouldn’t happen to you, to your daughter, your sister, your best friend, whoever.

Hannah reread the email, focusing on what she did know.

Emily had arrived in New Paltz on a Friday, and she didn’t have friends in the area, so she had to have secured lodging … somewhere. But there were no credit card records or online reservations. Why?

Hannah slipped the papers into her backpack. Tired as she was, she knew that tonight was her best chance at getting some baseline info. Since it was Friday, it stood to reason that if Hannah went into town right now, she might run into the same people that Emily did.

She had to start somewhere, right?



New Paltz in August was a microcosm of what city dwellers broadly referred to as “upstate,” Hannah thought as she drove slowly into town. Obvious Manhattanites, with their fancy cars, desperately clinging to the last weeks of summer. Students trickling in before the new fall semester, driving vehicles much more like Hannah’s. Locals, the rough-and-tumble homegrown sort, smoking cigarettes and standing on corners, noting all the ways their town had changed, the ways everyone else stuck out like sore thumbs.

Hannah pulled into the centrally located gas station, cruising past a group of hovering townies, ones who looked like their lungs and livers had seen better days, and up to a small building with ADIRONDACKS TRAILWAYS printed on a shingle above the door, then got out of her car.

Instantly she could see she was out of luck. The office was dark, and a sign read CLOSED in bold letters.

“The bus doesn’t come for at least an hour, still.”

Hannah turned to see one of the aforementioned townies, a pack of Parliaments peeking out of the chest pocket of his worn denim shirt.

“I just wanted to talk to someone in the office.”

He laughed. “This time of night?”

Hannah shrugged. “On the website, it said it was open until nine.”

“Yeah,” he said, grabbing the pack and tapping it with a forefinger. “That’s when the last bus comes by. Office closes at four thirty.”

Hannah smiled. “Thanks. I’ll check back tomorrow.”

Back in the car, hands on the wheel, the guy already walking back to his cronies, Hannah felt a prickle of doubt. Had she been foolish to come up here, without so much as a proper file, without Jenna’s blessing, or even knowledge? It had seemed like such a great idea only hours ago, getting a jump start on everything, not wasting the weekend, especially since the file might come through at any time. But now, a part of her almost did want to call Mia, ask if she was up for an impromptu visit, make the lie she’d told her mom a truth instead.

But no, she’d already paid for the motel, and Hannah’s gut was telling her that a weekend of boots on the ground was worth more than whatever dead leads were in the file, anyway, when by the firm’s own admission the case wasn’t going anywhere.

So she drove on, past an old-fashioned diner, the kind that often served as a hub for the born and bred and visitors alike. Down another block, she found a rare open parking spot between a head shop and a thrift store that had racks of dresses with five- and ten-dollar signs hanging over them, fresh-faced students pawing through the wares.

Hannah stepped out, tugged at the bottom of her crop top, and adjusted her denim shorts. She figured most people, the guy outside the bus office included, would clock her as a student—or a recent student, at least. Nothing about her read “private investigator,” and that was certainly among her strengths.

She flicked to one of the pages she’d marked for the case in her Bullet Journal—the secret sauce of why Hannah was so organized. Jenna was always so impressed with her efficiency, but what Hannah didn’t tell her was that none of it came naturally to her. She’d simply watched a bunch of TikToks about beating procrastination shortly after landing the job at the firm. She knew that she couldn’t squander any chance she was given, and Bullet Journaling had turned her into an organizational superstar. Another leg up, and she’d take as many of them as she could.

Her list was grouped by location. Lodgings in the walkable downtown, three of them. Plus two more that were maybe technically walkable but a bit of a hike. Then several—say five to ten—that were less than a fifteen-minute drive.

The first on her list, just across the street from the gas station, was the Main Street Inn.

It was an old Victorian, three stories high, the kind of place that looked like it was almost a cross between a youth hostel and an inn. A couple of storefronts on either side of it, the place squashed between a falafel shop and an old-school steak house.

Inside, Hannah was greeted by a couple of beat-up couches and a desk that had seen better days, with a woman behind it who looked like she had seen better days, her gray hair clipped short at the sides and her eyes bagged with exhaustion. This place definitely got by on its central location, and appealed to the sort who wanted an upstate getaway on a student’s budget.

“All booked up,” the woman said before Hannah even reached the desk.

Hannah simply smiled back. The trick to getting info from people was to not be thrown, to not let them have the upper hand and direct the conversation before you had a chance to take charge of it yourself. “I’m actually looking for someone.”

“You can take a seat on the couch, wait for them to come down. Can’t send you up to the rooms without a reservation. Policy.”

Hannah’s grin widened. “Oh, no, I’m not meeting her here, I was actually hoping to see if she’d stayed here. Emily Stockton. Young woman, up from the city.” Hannah pulled the first page of the email out, the one with the photo of Emily on the beach, and presented it to the woman. “You recognize her?”

To her credit, she looked at the photo for a full five seconds, like she was really trying to place Emily. “It’s hard to say. We get a lot of young people up. It’s a college town, you know. And if there’s no room in their friend’s place, they stay here. Then a lot of the graduates, they stick around, too. And their friends, ones who went down to the city for work or for fun or what have you, they come up to visit. Not to mention, they want to do the Minnewaska hike, they want to go to that overpriced spa up the mountain. I mean, we get loads of girls, just like this one.” She eyed Hannah. “Did something happen? To this girl?”

“I don’t know,” Hannah replied, forcing her eyes to widen a tiny bit—pull on the heartstrings, all that. “That’s what we’re trying to find out. She was last seen here in town, but after that, she falls right off the map. You keep records, I’m assuming? Of every guest?”

A stiffening of the woman’s shoulders, which Hannah had trained herself to notice. “We do.”

Hannah bit her lip, the nervousness feigned, intended to put the woman at ease. “It would be such a help to know, you know? Whether she stayed here?”

“And who are you? Her friend?”

Hannah hesitated only a moment, then nodded. She’d used the lie before—some people felt much more at ease helping a friend than someone who was being paid, or in Hannah’s case not paid—to investigate.

“Our guest records are private.”

Another nod.

“I don’t know,” the woman said.

Hannah took a quick breath. “The police ever contact you? About this?”

The woman shook her head. “And I would know. I’m the owner. Alongside my husband.”

“Right,” Hannah said. “See, that’s what we figured. The NYPD doesn’t take stuff like this seriously. Decides that a woman just goes off to do her own thing for a while. But we know that Emily wouldn’t have left without telling anyone where she was going. So now it’s on us.”

That part, of course, wasn’t a lie. The cops were too busy going after subway fare evasions and hassling street vendors selling without a permit. Firms like Farley and Brown would not exist—or certainly would have a much smaller footprint—if the police used their buckets of money appropriately.

“We just want to know what happened to Emily,” Hannah said. “Please.”

The woman bit her own lip now, but already, she was wiggling her mouse, jolting her computer awake. “What month we talking about?”

“July,” Hannah said. “But check August, too. If you don’t mind.”

The woman nodded, began typing away, before looking up. “Spelling?”

Hannah gave her the info. And then they both waited, the computer scanning the data, before giving them an answer.

Finally:

“Sorry,” the woman said. “No one by that name.”

Hannah had expected as much; after all, this was just her first stop. And now she could check this place off the list.

“I wish I could have been more help,” the woman said, her eyes more sympathetic now. “There are a couple of other places in town. You might want to check those next.”

Hannah showed her the rest of her list. “These?”

The woman nodded, but then she grimaced.

“What is it?”

“It’s just—it used to be simpler, you know. You came up here. You stayed at my place or the others on your list. But now, between the Airbnbs, the Vrbos, the rentals that don’t even list on those sites because they don’t want to pay the hotel taxes, there are just so many places a young woman could end up.” She shrugged. “Searching for a girl up here—well, it’s a bit like looking for a needle in a haystack. You might get lucky. You might get a poke. But, and especially without police resources, well, you’re just as likely to find a bunch of useless hay. Especially—”

The woman took a deep breath, hesitated.

“What?” Hannah asked.

Another shrug.

“Especially what?”

“Well, especially if the girl had a reason to not want to be found.”
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JULY 28, 2023

10:46 PM

Get out.

That’s the first thought that popped into my head.

Go, get out of here. Disappear from this place. Leave all this behind.

Only Norm was on top of me, unmoving, pinning me against the tub. My body strained under the weight of him. My hand was still gripped hard around the knife.

And then, the voice of my mother.

You did it. You finished him off.

I remembered, suddenly, that summer weekend, Lauren in college, me still at home. My parents’ Sunday morning ritual so perfectly highlighting their differences. Dad would always do the New York Times crossword, happily shouting out trivia and synonyms for “trite,” while Mom scoured the Times Union obituaries, searching for names she recognized.

It was that Sunday that she found one. A woman named Keira, who’d been to Mom’s shelter on three different stays.

I remembered how she pushed the paper away, her cheeks inflamed. “Someone should have killed him first, finished him off,” she said. “He was the miserable one. But what did we all do? Nothing. That’s what we did.”

“Hey,” Dad had said, looking up from his paper, glancing to me and then over to Mom. “I don’t think we should really be talking like this in front of our daughter. Let’s just take it easy.”

“Keira is dead,” she spat. “Don’t tell me to take it easy.”

“You don’t even know that that’s what happened—”

“I know,” Mom said. “I goddamn know.”

Dad winced at her language. “Well if it did, I’m sure that he’ll be arrested. I’m sure the right people are taking care of it.” Dad, a school administrator who’d ridden out changes in leadership, redistricting, new curriculum requirements, and his department’s dwindling funding (always with a smile!), trusted the systems in place to do what they needed to do. It was sweet, sometimes. He was optimistic, slow to anger. Other times, it was infuriating (for Mom, at least)—bordering on naivete. This was one of those times.

“It didn’t have to be this way,” she said, getting up from the table in disgust. “Not if any of us had had the guts.”

Mom didn’t speak to Dad for three days after that. It was the most drawn-out disagreement they’d ever had. And though things did go back to “normal,” if you could truly call it that, it was only a couple of months before Mom announced that she was leaving the shelter, going into private practice.

Dad was so happy, thought it was such a wonderful idea. Only I could really see how much it ate at Mom, all the women she was never able to save. How leaving felt to her not like “taking an exciting new step,” as Dad called it, but like giving up, letting the bastards who hurt women win.



The water of the shower was still running, as if it didn’t know what had happened. To this little showerhead, nothing in the world was the matter. No one had been “finished off,” as Mom would put it. It was just sput-sput-sputtering along, trying to get me clean. There were no murderous innkeepers, only shampoo and bodywash and the grime of a hot day.

I laughed, the sound bursting out of me, like Lauren and I used to laugh when we were kids, the absurdity of the situation suddenly overpowering. But it was hard to laugh, with the weight of him (dead weight) pressing on me, and so I used my last bit of strength to heave his body up, hovering inches above mine. His eyes were frozen in a look of shock and anger, his head lolling toward me. I scooted from beneath him, my body slipping and sliding, until I was on my side, and he was off me. It took several attempts, ones that left red handprints all over the white porcelain tub, sinking into the dirty caulk line on the edge, but finally, I was standing.

I looked at Norm, the water still beating down on him. In my squeezing out from under him, he’d turned face up, and the first wound, where I’d stabbed him in the gut, was like a bullseye in the middle of his T-shirt. He had been so handsome, and in a morbid way, he still was. It was odd: I had briefly considered sleeping with him, and in the end, we had been intimate in our way, hadn’t we? Caught in an embrace of our own, the knife going in and out, in and out …

The reality of what I’d done hit me suddenly, and I fell to my knees in the water, Norm’s legs breaking my fall, before I grabbed on to the edge of the tub with two hands and vomited over the side of it, right onto the bath mat.

When I was done retching, my body had gone cold, every inch of my skin covered, suddenly, with goose bumps, in spite of the warm water still beating against my back.

Mamaaaaaaa, just killed a man. Put a knife into his gut, did it again, now he’s kaput.

I was losing my mind. I was goddamn losing my mind. Singing songs in my head instead of facing what I was already knee-deep in, a practical vat of blood. A man I had killed, gutted like a fish.

I leaned over the edge of the tub, spat out bile, then pressed myself up, my feet finding purchase between Norm’s ankles, his jeans and socks and sneakers, all smeared, covered, in red. As I stood, my right foot ached, the gash where the knife had fallen into it a full inch across, still weeping, the water doing its best to wash it away.

Beneath the showerhead, I scrubbed myself free of Norm’s blood, from between my fingers, from my shoulders, from my cleavage, from the fuzz over my pubic bone. Then I turned off the shower, the handle screeching awfully as I did, and fingers against the tile, I stepped out onto the bath mat, careful to avoid my own vomit.

I grabbed a hand towel first, the one hanging to the right of the sink, and wrapped it around my foot, tying it tight, a makeshift tourniquet, the white cotton instantly blooming with a circle of crimson. Then I grabbed a bath towel, pulled it around my body, and walked out of the bathroom.

For a moment, a calm washed over me. I dried myself off, head to toe. I looked at my jeans and underwear folded neatly, my bra on top. It almost felt like none of it had happened. Like I had merely stepped into the shower, rinsed off, and returned, clean.

But then, the ache of my foot, the blood on the bandage, another bit of it (Norm’s, most likely) on the towel wrapped around my body, and my heart lurched in my chest, my pulse going mad.

What have I done? Good god, what have I done?

I dug in my bag, pulled on underwear and a fresh bra, cotton shorts and a tank. Already, sweat was beading on my chest, on my forehead. (I’m not nervous, Officer, I’m just hot. It’s the end of July, for Chrissake!)

I braced myself, then returned to the bathroom. I took a step across the threshold, right foot screaming in pain, the twinge in my uterus still present but muted by comparison. I closed my eyes, praying, wishing, somehow, that Norm wouldn’t be there.

But when I opened them, there he was. Blood pooling in the tub. Knife wounds that had turned his body to Swiss cheese. His eyes still open, a pair of accusations.

A shrieking, siren-like noise, that only stopped when I looked away, and it was only then that I realized it was all in my head.

Breathe, just breathe. It’s self-defense. It’s self-defense.

It’s self. Fucking. Defense.

You did it. You finished him off.

Back in the bedroom, I lifted the phone off the hook of the landline, finger hovering over the nine.

That’s what you did, right? In the movies, they always gave the killer a reason not to, but in real life, you called. You got help. You phoned it in. If you didn’t really do anything wrong, you answered their questions and maybe you got a lawyer, and, and—

The money, tucked away in that towel.

The cop, who kept asking if everything was okay.

All the decisions you’ve already made.

Who’s going to protect you?

Mom was talking to me again.

Dad and I aren’t here to do it. Lauren needs you, and if you go down for this, she’ll be left to rot with Rob.

No, I said to Mom, to myself. I should call. I had to call.

I looked down at my foot: This was proof, wasn’t it? Proof that it was all self-defense. I leaned forward, tugged at my tourniquet, looked closer at the wound. It seemed smaller already, and I realized it wasn’t enough to explain what I’d done. Not in the eyes of a cop. Already, the blood was leaking slower. By the time the police got here, it would be all stopped up, it would look like little more than a nick, hardly bigger than a paper cut.

Not enough to kill for. (And certainly not multiple stab wounds!)

I returned the phone to its hook.

Then I picked up my own device, double-checking that location services were still turned off.

Back in the bathroom. Tourniquet retied. Hobbling around the muck, the mess. No more of his blood on these feet, thank you.

I reached down, my eyes averted from his, grabbed the keys that were still hanging, wet and sticky, from the loop of his jeans.

Hands shaking, I removed them from the dead body.

From the man I’d killed.

What would I even say? How would I explain it? A knee to the balls, a punch to the face, an object to the head, that was one thing, but the stabbing (in and out, in and out), how could I possibly make sense of it to anyone who asked, when I couldn’t even make sense of it myself?

All I knew was that, for a moment, I hadn’t been me. The good employee, patiently waiting for her promotion. The woman whose Tinder profile claims a deep love for David Lynch, even though she’s only ever watched Twin Peaks. Who’s going to turn thirty in less than a year and is far behind her 401(k) goals. Who longs to run home to her parents, but can’t.

No, I was not that girl. Not anymore.

I was Marion, the fake name I’d given Norm, the one he’d jotted on the ledger.

Marion wasn’t someone to be fucked with. Marion wasn’t afraid of her own power.

Marion fought back.

Marion still had a sister to save, and Marion knew you couldn’t do that from behind the bars of a prison cell.

I put the keys in my pocket, made my way back to the bed. I dug in my bag until I found a few Band-Aids. I pulled off the tourniquet, then slapped the largest ones I could find across my foot. Then I slipped back into my Birkenstocks, my right foot still throbbing with pain, and I headed for the door, left the cabin and moved through the dark and down the walkway, back to the main office.

I tried a few different keys on the ring before I found the right one. Then, I flicked the light on. I was back in that god-awful office. The gaudy colors, the loud printed wallpaper, the dated furnishings; the perfect lair for a psychopathic killer, and I’d never even seen it coming. My eyes flitted over the ledger, the computer, all things I’d have to take care of tonight, erasing my steps. But first, I had to handle the mess in the bathroom. I moved past the desk, and tried a couple of doors until I found a deep pantry, filled to the brim with cleaning products. Ammonia and bleach, rags and brooms, dustpans, and a large, industrial-sized mop. All organized in one of those bright-yellow cleaning carts on wheels that you always saw in hotels.

I hesitated. It wasn’t too late. I could still go back to my room, hook the keys back on to Norm’s belt, call the police like I should have done already.

But I took a deep breath, grabbed the mop instead.

Or, more accurately, Marion did.



Cleaning up is simple, girls, if you do it right away: easy peasy lemon squeezy.

Back in the bathroom, I stared at the shower curtain. Waterproof. Cheap as shit. Already marred by blood.

It’s perfect, Mom practically crooned. It’s exactly what you need.

With one foot, I kicked the soiled bath mat aside, then stepped forward, avoiding Norm’s deadened gaze as I lifted my arms, reaching for the first ring. Carefully, I unclipped them (one, two, three, and so on) until finally, the curtain came down.

At first it fell, straight across Norm’s body, making it look as if he were suspended in some sort of plastic ice. I spread it out across the tile, as if I were making up the duvet on my mattress.

I stepped onto the PVC of the curtain, knelt down so I was face-to-face with this man. He was thin, at least, and not too tall, which had to count in my favor. I was certainly no bodybuilder, but I’d always had decent strength; Mom had signed both Lauren and me up for self-defense classes when we’d each turned sixteen, and as a result, I was one of the only girls in high school who could do more than a couple of pull-ups. That had led to trying out boxing when I was in college, and for years now, my exercise of choice has been thrice-weekly trips to the gym down the street. Nothing serious (no Million Dollar Baby shit), but enough to make my biceps pop, to let the rage that sometimes collected in me explode into the safety of a heavy bag.

You can do this, Mom seemed to say to me, a whisper in my ear, like a last I love you before bed. If anyone can do this, you can.

My hands behind his shoulders, I lurched the sadistic innkeeper forward, hinging him at his hips. His body was heavy and limp. I let go for a second, tried to move to the right to get a better grip, but he flopped right back into the tub, a rag doll, his skull slamming against porcelain. A thump of flesh and bone.

The enormity of the task ahead, the sheer amount of physical effort this would take, and the question, not from Mom but from some other force—

Can you really do this? Should you really do this?

Yes. Yes, you should.

I grabbed his shoulders again, grunted as I tensed my abs, lurched. I pulled him up this time instead of forward, the left side of his body against the edge of the tub now. One more lurch, and then I tumbled back, slipping. My ass on the floor, my own head banging into the wall behind me, and Norm, Norm, back on top of me. My arms beneath his armpits, his head against my chest. His legs akimbo, ankles propped on the edge of the tub, as if, for a wild moment—one that sent me into a high-pitched, near-hysterical laugh that echoed against the tiles all around us—he were lounging on some beach somewhere, feet kicked up in pure relaxation.

But no. He was dead, dead as a goddamn doornail and pinning me to the floor. I pushed up, shimmied from beneath him, scrambled to gain purchase on the plastic shower curtain.

His eyes, still open, staring up at the ceiling. His limbs, starfished out.

Not wanting to lose my momentum, I knelt down, grabbed his left hand and his left ankle, pulled him to me, his bloodied body sliding easily against the plastic, as if the fluid were some sort of lubricant intended for just this purpose.

Heart beating fast, muscles already burning, I stood, catching my breath after the exertion, feeling perspiration dampen the back of my neck, my pits, behind my knees.

I tried to plan it out, mentally rolling him up, quickly realized I needed tape, rope, or something; he was far too slippy-slidy to secure without it. I was exhausted, and I couldn’t use my limited energy reserves trying to roll him if it wasn’t even going to work.

I returned to the main room, looked at the clock, just a little past eleven (ti-i-i-ime is on my side, yes it is). I had to be smart. I turned back to the bathroom, looked at my Norm, my prey, laid out on that curtain, eyes boring into the ceiling.

I’ll be back, you little psychopath.

In the motel office, I went straight to the closet, where I’d already gotten a mop, a bucket, bleach, the works.

But there was no tape, no rope.

I beelined for the desk instead. That clear cheap packing tape wasn’t ideal, but it would do if there was nothing else. And if I couldn’t find it here, well, I’d find it in the house. I’d look and look and look until I got just what I needed.

The drawer where Norm had tucked away the money was locked (well, of course it was), but there were two others to try. The top one held files, listed by month and by year; records, I imagined, so strange to see them like this instead of digitally. I shoved it closed, the oak drawer squeaking as it shut, then jerked the other open.

Pens and Post-its, paper clips, and a stapler.

And there, on top of it all, as if waiting for me and me alone.

A brand-new roll of silver duct tape, practically gleaming.

Bingo.

I snatched it, eager to get back to the work at hand, but didn’t realize a bit of blood was right there on my palm. The tape slipped, landing on the desk and rolling forward, toward the keyboard of the laptop.

Too late; it had left a faint trail of red.

Christ, I was not prepared for this. Back in the cleaning closet, I found a microfiber cloth, returned to the desk, rubbed at the bit of blood the tape had left behind, then spotted a spatter of it on the keyboard’s space bar.

I took the cloth to it, and as I did, the laptop woke.

To my surprise, there wasn’t so much as a password.

I spotted a background photo of what looked like the view from the house, and among the files and folders, and a shortcut link to a dating site (gross), another window took center stage.

It took me a moment for it to click, to realize what exactly I was looking at.

It was my room.

For Christ’s sake, it was my room, a fish-eye view. The bed, my clothes, the door opening to the bathroom, all of it.

I looked down at the timestamp, at the word LIVE.

Holy shit, it was still going.

Not caring for a moment, about the blood, about the evidence, I grabbed the mouse, clicked back along the bar at the bottom of the window. Back to before.

There I was. Undressing. Folding my clothes neatly.

You fucking pervert. You goddamn maniac.

He had watched me undress. He had watched me walk into the bathroom.

And he’d followed me right inside.

I sped the tape forward, and there he was, walking into the room, walking into the bathroom, like this was normal, like all of this was okay.

My heart raced as the seconds ticked by, knowing what was going on off-screen, even if the camera couldn’t see it, could only catch flashes, shadows, through the open bathroom door.

The most terrifying moments of my life. Caught, here, for me to see.

It had happened so fast, that’s what stood out. It only lasted a couple of minutes.

Then I watched, in horror, as I emerged from the bathroom, not Norm.

The sight of myself on video, on this TV of sorts, shocked me, and I tried to catch my breath as I paused the tape.

I hadn’t remembered doing it. I hadn’t felt myself doing it.

There I was on the camera, hair wet, skin glistening. A towel wrapped around me as if I’d just emerged from a restorative shower.

But there, on my face, impossible to ignore.

I was smiling.
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HANNAH

AUGUST 12, 2023

9:12 AM

Hannah pierced a runny egg with her fork, making the yolk bleed, then grabbed a bit of buttered white toast, sopped it up good, and popped it in her mouth. She washed the whole thing down with coffee packed with creamer and sugar.

She closed her eyes briefly, attempting to isolate the coffee, at least, but still got barely a thing. Her taste and smell hadn’t fully returned after last month’s bout of Covid, and she was deeply aware of the rubbery gooeyness of the eggs, rather than anything resembling actual flavor.

She added more salt and pepper, then looked around. The diner in question, the one she’d driven by last night as she came into town, was decorated in the fifties style, made to look as if time hadn’t touched it. Red vinyl stools that squeaked when twisted back and forth, a laminate counter the color of an eggshell, apple pies beneath Tupperware domes, and mirrored chrome accents seemingly everywhere.

Her waitress—about Hannah’s age, with chestnut hair pulled into a low ponytail and an Aquarius tattoo on her forearm—returned with a warm pot of syrup. Hannah thanked her and poured it liberally over a short stack of pancakes, which had come alongside the eggs, bacon, and toast, plus coffee and OJ—all for $12.99. Not bad, these days. Not bad at all.

Hannah shoved a wedge of pancakes in her mouth and chewed them down quick, picking up little more than the bite of the sugar. She hadn’t eaten last night—had been too busy, once she’d gotten in, hitting up the inns and motels on her list. By the time she’d crossed the last one off, it was nearing ten o’clock and the local eateries were long closed. Plus, she’d been beat—and no closer to finding Emily. She’d returned to the Americas Best Value Inn, scarfed an emergency Snickers bar she kept in her backpack, and gone straight to bed.

But today was a new day. Here she was, in a diner right in the middle of town, a public square of sorts. And maybe it was a long shot, maybe it was a bit too ambitious to try to tackle this assignment without the case file in hand, but investigating, she’d learned, was a series of long shots—make enough, and one would end up hitting the target.

Hannah looked up, sussing out the situation. The waitress who’d brought her the coffee was adjusting the ties of her apron, as if trying to cinch her waist as tight as humanly possible. Another waitress, mid-forties, if Hannah had to guess, had wispy blond hair that hit just below her chin and tanned skin that spoke to loads of time spent outdoors. She punched a few buttons at the register, her face intent on the task but cheerful.

Hannah tucked her tank top tighter into her cutoff shorts, then fiddled with her own ponytail, which was held up with a neon-pink scrunchie her mom had, for whatever reason, kept since the eighties, waiting for them to come back in style. Hannah leaned forward, deciding to start with the younger waitress first. “Excuse me,” she said. “Any chance you have hot sauce?”

The girl finished with the knot of her apron and popped a hand on her hip. “Cholula or Tabasco?”

“Cholula,” Hannah said. “Please.”

In moments, a skinny, greasy bottle was in front of her. Hannah loaded it on, desperate for flavor of any kind. Jenna had tried joking about it—“a PI who literally can’t sniff out leads!”—but the truth was, it sucked. She had quite liked the smell of coffee, the taste of food.

The girl started to turn away, reaching for a rag to wipe down the counter, but Hannah pounced. “Get pretty busy here?”

The waitress looked around—the place wasn’t too packed, the booths filled mostly with old guys reading newspapers or scrolling on their iPads. A mom and two kids in a back corner. A few stragglers at the counter. “Much busier than this, yeah. Once the college kids wake up—and the people on vacation from the city—yeah, we’ll be rolling. Give it an hour. You came at the right time.”

She twisted one of the purple crystal studs in her ears, then smiled, a grin that hit her eyes first, before stretching across her face.

Hannah smiled right back. “Lotta young people?”

“Our age?” the waitress asked, and Hannah appreciated the instant camaraderie. She would use that, if she could. “Yeah, I mean, stuff’s gotten so expensive. This is one of the only places you can actually eat without, like, giving up all your wages, you know?”

Hannah scoffed. “Tell me about it. I have no idea how people go to these fancy, let’s-put-it-all-on-Instagram restaurants every week. I’m over here just trying to make a dent in my student loans.” It wasn’t a lie, Hannah did have loans. Small ones. Between her parents’ help, living at home, and the relative affordability of the city schools, she’d fared better than most in her generation. Still, she wasn’t one of those private school city kids with a trust fund and money to burn, and the sooner the waitress got that, the better this conversation would go. “Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to, like, unload my whole financial history or anything. I’m Hannah.”

The waitress looked up and down the counter, decided it wasn’t too busy to stop and chat. “Bri,” she said, pointing to her name tag. “Like the cheese, you know. People look at the damn thing and say Br-eye for whatever reason. As if that’s a name. Though I guess anything goes when it comes to names these days. And no worries—I’ve got loans, too. I’m studying nursing,” she said, without waiting to be asked. “It sounds silly, but I want to help people, you know.”

Ding ding ding. Nothing better, in this line of work, than someone who wanted to be a Good Samaritan.

“I bet you’ll be great at it,” Hannah said.

Bri laughed. “If I can only get through my damn biology courses, I think so.”

A pause, and the waitress started to turn—Hannah knew she might lose her, and the moment, soon.

“Hey listen,” she said. “I was actually hoping you could maybe help me.”

The girl stiffened.

“Don’t worry. I’m not going to ask you for money or try and sell you essential oils or anything. It’s just that I’m looking for someone, and I think she might have come here. Well, I hope she did. It’s a friend, but she’s … she’s missing.”

Bri’s eyes widened. “Oh my god,” she said. “I’m so sorry.”

Hannah let her eyes drift down to her plate, playing up the grieving friend as much as she needed to, then back up to Bri. “Thank you. Her name is Emily. Emily Stockton. We know she came to New Paltz, but that’s really all we have to go on. I figured I’d check the local places, see if anyone had seen her.”

The girl’s eyes lit up. “Of course! What else can you do?” She looked up to the older waitress. “Did you hear that, Myra? A girl is missing, and she might have come here.”

The other waitress stopped abruptly, one finger over a button of the register. She closed the till and came over to them, rested a hand on the counter. “Really?”

“Yes,” Hannah said. “It’s just awful. No one’s seen her or heard from her at all.”

The woman—Myra—had lean, taut arms, spattered with freckles and the occasional age spot, nails clipped short and neat. On her wrist, she sported one of those jangly silver charm bracelets that Hannah hadn’t seen anyone actually wearing in years—she spotted the Eiffel Tower, Big Ben, a flip-flop, and a flower, among others. Hannah imagined that she saved her tips for an annual trip or two, with a family or solo, she wasn’t yet sure. “That’s a shame,” Myra said, her voice genuine. “A friend of yours?”

Hannah nodded dutifully. “I was just asking Bri, here, if she’d seen her. Would you two mind taking a look at a photo?”

“’Course,” Myra said. “Anything we can do to help.”

Hannah reached into her backpack and retrieved the printed-out email, both pages, folded so only the photos showed: the one of Emily on the beach, as well as the close-up of her tattoo. She placed them on the counter, between the two women.

“You don’t have to answer right away,” Hannah said. “Please, take your time. But let me know if she looks familiar.”

Myra leaned forward, squinting her eyes just so, before looking back to Hannah. “When would this have been?”

In the last year, Hannah had learned something a bit counterintuitive—never give an exact date if you can help it. People had watched too much CSI, read too much Agatha Christie, seen too many true crime docs. “Where were you on the night of” only managed to put people off. Hannah had clocked it—a subtle straightening of the spine, a purse of the lips. As soon as you started to talk like that, people worried that they were about to be a part of some official investigation, and they clammed right up.

Besides, a specific date might sway someone in the wrong direction. People’s memories were not very reliable. Unless there was a major holiday or something monumental had happened to them on that day, be it tragedy or good news, people were absolutely shit at picking out exact dates. They might be sure that something happened within the last couple of weeks when it was actually more than a month ago—and vice versa. Time was tricky.

“Last month or so.”

Bri shrugged. “There are lots of girls who come through here who look at least a little like this.”

Hannah pointed to the second picture. “She had a small heart tattoo on the left side of her chest. Sometimes clothing would cover it, sometimes not.”

“Yeah,” Bri went on. “See, these days everyone has tattoos.”

“I know,” Hannah said, but her eyes were on the other waitress. She was squinting again, leaning forward. She was quiet, too, which meant she was thinking.

“Myra,” Hannah said.

The woman looked up, her eyes crinkling, bringing out subtle crow’s feet at the corners.

“Do you recognize her?”

She looked away from the photo, absently fingered the Eiffel Tower charm on her bracelet. “I think so.”

Hannah tried not to pounce. But it was hard. God, how she wanted to crack this case wide open—to prove to the investigative firm, and her parents, that she was good at this, that this was a real career, that she’d been born for it.

Even more, she wanted to find this girl.

“You can take a minute,” she said to Myra. “You don’t have to rush.”

Myra lifted the printout, tilting it back and forth in her hands, as if it were a hologram that could somehow change, nearly come to life, if she turned it just right. “It’s her,” she said finally.

“Positive?”

Myra hesitated.

“Scratch that,” Hannah said. “As sure as you can be—from memory?”

“Yes,” Myra said. She set the page on the counter, and pushed it back toward Hannah, as if presenting the check for breakfast. “She came in a few weeks ago, I think? She sat at a table, was on her phone the whole time, but she kept looking at the chair opposite her like maybe she was going to meet someone. She seemed nervous, and I remember I felt for her.” Myra laughed. “I mean, dating—it’s hard enough for me—and I’ve lived my life, you know. These kids—” She glanced to Bri. “Sorry, love. These young women—it’s all these apps and sites, and it seems so tough out there. I offered her a free piece of pie—the lemon meringue, it’s the only one we make in-house—but she didn’t take it. Anyway, when my shift ended, she was still there, on her phone. I figured she’d gotten stood up and largely forgot about her.”

Hannah’s heart was going double time. This was something. Or it could be, at least. Hannah remembered what Jenna was always saying, when she passed her the small investigative work for the law firm. We don’t report assumptions to clients. Assumptions aren’t facts. Root out assumptions, top to bottom. A husband might be cheating, sure, but it might be with a different woman than he’d cheated with the month before. Hell, it might be with a man. He might be doing none of those things—he might be planning a surprise birthday party for his wife and acting particularly dodgy about it. He might have terminal cancer and be going to get chemo in secret. He might be meeting up with a child who called his cell on their eighteenth birthday, wanting to connect with their long-lost dad. Not all of those scenarios were equally likely, but they all were possible. And the trick was to not assume—to not have the story in your mind while you collected the facts.

“Did you notice a tattoo?” Hannah asked, pointing again to the second photo.

“She was wearing a T-shirt, I think,” Myra said. “Nothing low-cut. I doubt I would have seen it.” She laughed. “And I wasn’t really staring at her chest or anything. But…” She glanced at the photo again. “It’s her. You can tell in the eyes. She had very pretty eyes.”

“Wait a second,” Bri said. “Wait, I think I saw her, too, actually. Well, I don’t know for sure, but there was this girl, couple weeks ago—Myra, you were out that day—only she was wearing sunglasses and this baseball cap—me and Janie kept joking that maybe she was a celebrity or something. And she was definitely from out of town because she had this room key, you know, like the ones they give you at the old-style motels. With the big plastic tags on them. She was here for like an hour or so, got iced coffee only, and stayed put, staring at her phone, like she was waiting for it to ring. And then it did. And a few minutes later, she left. She tipped well, though. Ten bucks just for the four-dollar coffee.”

“And it looks like her?” Hannah asked Bri, her heart practically racing now. Already, she had her Bullet Journal out—she was writing everything down, either way.

Bri took the photo back. “Well, it was hard to tell with the sunglasses and the hat. But yeah, it certainly could have been her,” Bri said. “The hair is the same. And the build.”

“And you definitely think she was staying at a motel, not an Airbnb or Vrbo,” Hannah asked, confirming.

“Well,” Bri said, “I don’t think any of those places give you keys like that, do they?”

“No, I would imagine they don’t,” Hannah said. “It’s just I talked to all the local places last night, and none of them had a record of her.”

“What places did you check?” Bri asked.

Hannah flipped a page back in her notebook, found her list—showed it to both women.

“There’s a few farther out of town,” Hannah said, pointing to the names with her finger. “I haven’t gone to those ones yet.”

“What about the old Billings place? You talk to Norm yet?” Bri asked.

A sharp intake of breath from Myra.

“Sorry, Myra,” Bri said. “I just thought it might be worth a shot.”

Hannah looked at the older woman. Her hackles were raised now, standing straight up. “What is it?”

“Oh nothing,” Bri interjected, forcing a laugh. “Myra just … well … she doesn’t like the place.”

“You stayed there?” Hannah asked. “I would have assumed you live in town.”

Myra fingered that bracelet again. “I do,” she said.

“She doesn’t get on with the owner, is all,” Bri added. “And Myra gets on with everyone, so that’s saying something.”

Myra’s eyes flashed to Bri’s, like she was saying too much.

Hannah paused, treading carefully. “Is there anything I should know?”

Myra shook her head quickly. “It’s not that I don’t get on with him,” she said, letting out a sigh. “It’s just, well, I used to live nearby, and, you know, small-town stuff.”

Hannah hesitated, but decided not to push it. “So what’s the place like?”

Myra laughed, then shook her head. “Outdated and overpriced,” she said. “That’s all.”

Bri laughed, but Hannah was uneasy—there was something off about each of their reactions. She figured she’d get a better idea once she’d met this Norm character. “What’s the name of it? I didn’t see it mentioned on any of the usual travel sites.”

Bri shook her head. “Yeah, it’s not online.”

“Okay,” Hannah said. “So how do I get there?”

Bri smiled. “You just go up Route 299, west out of town, toward the mountains, and it’s only a little over a mile down. Past this one.” She pointed to another name, one Hannah had checked last night. “It’s on the same road. Just a little farther.”

“Thanks,” Hannah said.

Bri turned to Myra. “You know if they have those plastic keys there? You know the ones I’m talking about, right?”

Myra hesitated, then gave a quick nod. “Yes,” she said, hand reaching for the silver bracelet again. “I believe they do.”
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JULY 28, 2023

11:19 PM

Lauren and I used to play this game, human burrito. Sunday mornings, typically. When Dad was out in the garden, Mom catching up on laundry, typing up case notes between cycles. We’d sneak into their bedroom, the queen bed feeling so large and expansive and luxurious to a kid. Then we’d pull the duvet off, untuck the sheets, and both get to the top of the bed, me in front of Mom’s pillow, the silk one that smelled like coconut from her conditioner, Lauren in front of Dad’s, the bigger one made of foam for his bad neck. We’d each grab a corner of the flat sheet and roll roll roll, racing to the bottom of the bed, one of us toppling off first and then another, creating a tortilla made out of crisp cotton. Two kids, wrapped up in a sheet, writhing in laughter, bodies bound until we’d wriggle ourselves free, the burrito exploding onto the hardwood floor.

God, it was fun.

Absurdly, that’s what I thought of as I went to work on Norm. With two hands, I lifted the edge of the shower curtain and folded it over his mangled, stabbed body, the blood having finally stopped gushing, leaving red spots all over his stomach. I pressed it down, over his face. At least I didn’t have to stare into his dead eyes anymore.

I lifted my hands to grab the tape, but as I did, the shower curtain flipped back, exposing Norm once again (peekaboo!).

So I pressed the plastic down, turned my body around and sat right there on his stomach, a squish sound coming from beneath me, the blood making the whole thing a bit slippery.

My hands were starting to shake, but I took two deep breaths and tugged at the tape, pulling a swath of silver off the roll, about two feet long.

I turned to my right, taped down the shower curtain, directly over Norm’s groin. Turned to my left, did the same thing across his head.

Got back down onto the tile, knees facing the body again, almost as if in prayer, and I added a few more pieces of tape, pressing them down tight, then scooted back, surveying my work.

The effect was chilling, to say the least, the plastic partly translucent, milky like antique glass. It looked as if Norm had suffocated, his lips pressed against the liner, like he’d been trying to break free. He’d said that we were all trapped in our own ways, hadn’t he? And now, here he was, truly trapped, wrapped up in a shower curtain, secured with duct tape, like a dirty old rug.

You got what you deserved, fucker, I thought. You got what you deserved.

Now, to roll him up. I scooted my knees closer, wedged my hands beneath his side, and took a sharp, quick breath, then pushed. A moment’s resistance and then … flop. I wasn’t looking at his sorry face anymore.

I pulled my hands back, shook them out. My forearms were already straining, but I had so much more to go.

I wedged again, pushed. Wedged again, pushed.

One more time, and then, there he was, fully wrapped in plastic, his own version of human burrito, and propped against the toilet.

The body lay in front of me, a challenge. Even if he was light, even if week after week of boxing had made my arms strong, still, it was a lot.

Was I going about this all wrong? Should I have left him dead in the tub, erased any evidence of myself, attempted to disappear into nothing? Or should I call someone to help? But who? Lauren wasn’t answering; she hadn’t even seen my texts. And who else could I really turn to right now? Not Dad. Not Mom.

I had no options. I only had me.

You can do this, Mom cooed. You have the keys to his car. It’s an SUV, a Subaru, good for a little off-roading. The trunk is low to the ground, you just have to get him in there.

Right, I thought. Right. I just had to get him into the car, and once he was inside, I could drive, but where? Up to Saratoga Springs? To Lauren? No, I had to get rid of him first. I couldn’t go to her house with a body in a stolen car.

No, I had to dump him in the river. Leave his car. When they found it, his corpse long washed away, the authorities would assume he had jumped. Simple as that.

But how would I get from wherever I dumped Norm to Lauren’s? The farther north you went, the fewer car rentals, bus stops, train stations …

The Palisades are nice, this time of year.

Mom’s voice in my head was like a lightbulb, flickering on.

She used to say that when we’d occasionally drive down to the city as a family, whether at the wheel herself or as a passenger. “Let’s take the back way. The Palisades are nice, this time of year.” We’d tease her about it, of course, because she said it at all times of year, but she’d just shrug her shoulders and say, “Well, they are!”

She wasn’t wrong. The Palisades were nice, were so very beautiful, whether stark in the winter or summer verdant, and the drive always felt so remote, even though it wasn’t far from civilization at all. There was a lookout point, too, one that Mom loved stopping at. You’d walk up to the fence and feel like you were hovering off the edge of the world. It was in Englewood, just north of the George Washington Bridge, right before you got to the city. The cliffs there dropped straight down into the Hudson River. It could be done, couldn’t it? Norm could be pitched over the lookout’s barrier, where he’d disappear into the water along with whatever (and whoever) the New Jersey mob decided to dispose of as well. He’d likely never be found, and if he was, so much time would’ve passed by then. Even if the stab wounds remained intact, even if the fish and algae and bacteria didn’t completely devour him, who would be able to pin his death back to this moment, this weekend, back to me?

And what’s more: I knew there was a car rental company nearby. Rodrigo and I’d used it once to save money; it was so much cheaper than the ones in the city. I could dump Norm, and make my way to the rental office on foot. From there, I’d drive straight to Lauren. Screw the damn bus.

I looked back at plastic-wrapped Norm. Right. I had a plan now, and it was going to work. I just had to get him into the car. But how?

Scanning the blood-soaked room, my eyes landed on the mop propped in the corner. I’d grabbed it from the cart but I hadn’t even used it yet, had decided to tackle the body first.

The cart, of course. Of course.

I left Norm behind, rushed over to the office, just next door, found the plastic yellow cart tucked in its place in the large closet.

I backed it out and rolled it through the door, like I was back in Manhattan, pushing my granny cart (a well-spent $14.99 at my favorite dollar store) down the couple of blocks to the laundromat.

The cart was perfect. There was a trash bin just past the handle, three shelves packed with cleaning products, and a bed, low to the ground, in front, a few towels stacked neatly. I pulled the cleaning supplies off first. Paper towels and wipes, toilet paper and Windex. Then I moved the extra towels, clearing the open bed. It would be a tight squeeze, but if I propped Norm just right, it would work.

There was something Mom had said to Lauren and me, more than once. “If you ever, ever are in trouble, you call me, you tell me, and I’ll figure it out with you, no judgement.”

We always asked her questions, testing her loyalty, her unconditional love. “What if I feed my sister beetles? What if I paint the walls lime green?” Her answer was always the same: “I’ll always love you, and I’ll help you figure it out.”

As we grew, the questions changed and adapted, too. “What if I pull the fire alarm at school? What if I steal a convertible? What if I rob a bank?”

“You know that’s not the right thing to do,” Mom would say. “But like I said, I’ll always love you, and I’ll help you figure it out.”

Then one Friday night, when I was in high school, when Dad was working on the attic upstairs and Mom and Lauren and I were curled up on the big sofa, watching a true crime documentary about a woman trucker who’d been sexually assaulted and then gone on a murdering spree up and down the East Coast, I’d turned to Mom and said, “Okay, what would you do if I killed someone?”

Mom had looked at me, not even rattled, then narrowed her eyes. “Why would you kill someone?”

You had to hand it to her, you really did. Dad would have said, “Oh, you’d never kill anyone, sweetheart!” but not Mom. Mom knew firsthand that sometimes, women didn’t choose violence. Violence chose them.

“I don’t know,” I’d said.

“Because if this show is scaring you, if you’re worried—”

“I’m not,” I said, shrugging. “I’m just asking. I’m just curious. What if I did?”

“Well,” she said. “If you ever did kill someone, you’d have a very good reason.”

Lauren was literally eating popcorn, watching this hypothetical unfold.

“And?” I asked.

“And?” Mom bounced it right back.

“What would you do?” I pressed.

Now it was her turn to shrug, as if the answer had been decided a long time ago. “I’ll always love you, and I’ll help you figure it out.”

I smirked. “But would you call the cops? Would that be ‘figuring it out’?”

Mom had smiled as she reached for Lauren’s bowl of popcorn. Made with sea salt, butter, and lime, just how the three of us liked it. “Call the cops? The cops don’t even try to help women, not until it’s too late. Besides, you’re my daughter. I’d help you bury the body, of course.” Then she’d laughed, that light, bright sound we all loved so much. “But don’t go getting ideas, because the whole ordeal would probably throw my back out.”

Now, I stared at Norm, and tears sprang to my eyes—not for what I’d done, I had somehow already adapted to this new reality where I’d killed someone, like it was a foregone conclusion, running all the way back to that moment with Mom.

No, the tears were for her. For Mom. Because right now, I needed her. More than I ever had before.

Because she, more than anyone else, understood what a woman might be capable of if the right buttons were pushed. What a woman sometimes had to do to protect herself.

But Mom wasn’t here. Not anymore.

You had a good reason, Mom’s voice internally reminded me. You didn’t become a statistic, an obituary. That’s what matters now. That’s all that matters. And I am helping you, as best I can.

I wedged the cart against the door, so it wouldn’t budge. Then, I dug my fingers beneath the plastic wrap, grabbing the duct tape to get purchase, and heaved.

I got him a few inches, at least. His head resting on the bottom bed of the cart.

Keep going.

Another heave. Another couple of inches. Deep breath. Heave again.

I pulled back, surveyed my work. Only his shoulders were on the cart. How in the world was I going to actually pull this off?

Then I remembered one day, at the boxing gym—one of the heavy bags needed to be taken down, so that the bolts holding it up could be replaced. Our instructor, Joey, had unclipped the bag, let it fall to the ground. It needed to be moved to the back wall. I’d leaned over, grabbed it at the top, started to pull, but Joey stopped me.

“You’ll destroy your back like that,” he said. “You gotta use the fulcrum point to your advantage.”

Then he’d dipped into a perfect squat, grabbed the end of the heavy bag like he was doing a dead lift, and, so easy, it almost looked like the thing was eight pounds and not eighty, he lifted it up so it stood on its end, then pushed it, letting it fall down again. “A long thing like this wants to move this way, like a seesaw,” he’d said. “You always lift it up, stand it on its end, push it down, do it again. You never drag.”

I stared at Norm. He was heavier than a boxing bag, and I was certainly less ripped than Joey. But I didn’t have to lift and push, lift and push, multiple times, did I? I just had to do it once, just enough to get him propped up onto the cart.

I walked over, placing myself just between the edge of the tub and the bottom of Norm’s feet. Then I took a deep breath, squatted, and—

I groaned as I lifted him, my hands scrambling for the duct tape, my thighs straining under the weight of him, but I had him, I had him! Another pull, and I’d propped his curtain-wrapped legs up onto my left shoulder.

You’ve got this. You’ve got this.

His head was the fulcrum point. His head, already up there on the bottom of the cart.

I took another deep breath, then pushed with all my might, straight forward.

The crack was awful, a gnashing of bones. I’d broken his neck, I realized. I’d snapped the bastard’s neck. But his feet, his lower legs, were now at the top of the cart, resting on the shelves, hanging just over the trash can. His back and shoulders at the bottom, his head, gnarled and twisted, I was sure, standing everything up. I leaned against him with my body, making sure he wouldn’t fall, and before I could lose the progress I’d made, I grabbed the duct tape and secured him to the shelves of this industrial cleaning cart so he wouldn’t budge an inch.

My fingers were sticky, and the roll was nearly gone, my breath coming in gasps, adrenaline pumping, but it was done.

I stepped back, looked at this man, this dead man, his body turning the cleaning cart into some kind of morbid, fucked-up isosceles triangle, wrapped in a PVC curtain liner and duct tape like a macabre gift.

You did it. I knew you could.

I began to push, the wheels a bit wobbly, the cart not used to this much weight, but moving, yes, moving, secure with the tape, rolling as it should.

Then, like nothing in the world was the matter, like I was a maid, not a murderer, I rolled the cart out the cabin door and turned right, toward the office. Toward the Subaru parked in front, backed into the spot, as if it were waiting, somehow, for this moment, as if Norm had done it just to make it a teensy bit easier for me. (Why thank you, Norm, you pervert. Thank you so very much.)

I returned to the office, found the car keys on the desk, walked back out and clicked to open the trunk.

The beep-beep was deafening against the silence of the mountains, and I worried, for a moment, that I was somehow giving myself away, that that cop would cruise by any moment, ask me what the hell I was doing.

But no one came, because no one was out here. Not another guest. Not his mother, either. She was confined to that room, after all, way up there on that hill.

There was a fabric shade over the trunk of the SUV, and for a moment, I held my breath, wondering what I might find. But I had no time for fear. I gave it a tug, and it rolled back, revealing only jumper cables and a spare umbrella.

Norm was a tidy man, I’d give him that.

I rolled the cart in reverse, until it was parallel to the Subaru’s trunk.

There he was, an upside-down dead man (from an upside-down home!), his feet up in the air, his waist just about at the height of the trunk.

Carefully, I unwrapped the duct tape and crumpled it into a ball, unfastening him. Then I pushed his legs, wedging my own body against the side of the cart so it wouldn’t go flying. His legs fell off the top shelf of the cart and into the trunk. Then I pushed his waist, using all my strength, all my energy, to shove his body forward.

Finally, it was only his shoulders, his head, and I was able to squat down again, to lift with my legs, just like the boxing instructor had told me to.

He was in.

A rolled-up body. Broken, bloodied, mangled.

A man who could never hurt a woman again.

Another deep breath, and I shut the trunk.

Congratulated myself on a job well done.

Now, it was time to clean up my mess.

After all, Mom had always taught me as much.
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HANNAH

AUGUST 12, 2023

9:42 AM

Hannah knew that the drive to the Billings Motel should be easy, no more than ten minutes, per the GPS. She’d planned on hitting up the Adirondacks Trailways office after breakfast, but she figured this should take precedence. After all, she liked to be thorough. The other motels in and near town had been visited. This one needed to be, too.

She passed the inn she’d swung by last night first, its VACANCY sign off and cars packed around a pool, floats and sunburnt tourists bobbing up and down in the water.

Hannah drove on.

In addition to not showing up on the major travel sites, the Billings Motel wasn’t even claimed on Google Maps, which was stranger still.

Nowhere to leave reviews, Hannah thought. Was that intentional? She felt a slight prickle at the base of her spine as she remembered a news item from years ago, a luxe resort that got a major travel site to delete reviews about young women being attacked there.

Foot on the gas, she filed the news item away. It was unlikely that this place was the home of some sexual assault ring—at least compared to the far more probable explanations, like being run-down and very old and thus not up to date with the listings.

Bri had explained that it was on Billings Drive, a private road off the main one, named after the owner, of course, something fairly easy to do in a smallish town. The girl hadn’t had an exact address, but Hannah had been able to find the road easily on the map, then use the satellite view to home in on a circle of cabins and what looked like a larger house behind that. She’d dropped a pin, started the directions.

A beautiful nothingness took over as Hannah cruised down Route 299. Lush meadows surrounded the road, speckled with ivy-covered trees and groups of grazing cattle and bleating goats. Straight ahead lay the Mohonk Preserve, a pristine patch of the Shawangunks that lured people with money. More than one of Jenna’s family law clients had gotten married at the exclusive Mohonk Mountain House, where you could pay a couple hundred bucks for a half-hour massage (Hannah had checked when she’d made up her list of lodgings). The mountains ahead were gray and rocky, and if Hannah hadn’t been itching to solve this case, she would have been tempted to pull over, grab her camera, and shoot her heart out.

But the turnoff was supposedly less than half a mile away now, and so she kept her foot light on the gas, ready to slow if need be. If her mom and dad could see her now, what would they think? She was driving through the sunny mountains, windows down, chasing a lead, even if it might not bear out. Was it really such a horrible choice of a profession? To be working, best as she could, to find a girl that the police, the world, had forgotten? If they could see that she was in love with this sort of work, that she literally couldn’t wait another day to get started on this case, wouldn’t they appreciate that? Wasn’t it exactly what someone would want for their child—for them to pursue something they felt passionate about, something that also helped restore a tiny bit of justice in the world? For their work to be a living testament to the fact that everyone mattered. Everyone.

The irony was that it was exactly what they’d taught her, over the years. Her strong sense of right and wrong, her rigid moral code—it came from them, after all. She remembered the Dr. Seuss book that had been her parents’ favorite—the big, lovable elephant, intent on saving the tiny little person on that tiny little flower. “A person’s a person, no matter how small.” Her mom had repeated that refrain to her, over the years, reminding her that everyone deserved to be treated fairly, with decency, even when—especially when—so many were not.

Emily Stockton was a person. It didn’t matter if she was dead or alive—Hannah hoped it was the latter, but suspected the former. And it didn’t matter if she was close with her family or if they were all gone, whether a friend or a coworker had gone to the firm; none of that mattered. Emily had had a life, dreams, fears, annoyances, a world that was hers and hers alone. Hannah knew that no one, not a single human, deserved to slip through the cracks. A person’s a person, no matter how small. Problem was, Hannah’s mom wanted a cozy, comfortable sort of justice. The kind that came with a law degree, with health insurance, the kind that would never, ever put her daughter in the slightest bit of danger. Morality from the sidelines; that was her mom’s way.

Hannah pressed the brake, slowing the car, realizing suddenly that she’d passed the turnoff. She consulted her map, saw the road, now behind her. She checked her mirrors, hooked a three-point turn there in the middle of Route 299—another decision her mom would have abhorred—and retraced her route.

Aha! The sign was partially obscured by the lush, leafy trees, but it was there, all right. Billings Drive.

She turned left, pulling onto the dirt road, gravel crunching beneath her worn tires, the Geo Metro puff-puff-puffing to get across the dirt.

No sign out front. No sign along the road, either. It was as if someone had gone out of their way to make sure this place wasn’t found.

Then the trees opened up, and she saw a beautiful clearing, a row of cabins, the first one slightly larger and with a VACANCY sign sitting on top of it, the lights flicked off. To the right, an old chalet looked down on the whole thing, like a watchful mother duck tending to the little cabins like downy ducklings.

A hunter-green Subaru Outback sat in front of the office, parked crookedly in the spot, the kind of detail Hannah had trained herself to pick up on. It didn’t necessarily mean anything, of course—plenty of people were not-so-great drivers; growing up in Queens, where parking was particularly hard to come by, had taught her as much—but still, it could speak to the person having been in a hurry. Hannah tucked it away in her mental file, ready to return to it later, should it bear out as noteworthy, and pulled in beside the Subaru. A couple of spots down, in front of the first cabin, was a Nissan Pathfinder, a newer model. So people were here then. Okay.

The heat was vicious, muggy. At the office, Hannah noted a window AC unit bulging out one of the front windows, which were otherwise obscured by horizontal blinds, turned upward, to block the heat of the sun, she’d guess.

She would speak to this Norm character whom Myra had issues with, whatever they were. Maybe she’d even ask about any quarrels with the neighbors—Hannah had watched a documentary not that long ago about an actress murdered at a motel not too far from here, and there had been property line disputes that contributed to the tension, which eventually led to the killing. But of course, the main goal was to pinpoint whether Emily Stockton had been here—and if Norm said no, whether Hannah thought he was telling the truth.

Hannah stepped onto a path and headed toward what looked like the office. The place felt preternaturally still, and she turned back, noting the way you couldn’t see the main road from here. Even with the cars out front, it was so quiet—it gave Hannah the creeps, sent her internal radar blaring. Against the screen door, she spotted a trio of large mosquitoes, and she could practically feel her ankles itching. Her dad had always joked that Hannah had the sweetest blood around. The bugs buzzed, the only creatures in this whole damn place making so much as a sound.

Hannah pulled back the screen door, then turned the handle of the one behind it, which opened easily. She stepped in, savoring the cool, the screen slamming shut behind her, then she took in the space.

It was outdated and ugly, reminding her of the decor of her Great-Aunt Judy, whose Long Island house hadn’t changed even the slightest bit in decades. A big desk sat in front, empty apart from what looked like a ledger. No computer, nothing. This place really was stuck in time. On the wall behind the desk, eight key hooks, all of the keys there apart from the one to the first room.

Hannah approached the desk, waited a beat, then reached out to a silver bell, pressed it a couple of times with her finger—ding, ding!

There were two doors in the corner of the cabin, and Hannah figured them for linen or supply closets. Norm was probably tucked away in one of them, because someone had to be here, between the cars out front and the cranking AC, which Hannah imagined wasn’t cheap to keep running against the strength of the August heat. Her parents were always going on about their enormous ConEd bill, urging her to please shut her window unit off when she wasn’t in the room.

Hannah waited, but nothing.

“Hello?” she called, tapping at the bell again. “Anyone here?”

Hannah stepped forward, toward one of the doors. “Hello?” she tried again. “Norm Billings?” She reached for the handle, turned it, pulled it open.

Cleaning supplies. A yellow cart like the housekeepers used in motels. A broom and dustpan in the corner.

Hannah pushed the door shut and turned to the other one. This one was indeed a linen closet, with a washer and dryer on one side and bed linens stacked on cheap-looking shelves.

She heard a sound, almost a shuffle—a person, an animal?—and she jolted.

Quickly, she shut the door and looked toward the main room. There was no one there, but she heard the shuffle again, coming for sure, this time, from outside.

Hannah stepped back out into the August heat, the screen door slamming once again. She reached into her backpack, pulled out one of her cards, scrawled PLEASE CALL ME with her favorite pen, and tucked the card into the gap between the screen door and the frame.

She heard a rustle, then felt it, like a hand at her legs, reaching out from the earth below.

Hannah jumped, letting out a small scream, and quickly spun around.

Her heart keyed down a bit as she looked at the creature before her. A tabby cat, collared. Looked clean enough. Well cared for.

The cat meowed at Hannah.

Well cared for once, at least.

“Are you hungry?” Hannah asked.

Another meow.

She knelt down, and the cat came right up to her again, weaving between her legs.

“Sorry,” she said. “I don’t have anything for you. But I can get something and come back.”

Hannah returned to standing, looking down at the hungry cat, and then, behind it, at the Subaru.

She noticed it then, mud on the Subaru’s tires. Crusted and splashing, up onto the wheels, onto the car’s body.

But there had been no rain, not in the city, not up here, either. In fact, the region had been in the middle of a horrible drought.

Hannah pulled out her phone, began to search. Less than a minute, and she had her answer. Two weeks since it last rained.

She stepped closer to the car. The mud was, in a strange way, pristine. The drive was so dusty to get in here. It should have been coated over with dirt. But instead, there were clear muddy splashes that had hardened against the car’s body, leaving the rest of it exposed.

Hannah felt almost sure that this car hadn’t been driven since the last rain. She walked over to the Nissan. Light mud on the tires. Not as much spatter as on the Subaru, but the same crusted mud.

These cars hadn’t moved.

And the tabby cat hadn’t been fed.

Hannah felt a chill crawl up her spine as the cat meowed again.

Why?
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The plant was the prettiest I’d ever seen. Shiny and verdant. Bulbous leaves, veins like pathways branching off from a main road. So many blades, sprouting from the center like a bouquet of green. A trunk, the perfect size to wrap a palm around, knobby and textured yet straight as an arrow and strong as an ox.

But one leaf had begun to droop, was no longer shining with the slickness of natural oils. It hung, a limp hand, practically begging for help.

This plant needed to be taken care of. It needed a mother, that was it. Everyone needed a mother.

Someone to love it, to talk to it, to run a hand over its glossy leaves. Someone to make sure that it always had the perfect balance of daylight and shade, that it wasn’t too hot or too cold, that it received a spritz at the top, that it could quench its thirsty roots.

Water.

That’s what this plant needed, first and foremost.

A long drink, like a baby suckling at a breast. A drink from its mother. From me.

And I would do it, I would water the plant.

I felt the weight in my hands, looked down, expecting to see the can—

A knife.

It gleamed in the sun. It fit into my hand like it had been made for me to hold it.

A knife, not a watering can.

Destruction, not nurture.

And so, with one hand, I grabbed the trunk, and with the other …

Hack!

My eyes burst open, and for a second, there was nothing. No past. No future. No before-and-after moments. All was blank. All was pristine. All was normal.

Then I saw the ceiling. Wide cedar planks, circles of water damage. Not the creamy white plaster I was used to in my apartment, where the pre-war medallion did a good job of distracting the eye from the cracks running across it …

You know when you do something impossibly messy? When you have a heavy night of drinking, say, and hook up with a fuckboy you promised to never speak to again, or start a text fight with your sister? And then you wake up, and for a moment or two, there’s this reprieve? Because you literally don’t remember. You wake up in the world as it’s supposed to be, not the world as it is. And for a few seconds, all is okay.

That’s what it felt like, as I pushed myself up from the squeaky, creaky mattress, from the scratchy floral coverlet, as I unclenched the hands that had been in fists as I’d been sleeping, clutching the trunk of a fiddle-leaf fig. Clutching the handle of a knife. Then it all came back, of course. The room. The motel. The charming innkeeper.

The knife.

The knife, the knife, the knife.

The knife, and Norm.

Norm, who wasn’t.

The terror of the nightmare: not because of what Norm had tried to do to me, but because of what I had become. One night, and I’d gone from a caring, nurturing human to … to this.

It’s a wild feeling the morning after your first murder, it really is.

Because your brain operates as if you’ve only had a drunken lapse in judgement, an ill-conceived one-night stand.

I chuckled to myself.

It’s so much more, brain. Time to catch up.

I looked down at my hands, a tiny bit of blood—mine or Norm’s, I didn’t even know—in the beds of my nails.

Catch up, brain, because my body never forgot.

I reached for my phone, face up on the nightstand, still in airplane mode, next to the rubber gloves I’d slipped off, setting them on the oak table inside out, my garnet necklace beside them.

Nearly 9 AM. Fuck.

Around me, the heat swelled, sun peeking in at the edges of the blinds, barely cracked windows hardly creating a breeze.

My foot, which I’d haphazardly bandaged up, ached inside my shoe.

And the evidence, so much evidence. The black contractor-grade trash bag I’d found in the pantry, filled with the remnants of all I was trying to erase. The mophead, the rags I’d tossed away, roll after roll of paper towels, everything I’d used to scrub and bleach and scrub some more. The first set of rubber gloves, ones I’d tossed when they’d gotten too sullied.

Murder was messy work. And, perhaps absurdly, I’d thought of Mom the whole time I was cleaning, late into the night. Cleaning up is simple, girls, if you do it right away: easy peasy lemon squeezy.

And there was more than just blood to clean up, of course. I turned, took in the laptop that had been sitting on Norm’s desk, the charger, as well, and a hard drive that all the videos backed up to, which I’d found tucked into a bottom drawer, not even locked. Next to it, the page I’d pinched from the guest log, with my fake name, Marion Cage, written in Norm’s neat print (all caps, like Dad’s). It might not be my name, but I didn’t want any record of anyone being here, anything that they could use to zero in on me.

Hard work, all of it. And at some point, nearing 3 AM, after I’d tossed the last of the soiled linens into the big trash bag, after I’d peeled back the rubber gloves and washed my hands for what felt like the millionth time, I’d sat on the bed, my eyelids heavy from a day that had truly been like no other. The sort of day most of the world would never, ever have. My bones had been so tired, and my foot was throbbing, and I was covered in sweat, and my brain felt like it was positively peeling back from my skull, and every muscle from buttocks to biceps to triceps to trapezius was screaming, a raging chorus, and when they weren’t screaming, they were begging, begging, begging: Please just lie down. Please just give us rest.

Mom had warned me, of course she had, like she used to do when I was in high school and had so much trouble making the absurd 7:30 start time. Close your eyes and you’ll be out. You’ve never been able to master the disco nap like your sister. The mess is only easy to handle if you do it right away, remember?

But the Mom in my head wasn’t real, and so I’d broken her cardinal rule, let myself fall back onto the mattress, and I’d promised myself I was not going to close my eyes, because I had far too much to do. I was just going to let my angry muscles relax, just for a moment.

I stood now, my entire body aching as I did. This was a clusterfuck, officially. Because my slapdash plan to take Norm down to the Palisades, tip him over a barrier, well, it was supposed to happen at night, wasn’t it? Night was when you disposed of a body, it just was.

Now I would have to pray that no one else decided they also wanted to take in the scenic view, pray that no one would be there to watch me heave a body wrapped in a shower curtain out of the trunk of a car.

Goddammit.

But what else could I do?

I couldn’t wait around here until nightfall, no way. I still felt uneasy about Lauren, and I knew my mind wouldn’t quiet until I saw her, confirmed she was okay.

And obviously, I couldn’t go to her until I got rid of Norm.

The lookout spot had always been empty, every time we’d gone, even in the middle of the day. After all, who wanted to make a scenic stop when you were so close to the city? Its proximity to the bridge somehow made it less public. Or so I told myself.

I grabbed Norm’s electronics and walked back out to the Subaru. I popped the trunk and was immediately hit with a whiff of rot, the July heat working fast on the body. I felt bile rising as I looked down at the cylinder of thick plastic, and quickly tossed the laptop, charger, and hard drive on top of it. Couldn’t have those videos turning up for anyone to see.

I returned to the cabin, heaved up the trash bag, lifting it off the ground so it wouldn’t drag against the hardwood and potentially tear (scrubbing up even more blood was not on the agenda today, no thank you). Outside, with a lurch, I tossed the bag into the trunk and shut the door, the morbid contents hidden beneath the privacy shade. Look through the window and you wouldn’t know a thing.

Back in the cabin, I packed up my things, put my necklace back on, and switched between the bedroom and the bathroom, wiping down surfaces, clearing them of prints with a lint-free cloth. The shower curtain was gone, and the bath mat, too, but otherwise, the room looked flawless. Or as flawless as a place this run-down could look. At the very least, you’d never suspect someone had been brutally stabbed here less than twelve hours ago.

Rubbing both sides of the handle with the cloth, I shut the door behind me, locked it with the key, then went into the office, hung it on the first peg.

I rubbed down the office’s slick surfaces, too—doorknobs and drawer pulls, the edges of the cleaning cart I’d already returned to the closet, the top of Norm’s oak desk.

Sure, there was evidence of my presence, of course, if you really looked for it. The missing computer, the torn sheet of paper from the ledger, the fact that I’d made a severe dent in the amount of cleaning products and rags, but who would know but Norm? And Norm was dead.

I rubbed down the outer door handle as well, then locked the office. Then, looking back and forth, making sure no other cars had pulled into the lot, I walked to the driver’s side of the Subaru and got in.

I pulled my phone from my pocket, reconnected to the Wi-Fi so I could pull up directions to the lookout. I was hit by notifications that had come in while it was off.

Apple News alerts, an announcement from the New York Times that the Saturday crossword was ready to play. A notification that the new schedule at the boxing gym had been posted. Remnants of another life, it seemed. Of before. But reminders of this life, too.

Two texts from Rodrigo, the first after 1 AM.

Have as good a night as I did? [image: eggplant]

And another, this morning:

You are alive, aren’t you?

I swiped out of Rodrigo’s messages (no time for that now) and opened the ones that mattered, the ones that sent my heart pounding.

Three new texts, all from David. All just after 6 AM:

I know I said not to text but I’m getting nervous, I don’t see any record of a deposit.

Just give me a call, ok?

I NEED to talk to you call me NOW

There were missed calls, too. Four of them.

There was nothing to do. No response could possibly make it better. Nothing could alleviate David’s worries. I’d probably get loads more like this as the day went on.

I opened my conversation with Lauren. No new messages, and the ones I had sent still appeared unread. What the fuck?

I called her over the Wi-Fi network, desperate to hear my sister’s voice. Something felt so very wrong.

The phone only rang and rang.

My heart raced. There was no more time to waste. I had to get rid of Norm, and then I had to get to my sister.

I opened Google Maps, found the Palisades Parkway, zoomed in on the lookout point in Englewood. I flicked through the photographs, making sure it was as I remembered it. And there it was, the barrier, practically jutting out over the cliffs, a suicide prevention sign visible. Bingo. I set up the directions, making sure to check the “no toll” option (New York state had done away with all human booth attendants ages ago, replacing them with license plate cameras instead) and once the route was loaded, I turned the Wi-Fi back off. I looked again at the time. It was still early enough, for a Saturday, at least. Maybe the spot really would be empty. Maybe I would luck out.

I stuck the key in the ignition, turned it, and the Subaru let out its polite, muted purr.

You sure you got everything? Mom asked me, like she used to do when I was packing up after a weekend home from college. Never hurts to double-check.

Mentally, I made the list, running through all I had done last night, then did it again.

I was about to put the car into drive when it hit me: my fingerprints. I’d wiped them down in the cabin and the office, but that wasn’t the only place I’d been, was it?

The house. You shared dinner with that horrible man, remember? Mom nudged me. Your prints have got to be all over that place.

She was right. Shit.

Did it matter? I’d never really been in trouble, never had more than a speeding ticket. Where would my prints be, to compare them with? Then, I remembered: that stupid, stupid break-in. It was in my first apartment, the shitbox I’d shared with two other twenty-two-year-olds, both as broke as me. Laptops, a tablet, all stolen. We’d called the cops, and after an hour or so, a duo had come to swab our cheeks, take our prints, put our laptop chargers in evidence bags. They said they could only pull prints on the “evidence” if they had ours to rule out. They’d left their entire dusting kit, silver and bulky and the size of a large briefcase, behind in our apartment. I’d had to call the station three times to get someone to come and pick it up. Regarding the robbery, of course we’d never heard anything about it.

But that meant the NYPD had my prints. Somewhere, in some database, I had been logged. And it could come back to bite me in the ass.

I had to go back into that house. It was a risk, of course, but his mother, she was bedbound. She wouldn’t be able to see me. She couldn’t—

And then it hit me, all in a flash.

Norm’s mother.

If she was bedbound, if she couldn’t leave her room, then dear god, that meant she needed someone to care for her. She needed Norm. That poor woman. That poor, sick woman.

How had I not thought this through yet? What the hell was wrong with me? Only last night, I’d been the one asking Norm if he felt trapped by her, but in the chaos of the attack, of the … the murder, her needs, the way she relied on Norm for caretaking, had disappeared from my mind, like blood down a shower drain.

Christ.

There was a whole other bedbound human up there in that house. Not just houseplants and fiddle-leaf figs. A person who depended on her son to take care of her. I racked my brain, trying to remember if he’d mentioned any outside help (a nurse, a home health aide, even?). He’d said she had cancer, that she was bedbound. If her son was the only one who took care of her, dear god, I could be condemning her to death …

No. I would go in, wipe my prints, check on the mother. I had to. There was no other option.

I resecured the e-brake on the Subaru, got out of the car. Beelined up the walk.

It took me a couple of tries to find the right key, but eventually I did. I rushed past the mother’s door, straight up the stairs to the main level: I would wipe my prints first.

Upstairs, the morning light was rich, casting everything with a warm yellow glow, the plethora of plants gleaming green. The plants would die, of course. It wouldn’t be me hacking them apart, as in my dream, but they’d wither anyway, it was unavoidable.

Then I jumped, because there, at my feet, was another thing to be cared for. A cat, a beautiful tabby who was meowing and snaking her way around my legs. Shit. I hadn’t even seen the cat last night. Damn it.

I’m sorry, kitty, I thought. I’m sorry, but—

Another meow. I couldn’t leave her like this.

Using the cloth in my pocket, I opened drawers on the island till I found a can of Fancy Feast. The can opener, thankfully, was already out. I opened the tin, turned it onto the bowl that I found on the floor, refilled the water, wiped it all down.

I wished I could do more, but I knew that I couldn’t. She was a cat, I told myself, probably not even fully indoors. Probably came and went as she pleased through a flap door somewhere. It wasn’t my fault, anyway. It wasn’t my fault that her owner had tried to murder me.

That I had managed to surprise him, to murder him instead.

“I’m sorry,” I said, tears in my eyes now. “God, I’m sorry.”

Who was I even talking to? To Norm? To his mother? To my own mom? To the cat?

But the tabby only ignored me, happy to be eating.

Wiping the tears in my eyes with the back of my hand, I went through the space, polishing the backs of chairs, the smooth finish of the wooden table, anything else I might have touched on my brief visit here.

Satisfied, kitty still eating, I went back down the stairs, careful to rub the knob on the door at the top, bracing myself for what I was about to do.

The buzzing was overwhelming as I approached Norm’s mother’s door. Altogether, the air conditioners and the air purifiers sounded like a jet engine taking off.

My pulse began to pound in rhythm with the whirring of the machines coming from that room. There was something else, too. A smell, almost of rot. Had she soiled herself, already? Was she trapped in bed, stewing in her own shit?

More tears in my eyes as it hit me, full on, the enormity of what I’d done.

I’d taken a life, one stab after another. He’d tried to kill me, completely unprovoked, and yet, and yet—

It was the first of a string of dominoes, wasn’t it, the repercussions spreading like ripples from a stone dropped into a pond. His plants, his cat, his sick mother. And, in some strange way, him.

Evil, horrible as Norm may have been, he was someone to the woman in that room.

A son, maybe even a good one.

My own mom was in my ear just as soon as I’d had the thought.

Don’t go humanizing the prick now. He got a taste of his own medicine. Good. If more people acted like you did, maybe the world wouldn’t be so deeply unfair. You didn’t just save yourself, you know. You saved whoever he could have hurt next.

I shook my head, pushing her words away.

I wasn’t one of Mom’s clients, trapped in a cycle of poverty and abuse, in and out of domestic violence shelters. I wasn’t even Lauren, financially intertwined with a man who had become someone else entirely. In a way, I had created this situation, brought it on myself. I had taken that money, I had found my way here. I had said yes, against my better judgement, to his invitation to dinner. I had triggered it all.

And now, here were the repercussions, and it was impossible not to feel it:

Because of me, she would never see her baby again.

Because of me, she herself might die.

I stood there, frozen, in front of the door.

If I opened it now, she might see me, might jeopardize everything I had just worked so carefully for. But what else could I do? If I called 911, they would look for Norm, wouldn’t they? They would need someone to talk to. I would put myself at risk. So much risk.

No, I couldn’t call 911. Not yet.

I needed to see her. See what was going on, just how sick she was, how soon she would need someone to tend to her …

The thought was awful, heinous, even. How long could I possibly deprive this woman of care? But still, what other options were there?

Protect yourself, Mom encouraged me. She’s lived a life, but you haven’t. Check on her, do what you have to, but protect yourself.

Yes, I thought. Yes, that’s what I’ll do.

I reached into my bag, fumbling until I found a pair of sunglasses to conceal my eyes.

Then I took a deep breath, coughing slightly at the smell, reached my hand to the knob, and turned.
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HANNAH

AUGUST 12, 2023

9:52 AM

Hannah liked to be thorough, always. She’d found that it was the one thing that could truly set you apart. People loved to think that investigative work was all telephoto lenses, tapped phones, computer spyware, hidden cameras. There was some of that, sure, but the reality was that anyone who relied too heavily on external tools could easily miss the big picture, which could only be understood if you took a minute, slowed down, gazed at a case from different vantage points.

So even though it felt quite likely that no one was at the Billings Motel, despite the two cars in the lot, Hannah climbed the stone walk anyway, heading up to the main house. Just in case. Hey, for all she knew, Emily Stockton could be locked in a room up there, and if she got a bit closer, maybe she could hear her scream.

Hannah knew that was so unlikely as to be near impossible, something you’d see in a horror movie rather than real life, but she climbed the hill anyway.

She knocked on the door—three firm raps. She waited, hearing nothing more than the whir of some machine. She stepped off the porch, walked around the side of the house, recognized the buzz of yet another air conditioner.

Why were all these units running if no one was home? Electricity had never been cheap, but for the last year or so the cost had exploded—there’d been story after story about every company raising their rates. And it’s not like there were solar panels or something installed on the roof to offset the costs.

Hannah approached the window—the blinds were drawn, but she leaned down, her eye on the tiny crack above the windowsill. “Hello? Anyone here?” she said, and cleared her throat. “Norm Billings?”

She waited a minute, then returned to the main door, knocked three times again. Still nothing.

Hannah felt a thought sticking in the back of her brain. This wasn’t right. Her internal alarm was ringing again.

What was she supposed to do? Break down the door? This was more than a matter of ask forgiveness, not permission. She’d promised her mom she’d be careful, but what she was doing now was the very definition of irresponsible, wasn’t it? No one even knew she was here—not her parents, not her boss. She was the cliché cops relied so heavily on when they let something fall through the cracks. A woman who goes somewhere and doesn’t tell a soul.

Hannah thought of that moment outside the club in Bushwick, the knowledge of just how close she’d come to something terrible happening, and she felt it, real and deep, in the tightening of her shoulders, in the sudden dryness in her mouth. Fear.

Hannah talked a big game—she was bold, she was resourceful, she wasn’t afraid to get her hands dirty, to jump right in—but this was different.

She was here, alone, no one but those ladies at the diner aware of her location.

And there was something truly wrong about this place. Hannah knew that as deeply as she knew the other thing: Emily Stockton was dead. She had to be.

Hannah couldn’t burst in. She couldn’t, and she didn’t want to. Not alone.

She needed something more than a hunch. And she needed backup—or at least a record of her movements.

Outside the main office, she hesitated, thinking of the key to the first cabin that had been missing.

She walked down the dirt path, found the cabin in question. The blinds were twisted shut there, too—but no air conditioner was in the window. Only the sound of the subtle summer wind and cars on the highway in the distance.

“Hello?” Hannah called again.

Then, just in case, she reached for the handle, turned.

Locked. Of course it was.

Hannah turned on her heel, and got back into her car.

She thought of the older waitress, Myra, of the beef she had with Norm Billings, who seemed, for all intents and purposes, to have flown the coop. To have gone missing himself.

She had to talk to Myra again.



After a quick stop to top off her gas, check on the Adirondacks Trailways office—still closed—and grab a couple of cans of cat food, Hannah found herself back at the diner, busier, as promised, than it had been earlier that morning.

There was one seat open at the counter, between a baby-faced red-haired cop in uniform and a gray-haired lady who looked a little bit like Hannah’s own mom, who was filling out the Saturday crossword.

Hannah pounced on the stool, taking a seat. Bri was at the register, punching buttons, but Myra wasn’t in sight.

Hannah trusted that, with a little prodding, she’d be able to extract the story from Myra, figure out if it was a neighborly small-town spat or something more—an argument between two former lovers, perhaps, since the older waitress had mentioned that she was dating?

There was something else, too. She wanted to see how Myra reacted when presented with loose evidence that Norm, himself, was missing—if Hannah’s hunches about the mud on the tires and the meowing cat were right.

“Back so soon?” Bri said, approaching her seat at the counter. “Can’t resist another cup of our bitter coffee?”

Hannah forced a smile. “Please.”

The girl pushed a slightly chipped plain white mug in front of her and poured from the steaming pot.

“You get down to the Billings place?” Bri asked. “Talk to Norm?”

“I stopped by,” Hannah said. “But no one was around.” She glanced at the door to the kitchen. “Is Myra still here, by chance?”

“She is,” Bri said, rolling her eyes slightly. “But she just stepped out for her break—apparently she had to make a phone call.” Bri fiddled with her apron strings. “If I had to guess, it’s yet another guy who doesn’t deserve her. Myra has the worst taste in men.” Bri stopped, looking at Hannah. “Sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t be talking like that. It’s just—you know—when you have a friend, you want to see them treated right.”

Hannah felt her wheels turning. It seemed more and more likely that Myra and Norm had had some sort of affair.

“Anyway,” Bri continued, “now that I’ve completely overshared, is there anything else I can get you?”

“No,” Hannah said. “Only … what do you know about the owner of that place, this Norm you mentioned? He is the owner, right?”

Bri nodded, but she grabbed a rag, wiped the counter quickly. “I don’t know him personally,” she said. “He pretty much keeps to himself.”

“But Myra knows him. Enough to have an issue with him,” Hannah replied.

Bri stopped wiping down the counter. “Wait a second. Is that why you’re back here? To ask about Myra and Norm?” Her face fell. “Because I wasn’t trying to start anything. I was just mentioning the motel, in case you didn’t know about it.”

“I—”

Bri cut her off. “And I’m sorry I did, if it’s going to upset Myra.”

Hannah drew back, reassessing. She’d struck a nerve, that much was clear. She took a sip of coffee, then asked, “Why would it upset Myra?”

“See,” Bri said, “that, what you just said. This has nothing to do with Myra. Do you want to find your missing friend, or do you want to get involved in small-town drama?”

Hannah half wanted to toss her hands up defensively, but she stopped herself. Everything about this interaction was off—why had Bri turned on her so suddenly? Especially after she’d been the one to offer up Myra’s issues with men. She was about to say something, try to repair the connection, find another way in, when the cop next to her turned her way.

“I’m sorry to interrupt,” he said, offering a smile that seemed sincere. “I’m Officer McMillian, and I couldn’t help overhearing. Is there something I can help you with?”

She looked from the young cop, who had a pimple dotting his chin, back to the waitress, who was shaking her head. “It’s okay, babe,” Bri said. “You don’t have to rush to my rescue.”

Babe. Okay. So Bri was dating the cop. And if Hannah wasn’t careful, the two of them would shut this interaction down before she’d gotten very far.

Hannah tried to make her smile seem as genuine as possible. “I really am sorry. I didn’t mean to upset anyone. I’m just trying to find a woman who has gone missing. Emily Stockton.”

“Right,” Bri said. “And all I’m saying is asking about Myra’s personal life is not going to help you with that.”

“Wait a second, Bri,” the cop said. “What did this Emily girl look like?”

Hannah hesitated only a moment. “Blond. Pretty.”

“Twentysomething?” he asked.

Hannah nodded.

He looked to his girlfriend. “I didn’t tell you but I had the weirdest interaction a few weeks ago. Found this blond girl, little older than us, I’d guess, walking with a suitcase along the side of Route 299. I gave her a ride.”

Bri’s eyes widened. “You did? Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked, her face now a half pout.

“Honestly, as soon as she was out of my car, I forgot about her. But here’s the thing”—he turned to Hannah—“and this is why my ears pricked up when you started asking about Norm. She did stay at the Billings Motel.” He took a sip of coffee, eyes locked on Hannah’s, then: “I took her there myself.”






17.


JULY 29, 2023

9:12 AM

Cold.

That’s what I felt first, as I pushed the door open a few inches, and saw an old dresser, packed with pill bottles and injectors, lotions and hand sanitizer and Vicks VapoRub and bottles, bottles, bottles.

Cold, so very cold. Too cold for a place like this in the summer. Far too cold.

And then, the smell.

Now that I was inside the room, the menthol I’d noticed earlier wasn’t strong enough to cover up what was beneath it. It was that same smell of rot I’d picked up only moments before, only stronger now, overpowering. The smell of hospitals, of bedsores, of cancer, of death. Sulfur, must, and mold.

I pushed the door open a tiny bit farther, and now I saw more, a dusty-rose coverlet against the metal guardrails of a hospital-style bed. Another wider dresser, more of a vanity table, this one adorned with five different Styrofoam heads, and a collection of wigs, from platinum blond to Barbie pink to jet black. Cancer, Norm had said. And cancer, here it was. In the pills. In the wigs.

God, what had I done to this woman, taking her son from her? Stealing her caretaker away?

My eyes caught the whirring machines—not one but two air purifiers, big cubes of power, far more than was necessary for a room of this size.

Behind them, in the window, the air conditioning, set to fifty-five degrees. Frigid, too frigid. Absurd.

Still, through the purifiers, through the cold—the smell, the horrible, awful smell. It seemed to be growing, surrounding me, nearly pressing against me from all sides. A smell that could somehow sink through my pores, become part of me, almost take me over.

A smell of rot, of decay, of … of death, almost.

I pushed the door open farther, wondering if I was already too late.

I knew I’d be seen, I knew I might scare her, but I had to help her. I had to do something. I would protect myself, I’d cover my tracks, I would, but for now, I had to make sure she was okay.

I stepped fully into the room, and the smell sent waves of nausea through my body. I already knew it: this was beyond bedbound, beyond sick, beyond cancer, this was beyond a woman dying, because already, she had to be—

Screams, horrible and vicious. And they wouldn’t stop.

High-pitched. Shrill.

Shriek shriek shriek shriek.

Shriek shriek shriek shriek.

Not her screams, not that woman, not Norm’s poor, poor mother.

Mine.

It hit me in a flash, horrifying and yellow-cast through the lenses of my polarized sunglasses.

The hairless head.

The arms, bloated and bluish and even black and red in spots, decaying, decomposing, right before my very eyes.

The flies, buzzing around the woman like a halo.

And the face, her awful, horrible face. Covered in thick makeup, coated on like a clay mask. Bright red lipstick, circling what was left of the lips like a child’s crayon drawing. Swaths of red on the cheeks, a rugged, haphazard attempt to breathe life into the lifeless, one that only served to highlight how dead and decayed this woman was.

Eyes open, corneas cloudy, obscuring any irises, any pupils, any color, any life, but kohl liner practically painted on, outlines of shapes that were hardly even there.

She was sitting, half propped, her hospital bed on a slight incline.

I turned away, needing to be away from it, and began to retch, dry heaves. Nothing coming up, but my stomach contracting. Again and again and again and again.

As I did, the bottles, everything on the dresser, they caught my attention. Medicines, prescriptions, but others, too. Embalming fluid. Coloring agent. Pots of thick makeup. Coiled tubes.

And books, a stack of them:

Caregiving: A Privilege, Not a Prison

Gray’s Anatomy

Embalming: History, Theory, and Practice

Holy fuck. Holy fucking shit.

I couldn’t bear to look again. I made for the door and slammed it shut behind me. I had to be out of here. Away from that woman. Away from the remains of this fucked-up family. Away from this freezing room stewing in death.

Door shut now, I realized my mistake. I opened it again, the stench overwhelming, wiped down the knob, then pulled the door, once again, shut. Ran the cloth over the front of the door.

Then I ran, making for the exit. Stopping only to wipe down the brass, just as I had come here to do.

I pulled the door shut, not bothering to lock it, and practically flew down the walk, as if that woman could reanimate, could rise from her bed, put two feet on the ground, and come after me somehow, the ghost of her angry (so angry!) with me for killing her son, and for what he’d let happen to her.

Or what he’d done to her?

It hit me only as I reached the Subaru. Had he killed her, just as he’d tried to kill me? Had she crossed him, in some way, and the maniac had snapped?

Or had she died on her own? Cancer, something natural, taking her? And the guy couldn’t handle it, and so he kept her around, and he tried to embalm her, and he pretended to keep caring for her, and when people came by, he even talked about her, as if she were still there? And between the air purifiers and the air conditioning and the Vicks and that horrible, disgusting makeup, he (in his fucked-up, depraved mind) convinced himself that she was still real, that he really was caring for her, in his way?

But then why go out of his way to invite me up for dinner? Why bring me into his house of horrors? For the thrill of it?

Is that what I was to Norm? A sick, twisted thing to get off on, to bring me in and know that I was so close to finding out his secret. To speak of his mother like she was a dusty old woman who didn’t want to pay to update the rooms, when, in reality, she was a woman who might not even have been all that old—not that I could properly tell from the state of her flesh—who’d died and who he was keeping around out of some kind of twisted Oedipal attachment?

I remembered what he’d said, that I looked like his mother (but not in a creepy way, promise!), and I felt another dry heave, my gut contracting.

I ran to the Subaru, flung the door open, turned the key in the ignition, and put the car into drive.

The woman, the mother, was dead. Had been for weeks, months maybe—I had no idea how long it took a body to decompose, to mummify, how well his rudimentary DIY embalming had actually worked.

But there was one good thing: I didn’t have to worry about abandoning some sickly woman, about placing an anonymous phone call.

I pressed my foot to the gas, revving the engine. The car lurched forward, and I pulled off the gravel drive, the things in the back (the Norm in the back) clunking along.

I pressed even harder, practically flying down the road.

Toward the highway that led back down to the city.

Toward the sheer cliffs of the Palisades.

I was out of here. Out of here for good.

Norm was, too.
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Hannah stared at the cop, this Officer McMillian, the man—well, boy, really—who was responsible for the first actual break in her case. She half wanted to hug him, right here in the diner, her own feelings about cops be damned. Because here he was, an actual eyewitness. Her heart began to beat quickly, with joy, with gratitude, because this was real. This was happening. Coming up here on her own, getting a head start, it had been a good idea. All she had to do now was keep asking questions. Follow her gut. Follow her path.

“When was this?” she asked.

The cop shrugged and took a sip of coffee. He scratched at a clean-shaven chin, at the hint of a cleft below his bottom lip. “Dunno, maybe a few weeks ago? It was on a Friday, though, I can tell you that, and if you need the exact date, you could always talk with the bus company.”

“Adirondacks Trailways?” Hannah asked.

He nodded.

“How would they know when you saw her?”

The cop took another sip before speaking. “Well, a bus from the city broke down that night. It got stuck here.”

Hannah’s eyebrows arched. Disembarking was one thing, being forced to get off was another entirely. Damn it, she needed to see the full statement from the bus driver.

“So it’s possible she was actually going somewhere else?”

The cop shook his head. “No, I asked her. She said New Paltz was her destination, but she’d come up without anything booked—foolish, this time of year—and then, with the breakdown, of course any one or two rooms there might have been got snatched right up.”

Hannah pulled out her notebook, already making notes as she processed this new information—


bus breakdown, get company to confirm date, add to timeline



Her notebook caught his eye. “And how are you connected to all of this?”

“She’s her friend,” Bri piped in.

Hannah swallowed. Could one get in trouble for lying to the cops? No, she wasn’t under any kind of oath. But also, if she wanted this to work, she might need the cooperation of the local police at some point. And he’d been nice enough to her so far. Best to start off on the right footing. Hannah took another sip of her own coffee. She made a split-second decision, which is what a PI, should she ever properly be one, had to do, minute in and minute out. Quick reads, quick decisions. “I’m an investigator.”

“Wait,” Bri said. “I thought you said you were her friend.”

Hannah winced. She couldn’t explain to this girl that, in a way, it was just business. And in this business, it was better to do it the way she had. Because people were much more willing to talk when they felt sorry for you—when they felt like they could almost imagine themselves in your shoes. And so that’s what she did, and she tried not to feel too guilty about it. Hannah decided that she would leave a larger-than-normal tip—it wouldn’t make up for the casual betrayal, but it was something. “I’m actually with a firm. A firm in the city.”

“Wow,” Bri said, eyes widening. “Just wow. You came in here, pretending to be her friend. And you don’t even look—”

“The type,” Hannah said. “I know. Because people are more likely to open up if you don’t seem quite so official. I’m sorry for lying to you. I really am. But at the end of the day, I’m still working toward the same goal, to find Emily Stockton.”

Bri huffed and crossed her arms, then grabbed a rag and worked furiously at a spot on the counter. Hannah turned back to Officer McMillian. “Is there anything else you can tell me? Something she shared with you? Anything helps.”

He shrugged. “She seemed nervous.”

Hannah wrote that down. “Nervous how?”

“Like, it was pretty clear she didn’t want to get in my car, even though I really was just trying to offer her a ride. The heat was brutal that night, and it’s not safe for a young woman to be alone on the road all by herself.”

Hannah tried to keep her voice as calm and neutral as possible. “Maybe she just didn’t like cops. People get anxious, you know. Afraid they’re going to get in some sort of trouble.” She left the rest unsaid. That those nerves were valid, when more and more often, cops focused on fare evasion and selling marijuana without a license and jaywalking and covering your face in public and a million and one innocuous things—all reasons to harass people—over the actual work of protecting a community, of figuring out what happened to those who are lost, those who need the world to look for them. When the names of people who had been stopped by cops and not lived to tell were now too many to count. Emily Stockton was a white girl, so maybe that anxiety didn’t apply to her, but maybe she was like Hannah—who, even if she didn’t have a reason personally to be scared, still was.

“I don’t think it was that,” Officer McMillian said. “She was just antsy. Even once I took her to the motel, she left her suitcase—a decent-sized one—behind in the car. Like she was itching to get away from me.” He shrugged. “Which again, could be just nerves—just cops, like you said—but it could be something more. Especially if she got herself in some sort of trouble.”

And there it was, subtle, blink and you miss it, but there all the same. It wasn’t just that cops often started with a story and worked backward, it’s that the stories themselves could be so cruel. A girl could disappear and somehow be blamed for it. Because “got herself in some sort of trouble” was blame, wasn’t it?

“I don’t mean to sound harsh,” Officer McMillian said, reading her mind. “And maybe I’m totally wrong, but it’s like she was trying to escape something, and that something had nothing to do with me.”

Hannah made a note, her head spinning. Why would a girl like Emily have had any reason to be on the run? She needed more information about her. Badly.

“Listen, I need to go,” the officer said. He leaned across the counter, planted a kiss on Bri’s cheek. “I’ll be late for dinner,” he said. “Probably not home till eight.”

“Wait,” Hannah said. “Wait, before you go.”

She set her pen down. Reached into her bag for the skimpy printouts. Pushed them along the counter. “Just need to confirm. This is Emily Stockton. Is she the woman you picked up?”

He grabbed the first photo, held it close to his face, then pulled it back a few inches. He stood up, the sheer amount of stuff on him—a gun, a baton, a walkie—seeming to make him larger, more intimidating, now that he was no longer confined to the stool.

But it was his words that took Hannah completely by surprise, that shattered the feeling of hope she’d been clinging to.

“I’m sorry, they definitely have a lot of similarities, but no. This isn’t her.”

“What?” Hannah asked. “Can you look again?”

He did, dutifully, then set the paper back on the counter, pushing it toward Hannah. “I’m good with faces,” he said.

“He is,” Bri said, her eyes bright with excitement, the lure of this particular drama apparently eclipsing her anger at having been lied to. “Like, we’ll be watching a movie and he’ll say, oh that guy was on this one episode of SVU, and I swear to god, he is always right.”

“Hopefully it will serve me well,” Officer McMillian said. “I plan on becoming a detective one day, actually. So we’re basically going to be in the same line of work, you and me. With wildly different uniforms, of course,” he said, eyes glancing at her cutoff jeans, before offering a light chuckle.

But Hannah had no time for camaraderie. She turned to Bri, her heart racing now. “But you said you saw her.”

Bri threw her hands up. “Hey now, I told you I saw a woman in sunglasses and a baseball cap. I can’t for sure ID her or anything.”

“But Myra said,” Hannah argued. “Myra was sure. I have to talk to her again.”

“I told you, she’s on her break.”

Already, another patron was signaling for a coffee refill. Hannah could feel herself losing access, could feel this slipping away. And meanwhile, the cop was setting bills on the counter, about to leave, himself.

“Wait,” she said, turning to him again. “If the woman you saw was not Emily Stockton, how is all of this connected? How does she wind up potentially at the same motel? A motel that seems abandoned? Who was she? Who is she?”

Futile questions, Hannah knew. Unprofessional ones, too.

“I’m sorry to have gotten your hopes up and dashed them,” he said. “But all I can tell you definitively is this: I don’t know if these circumstances are connected, I’m not sure if the woman you’re looking for also stayed at the Billings Motel, but the woman I picked up, whoever she was, she wasn’t Emily Stockton.” He shrugged.

“Of that, I am one hundred percent sure.”
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JULY 29, 2023

10:27 AM

Mom always made a huge deal about her girls driving. Said it was one of those tasks that so often fell to men, that there was no reason why Dad should be the default over us. So on road trips, once we were old enough, we’d all take turns. She said it was crucial to practice, that division of labor was one thing, division of skills another. She’d see women, at the shelter, women who didn’t feel comfortable driving at night, who didn’t have the passwords to their online checking accounts or the auto insurance, or the login to review the footage on the home security system, who didn’t know how to reset the Wi-Fi router should it go out. Women who had been told by men: Don’t worry about it, I got it. A tactic eventually used to keep them in line, keep them trapped. Mom believed fiercely that any skill you needed to get by on your own, whether managing your finances or driving in the rain, should be in your wheelhouse. Because if it wasn’t, that was just one more way someone could control you.

The two-lane road opened up briefly to four, and I moved to the right, letting the car behind me pass, not wanting to do anything to bring attention to myself.

I was a confident driver, not like some who moved to the city and got nervous from lack of practice. I’d been driving on roads like these since I was seventeen. And I agreed with Mom about this, I did. Occasionally raised an eyebrow when I noticed that when Lauren was with Rob, she never, ever drove.

Let people help you, sure, but not so much that you don’t know how to do a task yourself, because sometimes (hell, eventually), you will find yourself on your own.

And whatever it is—the driving, the meal planning, the cleaning, the banking, the dead body disposing—it will eventually fall to you and you alone. Right, Mom?

Right, sweetie. Exactly right.

I bent my knee, stretched it back out. The cruise control was set to sixty-eight. I’d gone back and forth about it, eventually landed on three miles over the limit. Sixty-five exactly seemed guilty, in some way, almost suspicious, but any faster, and I risked drawing the eyes of the police.

The windows were down, the air tickling my face. There was a freedom about the whole endeavor, nestled amidst the terror every time I saw a car behind me, checking to see if it was black and white. There was something beautiful, almost: driving down back roads, an actual verifiable woman on the run.

I gripped the wheel tighter. Was the bravado simply a mask for fear, for the truth of what I’d done? Or was it something else, something I had unlocked within myself, something Mom had always nurtured but Norm unleashed? Pandora’s box, but now that it was open, the darkness was flowing, a gush, not a stream. Had I always been a deeply fucked-up person, just waiting for my moment?

Was I somehow enjoying this?

And so what if you are, Mom practically crowed in my ear. He deserved it, didn’t he? Look what he tried to do to you. Look what he did to his own mother. Think what he would have done to somebody else.

The radio turned to static, and then suddenly, the voice of Michael Stipe was clear as a bell (It’s the end of the world as we know it … and I feel fiiiiiiiine) and in front of me, the road I was on, Route 9W, split into a T.

Foot on the brake, I came to a stop. There wasn’t even a light, and I watched as a semi flashed by me, easily going over seventy. Right would eventually wind back north in the direction of New Paltz, the horrible Billings Motel, Albany, Lauren. But left … left shot me toward the Palisades, toward the city. Toward the lookout point, the one that had the sign advertising a suicide prevention hotline. Because you didn’t put signs in places like that unless there was a chance of someone jumping. All I had to do was get Norm out, toss him over the ledge. The Hudson River would do its work, like it had done for many a body before Norm’s. Hell, these were the Palisades in New Jersey, for god’s sake, not too far from Tony Soprano’s fictional home. Plenty of bodies had been dropped, most probably never recovered.

The car would be found eventually, of course it would, but by then, I wouldn’t be anywhere near it. Would have long since walked to the Enterprise office, gotten my rental car, gunned it all the way up to Lauren’s.

With no body, the assumption would be that Norm had jumped. Was it all that wild that a man in his thirties with no life prospects besides caring for his elderly mother (his dead elderly mother, mind you!) would kill himself? Because once they saw inside that room, hell, that would only help investigators confirm those assumptions. The cops would think he’d been consumed with guilt … or something.

If they did find his body, a big if, it would be months from now, maybe years. Far too long from now for anyone to pin any of this on me.

I lifted my foot from the brake, letting the Subaru inch a couple of feet forward, just as another car came flying past. My head swiveled back to the left, checking, then to the right again. More cars, all going so quickly. I suddenly felt off-kilter, surrounded by blind spots. I hadn’t touched the mirrors, hadn’t wanted to give anyone a reason to think Norm hadn’t been driving.

More cars coming down the road, more time to think.

For a second, I wondered: Was there another way to save Lauren, one that did not involve stealing all that money? I was a killer now, wasn’t I? I was Marion, or at least a part of me was. Maybe I could threaten Rob, scare him. Maybe I could find a way to make him leave Lauren that didn’t involve the cash at all …

But then, what I’d been waiting for, an opening in the road, finally. I was about to floor it, about to fly, about to put all the doubts behind me and do exactly what I’d planned to do, when it hit me.

The money. The money.

Holy shit, the money.

The money that had started it all. The money that was still the key to everything.

My heart picked up, thumping in my chest.

I had done so much work, cleaning everything, scrubbing blood from tile, wiping prints from metal, coating the whole cabin in a layer of bleach. And all for what?

How could I have missed something so crucial, so important?

I had been so tired, so drained. I had worked so hard to catch every trace of myself I might have left in that place. Every trace of Norm, too.

And there, the whole time, never moving from where I’d stashed it: the money, wrapped up in a towel. Next to the shower where I’d killed a man.

Money that I not only needed, but that would clearly prove that someone had been staying at the Billings Motel. Money that would make the cops ask more questions, make them less inclined to take an abandoned car at a known suicide spot at face value.

Should I get it after? But no, I’d be in a rental car then. And what if something happened? What if they didn’t have any vehicles available? What if I got stuck? The whole time, the money just sitting there, waiting to be found, waiting to be taken …

You know what you have to do, Mom reminded me. It’s awful, it’s a setback, but you know this is the only way.

I hesitated only a moment, then pulled forward, hitting a pothole in the road, sending the body in the back clunking with an awful thud, then turned right instead of left.

Back toward New Paltz. Back toward that nightmare of a motel.

Back toward the money, god help me.

Because I was screwed without it.

And I couldn’t afford to make mistakes anymore.

Mom knew it. I knew it.

Marion knew it, too.



You never return to the scene of a crime. That’s just basic villain shit.

And yet, here I was, back in front of the Billings Motel, just after noon, the sun high and bright. Here I was, on a Saturday in the dead of summer, in the high season, to make matters worse. Here I was, pulling up in front of this little cabin, the place where I had somehow instantly become a different person.

Here I was, making mistakes.

Don’t be so hard on yourself, Mom pleaded. You didn’t ask for any of this.

Tears pricked my eyes, because I wanted her next to me so badly. To hold me, to stroke the back of my head, running her fingers through my hair like she used to. I wanted to smell her shampoo, feel her arms around me. I wanted to cry into her shoulder, spread snot on her black top (Mom wore all black, year-round, like a French woman), I wanted her so very, very badly.

I opened the car door, walked up to the first cabin.

The handle was clean, spotless, entirely free of prints. I’d done a good job, and now it was hard to say if any of that would matter, because I was just asking to be spotted, to be caught.

I slipped the key into the lock, gave it a good turn, used the microfiber cloth in my purse to turn the handle. Once again, I stepped inside.

All good, all clean. Stupid as it was, such a thoughtless mistake, yet there was something reassuring about returning to the scene, like stepping back inside your apartment to confirm that the burners are, indeed, off.

It’s going to be okay, I told myself. Get in, get out, and be done with it all.

I slipped into the bathroom, a flash of Norm, dead on the ground. No shower curtain, no bath mat, things that had been destroyed to cover up the destruction. I turned to the wire shelf, right above the toilet, to the stack of white towels. I carried them over to the bed.

Took the first one off, setting it to the right. Flipped the second one over, and opened it carefully, like a beautifully wrapped present you don’t want to mess up.

Relief.

There it was.

I grabbed the sleeve, opened it, poured the contents onto the bed.

Saw the stacks, all of them. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten.

Counted them three more times.

But as I reached for the money, my breath caught in my throat. My heart practically stopped.

Outside, among the quiet stillness of this place, I heard something. A terrifying, unmistakable sound. The crunch of gravel.

The hum of a car.

A car driving this way, a car (holy shit) pulling in.

My blood pumped faster.

Oh god, oh god, oh god.

It could be anyone in that car. Another would-be guest, asking about vacancies when every other place in town was booked. A contractor, coming by to check the wiring, caulk the tub, do any number of different tasks. A housekeeper, here to complete a deep clean. I’d assumed Norm did everything, but how could I know for sure? Maybe he hired someone for cheap so he could spend more time embalming his own goddamn mother.

Oh god, oh god, oh god.

The hum stopped. The car had shut off. A click, the door opening. A pop, the door closing.

I thought of that cop. He’d known I was shady, he’d known I was up to something and yet there was nothing, in the moment, that he could really do about it. Why not swing by the next morning, right around when I’d be checking out, to see what I was up to, just to check?

You sure you’re okay, ma’am? You’re not in any trouble, are you?

And what would the fresh young buck find?

Money, stacks of it, spread across the bed.

Not if I could stop him from seeing it.

I jumped for the cash, but my fingers betrayed me, and I dropped the first stack I grabbed, which landed with a thud on the floor. In my effort to snatch it, I stubbed a toe of the foot that was injured, and I moaned with pain.

It was too late, too late.

Because there was a sound of steps, coming this way.

And then there was a pause, right outside my door.

Time seemed to slow as I realized I was about to be caught, that this was all about to be over before it had really begun. Before I’d even gotten to Lauren, before I’d even made sure that she was okay.

As I realized the future that was about to unfold before me was one that, twenty-four hours ago, I could never, ever have imagined.

Because the handle I’d so carefully wiped of prints was turning, the door was opening.

Someone was coming inside.
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HANNAH

AUGUST 12, 2023

10:43 AM

Hannah sipped her coffee, trying to make sense of what had happened.

She’d been so close. She’d really thought she’d had a breakthrough, but it had all been for naught.

There were two girls. Emily Stockton—and somebody else. That other person, that’s who Officer McMillian had seen. Not Emily. Never Emily.

But Myra had seen Emily, hadn’t she? Myra had looked at the photo, seemed so sure. And yet, another young blond girl had been found on the side of the road, delivered to the Billings Motel. How were they connected? Were they even connected?

“Excuse me,” Hannah said, flagging down Bri.

“More coffee?” Bri asked.

“No,” Hannah said. “Just—do you know if Myra is coming back out?”

The waitress sighed. “For all we know, the girl Myra saw is the same one my boyfriend saw. You’re probably on a wild goose chase.”

“Okay,” Hannah said carefully. “But I’d like to show Myra the photo again, confirm that.”

Bri propped a hand on her hip. “Look, I know this is your job,” she said, emphasizing the last word—and Hannah’s initial lie. “But this is mine, too. I don’t know what Myra’s doing, but I’d like to fill this spot with someone who’s going to order more than a coffee. So if you don’t mind…”

Hannah glanced at the door to the kitchen once again, but then, not knowing what else to do, she slid a ten across the counter along with her business card. “Please ask Myra to call me, whenever she comes back. And I don’t need any change.”

Bri slid the cash in her apron with a weak “Thanks,” then turned away.

Hannah walked out into the nearly full parking lot, feeling more untethered than ever. Was Bri right? Had the lot of them been talking about this second woman and not Emily Stockton at all?

Root out assumptions.

Hannah had to speak to Myra again. And she wasn’t totally sure she trusted Bri to pass on her business card. Was Myra even still here, back in the kitchen somewhere? Or had she, for some reason, already left? Was the aforementioned break long or short, was she about to come back in or already gone? Hannah didn’t know, and Bri certainly wouldn’t tell her. That much was clear.

She stepped across the parking lot of the diner, her well-worn Doc Martens crunching on the gravel. She surveyed the cars, looking for one that might be Myra’s. She walked past the vehicles that butted right up to the diner’s entrance—when Hannah used to bartend, her boss was always on her to not park her bike in front where “actual paying customers” might be annoyed by it. Hannah felt it was fair to figure the same about this place. So she walked around the side, to the back row. There was a wooded lot, a bit of trees behind a line of six cars. Someone who was going to be here all day would want to park in the shade, wouldn’t they? The August sun was brutal, after all, could turn a car into an oven in a matter of minutes.

Hannah walked down the line. The first car was a newish BMW—no way. She didn’t figure Myra had the money. The next was a minivan, which also didn’t seem right—she didn’t think Myra had kids, not with all those travel charms on her bracelet; and in the conversation where she complained about how tough dating was, surely having children would’ve come up. The next car was a big red pickup, a construction logo emblazoned on the side. Nope.

Next was a Honda Accord, a little banged up. A bit more like it, until Hannah saw the plate cover, NURSES OF SUNY, written across the top. Bri had mentioned nursing school. This had to be hers. Which meant this was the area where staff parked.

The last car, right in the corner, the one most shaded by the trees, was a white Volkswagen Tiguan, maybe four or five years old. Could this be Myra’s?

Hannah walked closer. The bumper was practically plastered with stickers.

PARIS, JE T’AIME

COEXIST

TRAVEL IS FATAL TO PREJUDICE, BIGOTRY, AND NARROW-MINDEDNESS. —MARK TWAIN

The car was Myra’s, it had to be. Which meant the waitress was still here. Which meant Hannah had to stay here until her shift ended, until she got a chance to speak to her again.

Hannah walked back toward her own car in the front of the lot, determined to wait the woman out, was nearly there when she saw Myra herself exit through the front door, bag over her shoulder, apron still on, as if she’d decided to leave in the middle of her shift.

Hannah took two quick steps Myra’s way as the woman turned right, traipsing across the parking lot, planning on stopping her, on getting her to go back over what she’d said, showing her that photo of Emily Stockton once again—

But Myra was walking so fast. Flying, really—straight to her car.

Hannah froze, watching as Myra unlocked her vehicle with a quick beep, and hopped inside.

Hannah scrambled back to her own car. People didn’t leave work like that, didn’t walk so quickly, unless they were up to something.

And Hannah knew how to do this part. This was her bread and butter.

She drove across the lot until she was behind Myra, keeping two car lengths’ distance between them.

She took a left, onto the road that led to Route 299, to the Billings Motel.

Of course, there were plenty of streets to cross before getting there. Myra could be simply going home. She could be going to see whomever she was dating, or perhaps a friend or family member. She could be doing a million things.

Still, the facts remained. Myra had ID’d Emily. Myra had some sort of issue with the owner of the motel. An owner who, Hannah swore, wasn’t there. Who hadn’t been there in a couple of weeks. Who’d welcomed a woman the cop had said seemed nervous, a woman who looked a lot like Emily Stockton.

And now, Myra was taking an unexpected break. Myra was leaving work early. It could be nothing.

But it could be everything.

See, it wasn’t actually that difficult to follow anyone. Most people went about the world wildly unaware of their surroundings. Half the drivers on the road didn’t even look in their mirrors—Hannah’s dad was always going on about it, and in her work, she’d found this to be fairly true. People had tunnel vision—on their phones, on their next task, on whatever situation or conversation they were ruminating over in their heads. People generally didn’t look back, and it didn’t seem like Myra was, either.

They crossed one road and then another, and even though Hannah knew, deep down, what was about to happen, her heart still leapt when the road intersected Route 299, when Myra turned left, heading toward the motel.

Her car picked up speed, cruising down the road, five miles over, then ten.

They flew past the first motel, the cars packed in the lot, people in the pool, and Myra was going so fast that for a moment, Hannah thought maybe she was wrong, that she wasn’t heading for Billings Drive at all.

Because the turn was coming up, and Myra wasn’t slowing.

And then, there it was.

Myra practically slammed on the brakes, and Hannah had to slam on her own to avoid rear-ending her, but Myra didn’t even notice.

The waitress turned off to the right, headed down the dirt road, her cheerful, cheesy bumper stickers leading the way to the Billings Motel.
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JULY 29, 2023

11:45 AM

Caught, I’d been caught.

I stared, dumbfounded, at this man I’d known so long. Who I’d once thought of as a partner and now seemed anything but.

Sweat clung to his temples. His skin was pale, almost sickly. He reeked of booze, the remnants of the night before emanating from his every pore.

He shouldn’t be here. He should be getting a bagel (fried ham and Swiss on sesame) or tucking into brunch at the pancake spot down in SoHo, his favorite, which he swore was worth the forty-five-minute wait and the ninety minutes he’d spend at the gym making up for the indulgence. He should be getting a large cold brew with two Splendas. He should not be here.

“What are you doing?” he asked, his eyes landing squarely on the money. “How did you think you could possibly get away with this?”

David.

Not a housekeeper, not a cop, not a tourist stopping by an old motel in search of a vacancy, but David. My boss. The catalyst for all of this.

He wobbled, slightly, and I took in the pasty complexion. The Comme des Garçons shirt he had worn to the office yesterday, stained yellow at the pits now, off-colored spots down the front, where something, likely a drink, had been spilled. David was David. Hungover, maybe even still a little drunk from the night before. He looked horrible, and yet, from the sheen of his still-gelled salt-and-pepper hair, to the swath of stubble along his chin, he looked so very male, so very powerful, so effortlessly in charge, someone who could make or break my fate.

Because it always was a man, wasn’t it? Who could make or break your fate.

Hell, just ask Norm.

“David,” I said, trying to find my footing. Trying to remind him it was me, after all. “This isn’t what you think.”

He grinned, then tossed his head back into a laugh, then he gestured, arms wide, to the money on the bed, on the floor. “Oh yeah?” he asked. He took a shallow breath, punctuated it with a cough. “Do tell, then. I mean, I’ve seen you cover for us before. I’ve seen you think on your feet with Gustaf when we’ve been late for a client meeting. So whatcha got? Pitch me your best story.”

The smell of gin stewing in the summer heat was nauseating, and I found myself at a loss for words. Because he was right, of course. I had taken the money, but I had done so much more, too. My eyes darted about the room, wondering if I’d left anything that could give me away to my boss. A touch of blood. The smell of a rotting body.

“Go ahead now,” he continued. “Don’t be shy.”

It was what he said when we were stuck in a brainstorm. When he could see an idea there behind my eyes, one that might be brilliant or might be stupid, one I was too afraid to share.

“Actually, forget it,” he said. “I’m too tired for this shit.” He walked to the bed, his steps labored, yet confident, steadied himself with one hand, began to take the money, stack by stack.

He hadn’t even thought I’d resist, hadn’t even worried I might try to stop him. Still, his movements were slower than normal. He was hungover; he should be in bed with his cold brew and his weird bagel order and episodes of The Real Housewives streaming back-to-back. That’s what he wanted to be doing, not chasing client money he should never have trusted with me.

You could overpower him, Mom reminded me. If you had to, you could. He’s off his game.

No, I thought. That wasn’t necessary. David’s calmness—it was a good thing, wasn’t it? He wasn’t freaking out, so why should I? I just had to talk to him, to keep things easy.

“How did you find me?” I asked gently. “Was it Rodrigo?” I thought of our unfortunately timed encounter at Port Authority, quips traded about the Manhattan dating scene. Rodrigo liked to talk. He wouldn’t have known what he was doing. And I’d never answered my friend’s texts, had I? Maybe he’d reached out to David when he hadn’t heard from me. It was the sort of thing he would do, if he was worried …

David paused, turning to me, his eyebrows scrunched up. “What does Rodrigo have to do with this?”

“Nothing,” I said, desperately wanting to avoid throwing my friend under the proverbial bus. “I saw him on my way out of town is all. But he didn’t know where I was going. No one knew where I was going. So how did you? I mean, you’re a smart guy, I’ll give you that.” David wasn’t above a little ego stroking, never had been. “But no one’s that intuitive. How did you find me?”

David moved the last stack from the bed into the pouch, then turned, crouched to get the one from the floor. As he straightened up, he wobbled again.

Still, he caught my eyes, and a smile spread across his face, easy and confident. For a moment, among the odor of liquor and sweat, there was a gloat in his eyes that was somehow counteracting it all, giving him the power he’d never really lost. “My dear, sweet naive colleague. You think when you put your work email on your personal phone, we can’t track you?”

I sucked in a breath, and my heart seemed to beat in double time.

Track you.

Could they, really? And had they this whole time? I’d turned my phone off, of course, but I’d gotten on the motel’s Wi-Fi. I hadn’t had a choice.

“I mean, I got the idea that something was wrong when you didn’t respond to my texts last night,” David said. “But, hey, the liquor was flowing, I didn’t have the full capacity to really look into it.”

I felt the heat rise to my face, my stomach churning.

“And then this morning, I wake up, log in to my bank, and I don’t see a record of the deposit at all. Text you again, more urgently this time. Drag myself out of bed to get a large cold brew, check my account again—nothing—so I go down to the bank. Have to talk to a few different people, but then eventually they tell me that, no, people cannot make bank deposits unless they’re the account owner. So I call you, a few times actually. Guess what, you don’t answer.”

I pressed my lips together, tried to prepare for what was coming.

“You know Nikki in IT? I fucked her, you know that?”

His words, the casual way he delivered them. I fucked her.

He straightened up, proud of himself. “She showed me something, you know, that if you’re a manager, when you log in to the corporate system, there’s a hidden tab, deep into the menu tree, that lets you see locations and networks for yourself and all your direct reports. Said Gustaf started to take security really seriously when we started doing more high-profile work. Wanted a stopgap if a device of ours should get lost. Didn’t want a pitch getting in the wrong hands.” David shrugged. “Or hell, maybe he likes being able to check up on his employees. Because he never told us we could do it, only Nikki let me in on that little secret. Regardless, you signed away any objections when you came on. Guess you didn’t read the fine print in your contract.”

I shook my head. “You’ve been tracking me?”

“No,” he said. “She showed me once, and I never used it. But I did turn location services off on my own phone so Gustaf couldn’t see what I was getting up to. It’s creepy, really. Spying on employees like Big Brother.” He tilted his head to the side. “Of course, I should have known something was deeply wrong when you went off the map, when I go to see your locations and the last one is in Port Authority and then nothing after that.” He smirked. “’Course, you got on to the Wi-Fi, which still shows a general location in the system. And then the name of the network, ‘Billings Motel,’ was enough to find this road in Google Maps, and well, I followed it to the end, saw that there was a car in front of the first cabin, and here we are.”

I took a deep breath, released it. I’d tried to be careful, really I had. But it hadn’t been enough. I was doomed from the start. Running with stolen money like a madwoman, a madwoman who had serendipitously fallen in with a madman. With Norm.

My eyes homed in on the money, tight in David’s hands. In a strange way, I felt like I had when I’d seen Norm approach me in the shower: that he had the power, the weapon, and that I needed to get it back. I half wanted to reach out and snatch the cash, hold it tight to me, kick David in the balls this time, run.

You could take him, Mom reminded me. You could.

No. I didn’t need to. David was my boss, my colleague, at times, almost my friend. So I did the smart thing, the only thing. “Look, David. I was going to bring it back. I swear.”

“Really?” David asked. “You want me to believe that?”

“I did go to the bank, you know,” I said. “Just like you told me to. I stood in line and waited for the teller and everything. I took your slip. They said that no one is allowed to make a deposit unless they’re authorized on the account, that it’s been that way for years. You never should have tasked me with this. You should never have put me in that position.”

“Then why didn’t you call me?” David asked.

“You told me not to call.”

He scoffed. “And so why did you come up here?”

I bit my lip. This was awful, horrible. Not only did I have to explain the money, but once Norm was found (when he was found, let’s be real now), I was tied here, forever, with David having no reason to protect me …

But still, I pushed on. Still, I delivered my story, my pitch, like I’d done with David so many times before. Because in advertising, the story, it was everything. You had to sell it.

And so I would.

“My sister is in trouble. That’s why I called in sick to work. Not just to hang out with her, but because she’s in a bad situation.”

“And what’s that?” David snapped.

“Her husband,” I said. “He punched her in the face, and I think he’s done it before, and”—I thought of the texts Lauren had never answered—“I think he’ll do it again. No, I know he’ll do it again. In fact, I’m worried that he’s doing it right now.”

“So why are you here, with the money, and not with her?” David demanded.

“She was supposed to be waiting for me in my apartment Friday afternoon, but when I went back, she wasn’t there. So I got a bus up to see her,” I said. “But it broke down on the way, and I got stuck here.”

“And you brought the cash with you?”

“Did you want me to leave it in my shitty apartment?” I snapped. “Do you realize the position you put me in? When my own family is falling apart? After everything I’ve been through with my parents, to find out that my sister is in danger…” I felt tears in my eyes, genuine ones.

It got him to pause, just for a second.

“It doesn’t matter,” he said after a beat. “Whatever sob story you’ve cooked up, whatever drama, real or not, I can’t very well take it to Gustaf. I can’t explain any of this to him.”

“Gustaf?” I asked. “But I thought you were going out on your own.”

David swallowed back a hungover burp, then banged on his chest, as if to get all the gas and acid out. “Let’s just say maybe I’m rethinking that, after the shit you put me through with this.”

“But this is your dream,” I said. “And the money’s right here. Take it if you want, take it back to your bank, do what you meant to do. I’m not stopping you. I wasn’t ever trying to steal it; I was trying to keep it safe.” Sure, it was a lie, but it could be true. I could make it true.

His eyes widened. “Barry’s wife is friends with Gustaf’s wife. The women run in the same circles, apparently—wild, because Barry and Gustaf couldn’t be more different. I only found out because I was spiraling this morning, googling Barry in a desperate attempt to find out exactly how angry he was going to be.”

“How angry?” I asked.

“People who come from families like Barry does, who come to client meetings with a hundred grand in cash, probably don’t follow the law to the letter when you piss them off,” David said, like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “And when I found out the connection, the risk that this is going to get to Gustaf before I have a chance to get everything in order, well, let’s just say I’m reconsidering the whole thing.”

My heart raced. All of this, all of it had been for nothing. The domino that had tipped over, that had sent me up here, it should’ve never been tipped in the first place …

“I’ve worked too damn hard to lose everything now,” David went on.

“What does that even mean?” I asked.

“What it means is, if Gustaf finds out that Barry met with us, agreed to work with us, paid us up front in cash, which he probably will, he’s going to wonder why the money isn’t with finance. And I’m going to have to tell him that I asked you to take the cash straight to their office, and instead, you fled the city and stopped answering your phone. That I, your manager, literally had to track you down.”

My heart was beating even faster now. “That would be a—”

“Felony? It would, wouldn’t it? I mean, it kind of already was, though? No way in hell we had the authority to take the money when we did. But, the thing is, I didn’t take it. I just treated a client to a little celebration.”

“But”—I shook my head—“I never asked for this. I tried to do you a favor. And you promised me. You promised a promotion, a raise, a…”

David smirked.

“What?” I asked.

His smirk turned to laughter, making his body wobble, just slightly.

“What?” I said again.

“Listen,” he said. “If you make it out of this unscathed, if you can work up some story about your sister to tell Gustaf and he doesn’t press charges, then I recommend you be a lot less trusting of others in the future.”

“What are you saying?” I asked, astounded. “You weren’t going to take me with you?”

“Of course I was,” David said, expression smug. “But that kind of a pay increase? At a new agency? And, let’s be honest. Not everyone can be a creative director, even an associate one. We’ll need to hire actual ACDs you know, not just glorified graphic designers.”

“That’s not … I’m not—”

“Please,” David said, his eyes practically on fire, the gloves fully off now. “We both know why Gustaf and I hired you in the first place.”

I flinched. I had thought, always, that David was on my side, that he appreciated my accomplishments, appreciated me. Even if he was sometimes smarmy, even if I disdained his unearned arrogance, his blowhard ways. I still thought he understood my value to his team. I never would have agreed to leaving with him, to taking that money, to running the errand and all the risk it entailed, if I hadn’t. “You don’t mean…”

Now, David took me in, top to bottom. “Well, look at you. You’re a Barbie doll who knows Photoshop. Gustaf saw that, and I did, too. People like you are good to have around, good to have on staff. Clients like to have you in the background, same as they like to sit at glass tables surrounded by”—he coughed—“Mies van der Rohe chairs. That doesn’t mean you’re fit for an executive board. That doesn’t mean you can run a whole damn campaign.”

I felt, absurdly, more tears in my eyes, and then a tidal wave of foolishness, because after everything that had happened, why in the world did I care?

How dare he, Mom hissed. How dare he.

As I wiped my tears away, I could feel it, the two sides of myself—weak and strong, fearful and fearless—battling it out, and it wasn’t clear who would win, it really wasn’t, until David opened his mouth, delivering one final blow.

“Nah,” he said. “I wasn’t ever going to promote you. But I figured, at some point, hey, you’d finally let me fuck you.”
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Hannah let her own car drive past the turnoff for Billings Drive. If Myra hadn’t noticed her yet, she would when Hannah followed her this time—people lived in their own worlds, sure, but a quiet dirt road was a quiet dirt road.

Instead, she found the next place to turn, about a quarter of a mile up, then doubled back.

The Geo Metro, not much of anything except for cheap and reliable in a refuse-to-die way—a cockroach, her dad called it—crawled slowly down the road to the motel. Hannah didn’t want to make too much noise, give herself away.

Finally, the view opened up, the trees parting, and there was Myra’s Tiguan, parked between the two cars Hannah had seen earlier, the hunter-green Subaru and the Nissan Pathfinder, both unmoved from where she’d spotted them.

Myra won’t find anyone here. The thought came to Hannah, unbidden, strong as anything. No one alive, at least. No one but the poor cat.

From her car, Hannah scanned the lot for the waitress, didn’t see her. She considered pulling in, but decided she didn’t want to scare her, that an approach on foot was best. So she reversed the Geo, one hand on the empty passenger seat, neck craned to the right because this car sure as shit didn’t have a back-up camera, until she found a spot tucked among the trees.

She wanted to see what exactly Myra was up to. She wanted to keep whatever approximation of an upper hand she might have. She wanted to be an observer first, and all that went out the window if her approach announced her presence.

So she got out of the car, leaving her things and her camera in the passenger seat and shutting the door quietly behind her. Then she opened it back up, grabbed one of the cans of cat food, and slipped it into her back pocket in case she saw the tabby again.

Hannah walked along the dirt road and across the lot, aware of every footstep, every crunch of gravel, and she tried her best to keep her steps quiet. To move with a ballerina’s grace.

She approached the office, sidling up to it. She couldn’t see inside because the blinds were still blocking the view. Taking a deep breath, she turned the handle and opened the door. She even checked the closets, but no Myra.

Hannah returned outside, and there was that beautiful cat again. Meow.

The tabby circled her ankles. Hannah knelt, hooking the can open with one finger, then setting it down in front of the animal, who went straight to eating.

Hannah watched her for a moment, then looked up to the big house.

She was halfway up the path when she heard the scream.

It was piercing, primal, almost like that of a child.

It came from the chalet.

Sheer horror. Sheer terror.

Hannah broke into a run, her heart beating fast, her breath coming in gasps, as the screams continued, nightmarish and wraithlike.

But before she could get to the door, Myra stumbled out, her face frozen in a state of shock and disbelief.

It’s Emily, Hannah thought. Emily Stockton.

Or not Emily? That other girl. The girl who looked like Emily. The girl who had been nervous, who might have gotten into trouble …

For a moment, it didn’t even matter. Hannah knew, deep down, that something horrible had happened here. Knew that something bad, maybe even evil, was up there on that hill.

Myra stumbled onto the lawn, then sank to her knees in the grass. Her skin looked pale, almost sickly. She pressed two hands to the ground and leaned forward, retched.

Food and liquid, there in front of her. A crumb of what looked like toast, bits of the diner’s scrambled eggs. Hannah felt her own stomach churning, and she held back a gag.

“He wouldn’t”—Myra said, shaking her head and talking to no one but herself, no one but her god, if she believed in one—“he couldn’t.”

Hannah’s eyes flitted from the open door to Myra, and she quickly made a decision, running up to the waitress, crouching down so she was at her level. “What happened in there? What did you see—”

“He wouldn’t even hurt a fly,” Myra said. Her body was rocking back and forth, her head was shaking, as if the motion could jostle out whatever she’d just seen, and her hands were spread across her knees, her fingers long, like a spider’s legs. “He wouldn’t even hurt a fly.”

Hannah pressed her hands to the woman’s shoulders, gave her the slightest of shakes. “What’s in there?”

It worked, jolting Myra out of her hypnosis. Tears ran down her cheeks, and she huddled deeper in on herself. “I was worried about him, sure I was worried, but he wouldn’t … he couldn’t … he—”

“Worried about Norm?” Hannah asked, her voice rising now. “Worried about the innkeeper?”

Myra only kept on rocking, avoiding Hannah’s eyes.

She pushed herself up and looked back to the door once again. She wanted to look—she had to look—but Hannah found herself suddenly afraid.

Things had gotten real, they’d gotten real so quickly.

Hannah turned back to the woman. She was still in the clothes she’d been wearing during her shift, a white tank and jean shorts, a bit of spilled coffee on the apron’s hem. “Was it the woman you saw in the diner? The woman I asked you about?”

Myra didn’t answer.

“Myra,” she said. “Was it Emily?”

Finally, the waitress caught her eyes. “I don’t know. I don’t goddamn know. All I know is—” Her voice cracked. “She’s dead. She’s … she’s destroyed.”

Hannah glanced at the door to the big house. She needed to go inside. She needed to call the police. No, she needed to go into the house first, see if it was Emily or if it was that other mystery girl. She should go back to her car, get her camera, snap some photos. Because once the police arrived, they would shut her out of the investigation. She had to get into that room, that room with the air conditioner running even though no one was there, that room that only a short time ago, she’d considered breaking into. Because Hannah had known. She’d known something had gone on here.

Myra retched again, spitting a bit of bile into the grass, and then she pushed herself up. “I have to get out of here. I can’t be here. I can’t take it,” she said, and began to walk off.

“Wait,” Hannah said, following the waitress. “Just wait. How did you know something had happened? Why did you come here? And how did you get inside?”

Myra wasn’t stopping. She was walking faster now, back to the parking lot, back to her car. She was going to leave, and if Hannah lost the connection now, she would never have it again.

“Wait!” Hannah called, and she ran up in front of Myra, blocking her just as she neared the office.

Myra shook her head. Tears were on her cheeks again. “He couldn’t—he wouldn’t—”

“Why did you come here?” Hannah pushed. “What was going on between you and Norm, and what does it have to do with that woman in there? Was it Emily, the woman you saw, or was it somebody else? What are you not telling me?”

Myra moved past Hannah, walking with purpose. Past the office, past the cat, whose head was still bent over the can of food. She was nearly to her car when a gust of wind blew through the parking lot, and Myra stopped short, her nose scrunching up. “What is that?”

She took a few careful steps, not toward the office, but toward the first cabin.

She sucked in a breath, then keeled over, retched again. But this time, nothing came out.

She righted her body, wiped her lips with the back of her hand, then stared at Hannah.

“How can you stand it?” she asked, looking at the door to the first cabin, then back at Hannah.

“Stand what?” Hannah asked.

“Don’t you smell it?”

Hannah’s shoulders tensed up. She thought of Jenna’s stupid joke. A PI who literally can’t sniff out leads! But suddenly, none of it was funny. It wasn’t just the way everything tasted bland and rubbery, it was that there was so much you could miss, from a gas leak to an oven fire, without your nose to guide you.

“What is it?” Hannah asked. “I can’t smell a thing.”

“It’s the scent of rot,” Myra said. “The scent of death.”

Hannah looked up, back to the house.

“No,” Myra said. “Not back there.”

She paused, as if making a decision, and then she lifted a hand, ominously pointed it toward the door, then retrieved a set of keys from her apron, flipped through them, and finally found the one she was looking for.

Her hands were shaking, but she managed to slip the key into the lock after a couple of tries.

“In here.”
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You’d finally let me fuck you.

David’s words made my world stop: Freeze!

The first time was only a few months after I was hired as a graphic designer. I was twenty-two then. The whole team had gone out for drinks, and at some point David had asked if I’d wanted another, his hand grazing the small of my back, a finger between the edge of my high-waisted jeans and skin. I’d lit up with the fight-or-flight response to being touched when you didn’t ask for it—to being touched by your boss, no less. He’d smiled, of course, locked his eyes on mine, and said he was so glad he’d told Gustaf to hire me over the stacks of other resumes, of inferior applicants. Sure the shock, the anger, were there, but I masked it (like we all mask it). I thanked him, laughed off the praise, and after a moment, his hand had fallen, he’d ordered the drinks, become consumed by his phone, and that had been that. Anger quelled. Body once again my own. No harm, no foul.

It happened several more times over the years. It was infrequent enough to never be a real problem, but frequent enough to keep me on my toes. It was always when booze was flowing, when we were out celebrating a win or commiserating over a pitch we’d lost. I never mentioned it to Rodrigo or other friends, not even to Lauren, but I did tell Mom. While in grad school, she’d worked at Kmart, and she’d once slapped her manager after he grabbed her ass, had gotten promptly fired for it. There was no HR to complain to back in those days, and when she’d talked to a friend studying law, she’d been told that the slap she’d given in response was technically battery, so in addition to being a “he said, she said” situation, she also might open herself up to a countersuit. Trying to pursue the case in court wasn’t worth the effort. Besides, the friend had said, it was just Kmart. Good riddance.

Mom had, of course, been furious when I mentioned David’s actions, said her generation hadn’t endured all that workplace sexism just so my generation could continue the toxic pattern. She insisted I go to HR, saying that I had protections that she hadn’t, but the thing she would never understand was: What was I supposed to take to HR, anyway? David wasn’t some skeevy Kmart manager shamelessly groping an employee in the middle of aisle five; he was a suave, sophisticated guy in his forties, pushing the limit in situations that were always outside the workplace. And above all else, he was careful. It was all innuendo and subtlety, the kind of thing you could completely write off in the morning. Especially because David was nothing but professional when we were in the office, and when my anger did get the best of me (when very, very occasionally I let the good girl mask slip), he pretended not to notice, in the same way that I pretended not to notice his hands on my skin. I eventually lied, told Mom that I’d confronted him and he’d stopped, that it was completely behind us. She didn’t like it, encouraged me to find a different job, or to try freelancing like Lauren, and I’d always laughed at the impracticality. It was just one of those disagreements that lingered, like the one between her and Dad on how to teach a pair of daughters to defend themselves from the perils of the world.

But even if Mom dropped the subject, the rest of the office hadn’t. See, I’d moved from graphic designer to associate creative director in the first two years, and David had pulled me exclusively onto his accounts, and there was talk, of course there was. Hell, sometimes the door to his office would be closed for hours, the two of us in there brainstorming. And we were brainstorming, but people liked to imagine other things, I knew that. People made assumptions.

Had the anger bubbled, nearly reaching a boiling point, when some mediocre coworker would make some kind of statement that implied I didn’t deserve what I had: a “wow, you moved up so fast” or “you and David are such a great team”? Of course. But I learned that anger could be stomped out like a smoldering fire. Stomped out with happy hour gin and tonics. With presentations that impressed clients. With internal dialogues that promised it would all be worth it in the end.

Now, as I stared at David, the tears that had popped into my eyes suddenly spilled over, slipping down my cheeks. I wasn’t Marion, I wasn’t that strong, vicious girl. I was me, and I had cared so much about my job, and I had tried so hard. My work had been what kept me going after we lost Dad, then Mom. Not a boyfriend, not a supportive set of girlfriends to have brunch with every weekend and trade stories. Hell, even my friendships were based on work, Rodrigo my closest confidant above all.

The tears came faster, and I brushed them away with the back of my hand. “I know half the people in the office think I slept my way to the top,” I said. “Even though the top was never an option for me. Even though the promotions started and ended with being made art director, where I’ve been stuck for nearly five years. Even though you and I both know that I was never going to become an associate creative director under Gustaf.”

David stared, not even denying it.

“But I always thought you believed in me,” I said.

David’s head tilted to the side, and his eyes softened, just slightly. He stepped forward, the smell of him stronger now, the gin, the sweat, the hint of cigarettes beneath it all. He reached out a hand and put it, kindly, on my shoulder, the fat pouch of money still in his other hand. “I’m sorry for saying that,” he said, his voice gentle. “You didn’t sleep your way to the top.”

A pause, and then finally, I spoke, “Thank you.”

His hand was still on my shoulder, and I felt it move then, softly down my back, landing just an inch or two above my ass.

My heart beat faster, and there it was again, that same fight-or-flight response I’d felt every time he’d done it before. Except I didn’t fight or flee: I froze. I always seized up, waited for it to pass. No matter what Mom said, no matter how much I hated myself for it, that’s what I did. I always pushed the anger down. Down down down until I couldn’t grasp it anymore, couldn’t even reach it with the tips of my fingers.

Only now, David leaned forward, the corner of his mouth turning up slightly, returning to its former smirk.

“You didn’t sleep your way up the corporate ladder,” he continued. “You just dangled the promise of fucking you in front of everyone. That’s what got you where you are.”

My jaw fell from shock, from the sheer audacity of what he’d just said, and a pulse of rage shot through me, from my shoulders down my arms, straight out my fingertips, radiating like fireworks.

I reared back, slapped him, hard, across the face.

An echo of a slap from all those years ago. Mother to daughter. Apple, meet tree.

David’s eyes widened (shock on his face now, not mine), and then, there it was: a look of absolute disgust.

Anger on a beautiful woman really isn’t a good look.

That’s what David had said yesterday; that’s what David believed. And in that moment, all of it, the microaggressions (the actual aggressions), the sheer sexist bullshit that was baked into every day, every hour, every damn interaction, it’s like it came together, becoming too heavy to carry, too heavy to so much as tolerate, and for the first time, I set that shit down.

Because the anger was real now, and it wasn’t going to be buried anymore. The anger I’d been playing whack-a-mole with my whole life was free, no longer trapped, no longer whackable.

You could take him. You could.

I know, Mom. I can.

My heart raced, and the rage seemed to boil over, turning my whole body hot as fire.

Maybe anger wasn’t a good look on me, but on Marion, it was glorious.

“Fuck you, David. You spineless, dickless piece of shit.”

He lunged then, but I was too fast for him. I jolted forward, adrenaline pumping, no longer flight or freeze, only fight fight fight. His hands came up, but mine beat him to it, and before I even knew what I was doing, they were on David, my fingers circling his neck, and I was pushing, constricting, and it felt like all I wanted in the whole world was to squeeze squeeze squeeze. His skin, his spine, his trachea, and his esophagus. Hold it all (control it all) in the palms of my hands …

David took a moment to realize what I was doing, how far I was taking this, how hot my anger boiled, his reflexes stunted by the hangover, but once he did, the push came hard: both hands to my chest, nearly knocking the wind out of me. I stumbled back, ramming into the wall behind me, my head sending a mirror falling to the wood floor, its glass spiderwebbing. David rushed forward, his fist raised, a fierce, raw anger in his eyes. He punched, but I ducked, his hand sinking into the drywall instead.

“What the fuck!” David yelled, flipping around, scratching at his neck—as if I were still grabbing him, my fingers like phantoms that had never let go—and shaking his own hand, half covered in drywall dust.

“That’s it,” he screamed. “I’m calling the cops.”

His head swiveled to the landline, right on the nightstand, waiting to be used, waiting to ruin everything.

David grabbed it, lifted the slim thing from its hook, and I heard the faint hum of a dial tone as his finger reached toward the nine …

This would be it, then. The police would come (maybe even the baby-faced officer who’d dropped me here last night), and Norm’s body would be found in the trunk of his car. The money, the murder, it was more than enough. I would rot.

And Lauren, she would be left alone with Rob. Rob, whose abuse would slowly grind my sister down. Or worse, kill her. It was foolish to think otherwise, to let my old feelings about him cloud my judgement. With no one to stop him, with Dad and Mom both gone, me in a cell somewhere, the abuse would escalate, because it always did. Escalate until it had nowhere further to go. The only way through is out, Mom had always said, but there would be no out for Lauren, because there’d be no one to help her, no one to turn to, all of us gone.

No way.

No fucking way.

I reached for the plastic cradle, still sitting there on the nightstand, grabbed it, and pulled back, brandishing it like a weapon. Without hesitation, I smashed it against the other half in David’s hand. I saw rage in his eyes, I saw David’s own hands lifting. I knew then that he was going to wrap his fingers around my neck, just as I had done his, return my assault in kind. He was going to attack me, and wouldn’t I deserve it? I’d done it first, hadn’t I?

Don’t let him hurt you, Mom seemed to whisper in my ear. Don’t let him hurt you any more than he already has.

And so, cradle still in my hand, I jerked it back—and for a moment, it was like I was an Olympian, about to hurl a javelin—and then I brought it down on his temple, on his nose, on his smug fucking face, just as hard as I could. Smash!

My boss cried out in pain, and I pulled it back, did it again, even harder this time. Smash! Smash smash!

And, remembering Norm, I kicked him in the balls, too.

My boss sank to his knees, and then, without thinking, I—

—no—

—Marion—

—she reached for the phone cord, grabbing it and yanking it from the wall, and then it was stretched between her hands, and before there was even time to make a decision, it was looped around his neck, and Marion was pulling, pulling, pulling—

Squeezing, squeezing, squeezing.

Not hands, this time, the cord far more effective.

And Marion was watching David turn red.

Marion was watching David try his best to breathe.

Marion was watching David fail.

And god, if it didn’t feel good.
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Hannah stood stock-still as Myra turned the key, pushed the door.

Emily, she thought again. Emily Stockton. What if it wasn’t her up on that hill? What if it was the other girl, the one Officer McMillian had seen? What if they were both victims, one of them up in that house, one of them right here in this very room?

Slowly, the door opened, creaking on its hinges, one inch and then another.

“You don’t smell that?” Myra asked, punctuating her words with a cough.

Hannah shook her head and stepped forward.

Hand still on the door, Myra opened it farther …

No scream now. A gasp instead. A gasp and a wail, and then, “My god,” Myra said, voice cracking beneath the weight of her words. “My god, no.”

She rushed inside, and Hannah followed, her sense of smell—made to protect you from rot and death, from danger and the things you’re supposed to fear—nonfunctioning.

Hannah’s nose may have been out of commission, but her eyes were not. Before her was a veritable portrait of evil.

One she’d never expected.

Not one but two bodies. Not women. Not girls carved up by some psychotic killer. Men. Both of them dead.

Hannah froze before the scene, while Myra tripped across one body to launch herself onto the bed, right next to the other.

Hannah felt herself disassociate, taking it all in like she wasn’t a part of it at all. On the left, a man splayed out, face up, a telephone cord around his neck, his face bulging. Another man, prone on the bed, head twisted at an impossible angle.

But it wasn’t just the men, it was the state of them. The rot, working itself into wounds. An active, biological process. A dank sort of decay. Who knew how long they’d been here. Hannah thought of the crusted mud on those tires. Weeks. Weeks of festering.

None of it stopped Myra. She was on the bed now, cradling the man. Hands on his cheeks, turning his face toward hers, making the angle even worse, even more horrifying. As if his head itself could spin all the way around.

Hannah tried closing her eyes, but the image of the two men was still there, like it was burned into her retinas, like those people who had looked at the crescent of a solar eclipse too long.

And when she opened her eyes again, she saw Myra whispering to the man as she attempted to rock him back and forth. She was out of her mind, Hannah realized. Grief, shock, horror, it didn’t matter. She couldn’t think for herself now.

And this was a crime scene. And they were tampering with it.

Hannah stepped forward, grabbing Myra’s shoulders. “We have to go,” she said. “We can’t be in here. We have to call this in.”

Myra’s hands were still locked around the dead man’s face, holding on, almost for dear life.

“Please,” Hannah said, tugging at the woman’s shoulder. “Please.” She pulled, but Myra wouldn’t let go, and she heard another crack, another bone of this man’s neck—his spine—breaking.

Oh god. Dear sweet god.

Hannah felt bile rising in her throat. She turned to the left, suddenly knowing everything in her stomach was coming up. She tried to swallow it back, but it was on its way. She turned farther, but then the face of the cord-strangled man was right there, a cracked mirror beside him, reflecting Hannah’s own look of horror back at her. She tried to step away, but her toe caught on his leg, and she fell forward.

Her body, her hands, her face smashed into the floor. There she lay, her face turned toward a door that led to the bathroom, her hands only inches from the man’s. Maybe her mom had been right. Maybe she wasn’t cut out for any of this. Maybe she’d made it all into a fantasy, was no more than cosplaying at this detective thing. Maybe she couldn’t take it—not something like this—maybe she couldn’t take it at all.

Hannah felt another retch, and she pressed herself up, ran into the bathroom, sank to her knees on the tile, pushed the lid open so it slammed against the porcelain, and she puked, three solid lurches into the bowl.

Hannah wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and spat one more time. Chills spread across every inch of her body; sweat prickled the back of her neck.

She forced herself to take deep breaths, to count to ten. She stood, running the faucet and rinsing her mouth, then splashing her face with water.

She looked in the mirror, and she saw herself. Shocked, sure; horrified, yes. In some ways, not the same person she had been only moments ago.

But okay, okay.

Hannah realized something then. She was cut out for this.

She flicked the tap off, then looked around, began to notice things. A missing shower curtain. No bath mat, either. No towels on the shelf above the toilet.

Something was wrong here, something more than the dead men in the other room. And something else, too. The room, it was almost sparkling. Compared to the mess outside, it was pristine. Like the whole place had been wiped down. Wiped down, but the bodies left? Why?

She returned to the main room, back into the carnage, tried to take it all in anew. Everything else was normal. The dusty floorboards, the worn linens, the trappings of mundanity, of travelers, driving up to Lake George, stopping over for the night. Of visitors, planning to hike the Gunks. Of escapes from the city one hundred miles south.

There were only three real signs of a struggle: the shattered mirror to the right of the man on the floor; a bit of mangled drywall between the door to the bathroom and the bed, as if someone had thrown a punch; and a broken phone jack popping out from the wall. Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling, something about it all felt a bit too neat.

It was something Hannah would have to explore, but first, she had to get Myra out of there.

“You can’t stay,” Hannah said again, as she approached Myra. “We have to call the police.”

Gently, she pulled Myra away from the man, and this time, the woman didn’t resist. More tears came to Myra’s eyes, careening down her cheeks, as Hannah helped her step over the broken mirror and the other body and led her out of the room.

Hannah pulled the door shut behind her—then walked Myra back toward the Tiguan.

Myra leaned against the hood of the car, steadying herself in what Hannah gathered was now a completely different world for her.

Hannah knew what she was about to do was unprofessional, but she didn’t care. She wrapped her arms around the woman, holding her like her own mom held Hannah when she cried. Myra let her. Hannah felt tears on her shoulder.

After a moment, the woman seemed to come to, to realize that she was being comforted by a stranger. She pulled back, brushed at her cheeks, her charm bracelet jingling. Then she sat down, right there on the gravel drive, as if she couldn’t hold herself up anymore.

Her grief was real, overpowering. The man on that bed, it must have been Norm. Myra had known him. Myra had loved him.

Just as Hannah had suspected.

“I have to call this in,” Hannah said, kneeling down to Myra’s level. “We have to report this.” She hesitated. “But I have to understand something, before I do. Why did you come here when I asked about Emily Stockton? And why do you have the keys to every room? The police are going to want to know why we burst into a crime scene like we did. Why we were so sure something was going on here. And we need to have something to tell them.”

Myra’s eyes were fixed on a point behind Hannah.

She turned to see the tabby, having finished her meal, walking over to them. She looped through Hannah’s legs and then crawled right into Myra’s lap. Without hesitation, the waitress stroked the cat’s fur.

“She was hungry,” Hannah said. “I don’t think she’s eaten for a couple of weeks, at least. I brought her some food.”

“He,” Myra said. “And thank you. He’s a good cat. I had no idea he was—” She shook her head. “I didn’t know he was here on his own. Alfred—that’s his name.”

“Hi, Alfred,” Hannah said. The cat purred in Myra’s lap.

“You loved Norm,” Hannah said. “You know this place. You know this cat. Did he leave you? For Emily? For someone else?”

Myra burst out laughing, laughter that quickly turned to a sob, one that sent Alfred out of her lap, back toward the office, likely looking for more food.

“What is it?” Hannah asked. “Why are you laughing?”

Myra’s eyes locked on Hannah’s. “That’s what you think, that Norm and I were…” She trailed off, and shook her head. “Oh god, you know nothing.”

“Then tell me,” Hannah urged. “Tell me what’s going on. Tell me what all of this has to do with Emily Stockton.”

Myra took a deep breath, then looked at Hannah, seemed to make a decision. “My name is Myra Billings,” she said finally, staring at Hannah dead-on.

“I’m Norm’s mother.”
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The cord was still tight in my grasp, a plastic-coated wire that had been made obsolete more than a decade ago. My hands pulled outward, as if they were polarized, magnetically opposed, like there was some force driving me to do this, the outward motion of the cord causing an inverse reaction, making the loop around his neck tighten and tighten and tighten and tighten and …

David.

Good god, David.

He wasn’t struggling anymore. He wasn’t fighting me. Beyond those thick frames, his eyes were bulged out but no longer blinking. His face was fully red, bloated from a lack of oxygen, from the remains of a last breath spent, from a desperate will to live.

My hands released the cord, and they felt, almost, like they were burning, like the damn thing had been hot, and I hadn’t even realized it. Like my body and my brain had been separated, the thread of logic that would normally connect them no longer functioning. The conscience, the one that told you to stop stop stop, to do the right thing, snuffed out like a pinched candlewick.

And then, in that moment, it’s like I could feel Marion abruptly leave my body, her and her fearlessness, her gumption, her thirst.

And in the emptiness, it was only me.

A sob crawled up my throat, then took over, and I felt tears prick my eyes. Tears for all that I’d done, all that I’d never imagined I could do.

I took a step back, shaking my head, as if I could push the truth of it away. Rewind, erase. Delete that clip. Start fresh. Okay.

David.

His face, the reality of him, dared me to accept the truth. Challenged me to recognize that in the ledger of my life, this would always, always be there, a clear, solid tick mark on the side of wrong, of evil.

Of murder.

I’d worked for, I’d worked with, this man, for almost seven years. Hundreds upon hundreds of “good mornings,” “how’s it goings,” complaints about the subway, questions about weekend plans. I knew his coffee preferences, that he hated Starbucks as much as I did. I knew about the way he’d seen the “Jennifer Aniston salad” on Instagram and now made a big batch of it weekly, that he took his martinis dirty and his steaks rare. I knew that his favorite place was Montreal, which he took a train to a few times a year, and his least favorite place was Ohio, where his conservative father and brother still lived, his mom, like mine, no longer with us. I knew that he went to the gym on weekdays, to the same spin class every single Sunday, shopped at Whole Foods right after.

I glanced now to his arms, bent at the elbows, hands frozen in a defensive posture, fingers like claws, reflected in the broken mirror next to him, his nails, as always, in excellent condition. His wrist adorned with the watch his grandfather had given him and which he took only to a guy named Frank in the diamond district whenever he had a problem with it.

My eyes slid down his body, observing his second-day T-shirt, the raw denim jeans he bought from that one shop in Williamsburg, the leather sneakers he favored.

How many moments had I spent with this man? Brainstorming, fresh-faced upon receiving a new brief, or burnt-out when idea after idea after idea just didn’t seem to work. Laughing until our stomachs hurt, side by side when the latest viral sensation infiltrated every corner of the internet, or catching each other’s eyes across the large travertine conference table when Gustaf was acting particularly moody or disparaging our work. Tired, nearing midnight, when we both felt like we were banging our heads against a wall, and then David would come up with a tagline so brilliant, we knew instantly we had it. We knew the work was done.

His lapses in judgement, those unasked for touches, had always seemed like drunken mistakes. Yes, I knew they were wrong, yes, sometimes I hated him, but at the same time, I also really cared for David. I thought he cared for me. The seconds and minutes and hours and days and weeks and years we’d spent working side by side had created an intimacy (no, not as strong as a family bond, or a lover’s connection, but constant, nevertheless).

Only one day ago, I had been ready to follow David to his new agency. I had been willing to put my future in his hands.

And now, now …

No matter what he’d done, he didn’t deserve it, I thought as I glanced to his puffed-up face before quickly averting my eyes. He didn’t deserve to go like this.

Didn’t he? Mom seemed to ask. He objectified you, he mocked you, he lied to you. He promised you the world, and yet he looked at you not like a coworker or a collaborator, but a conquest. And he was going to throw you under the bus to save his own rear end. He told you as much.

I stole another look at him, then nudged him with my toe. Just once, but then again (and again and again!) until suddenly I was kicking him. I was kicking his lifeless body. And I was begging, too.

“Wake up, wake up, wake up!”

I stopped kicking, took two quick steps back. Thought of the adage: One step forward, two steps back. Only I wasn’t going forward at all, was I? I was back-back-back-back-back, first with Norm, now with David.

Backing up so far that I was liable to inadvertently step right off the edge of a cliff.

Norm.

Norm had deserved it. Norm was sick, was twisted.

Norm had taken advantage of my loneliness, of the situation he somehow sensed I was in: that I was running, that I hadn’t told anyone where I was going, that I’d gone out of my way not to leave a trail. Norm had wanted to kill me, for what reason, I probably would never fully know, but it wasn’t because of anything I did.

That’s right, Mom said. It wasn’t your fault.

Maybe it was simply because he’d wanted to. Because he liked it, the sick prick. Because the opportunity had presented itself—I’d walked into the lion’s den, a confused little sheep. Because he was so charming, and I was so lonely, so stressed out of my mind. Because he’d woven me a story of having to care for a sick (to say the least!) mother, and I’d eaten it right up.

I froze, another thought suddenly occurring to me.

What if I hadn’t been the first one? What if there had already been other girls, girls like me?

This was a large property. Perhaps there was one of us in every room. Or buried out in the woods? Or hidden in a fruit cellar somewhere?

All of us sheep, all of us baa-ing at his door, while he lay in wait, knife at the ready …

You’re not a sheep anymore, though. You didn’t baa, you roared, Mom reminded me. Gave him a taste of his own medicine. Prevented this from happening to somebody else.

And I had, hadn’t I?

I had.

But David hadn’t deserved it. David was different.

David never respected you. And he was going to ruin everything. You would have been caught, caught with the sicko in his own trunk. You had no choice. You did what you had to. What I would have done for you if I could have.

You did it to survive. And to protect Lauren.

I was wrong. David wasn’t the catalyst; he wasn’t the first domino. Lauren was. This all started with her. With a choice to save her. A choice that had been foolish, maybe, that had been absolutely wild, when it came down to it, but one that had been based on love.

Lauren was what mattered now. I found my phone in my back pocket, not even cracked after the struggle, and got onto the Wi-Fi once again. I had to see if she’d answered.

She hadn’t. Lauren still hadn’t even read my texts.

What the fuck was going on? It had been nearly twenty-four hours now. This wasn’t putting your phone away to get better sleep, unplugging on the weekends.

Something was wrong. So very wrong.

I could feel it, then, the tears drying, my heart hardening, my spine straightening, my nerves coming back to life. I could feel her, like a new presence, her heart pumping fast, her fingers prickling with possibility, with resolve.

I could feel her coming back, filling me up, and taking me over.

Marion.

Then I knelt down, picked up the pouch with the cash, and made for the door.

I walked out of the cabin, past a red Kia that must have been David’s rental car, and straight to Norm’s hunter-green Subaru.

Marion knew what had to be done now.

And Marion was going to help me do it.
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I’m Norm’s mother.

Hannah was angrier at herself than at anyone else.

Assumptions aren’t facts, that’s what Jenna was always saying. Root out assumptions, top to bottom.

And yet, how many assumptions had she made?

Without even consciously realizing it, she’d been picturing an innkeeper in his forties or fifties, someone with crow’s feet and a gray-flecked beard. Someone who answered the ring of a silver bell with gruffness, with a get-right-to-the-point attitude. But that was an assumption, of course it was.

And Myra. Beautiful Myra. When she had seen the discomfort on the woman’s face at Norm being mentioned, Hannah had assumed that if they really did know each other outside of some neighborly dispute, it was a romance. Maybe a long relationship, or even a fling gone sideways.

And yet, that was wrong, too.

All of it was wrong.

Hannah had let herself fall victim to the easiest—and worst—mistake she could make. To make assumptions and then interpret the facts you discovered based on those assumptions.

Myra was a good bit older than Bri or Hannah, sure, but still, she didn’t seem old enough to have a grown son. In the city, so many people—her parents included—didn’t even consider having kids until their thirties.

“I didn’t think you could be his mother,” Hannah said.

Myra nodded then, more tears in her eyes.

“You’re just—you seem too young is all.”

Myra hugged her knees to her chest and shook her head, as if she could somehow erase all of this—make it so it had never, ever happened. “He’s thirty-three. I’m fifty-three. I was young, I guess, but…” She hesitated. “It’s how it happened.”

“And Bri never said so, even when she talked about you and him.”

“No,” Myra said. “No, she didn’t. Because she knows that talking about our relationship only causes me pain. And that if she’d told you, you would have had loads of questions for me.”

Hannah lowered herself all the way down, understanding now why Bri had clammed up. It wasn’t just a response to having been lied to, but a protection of the fraught relationship between Myra and her son. The gravel dug into the backs of Hannah’s thighs as she struggled to rearrange the pieces of the story. Not a lovers’ spat, but a family fallout. A mother and son who were, what? No longer talking?

Root out assumptions.

“What happened between you, then?” Hannah asked. “Because I do have questions. Questions that need to be answered.”

“We have to call the police,” Myra offered in lieu of a proper response. “We have to, like you said.”

Myra was right. Every moment they waited was a moment of potential culpability. And if Hannah gave the police any reason not to trust her, then they’d shut her out of the investigation.

“Can you do it?” Hannah asked, her voice soft and kind. “Or do you want me to?”

Myra reached into her pocket and retrieved her phone. She hugged her knees even tighter into her chest. “He’s my son. I’ll do it.”

She tapped it to life, keyed in 911, lifted the phone to her ear.

Hannah knew there wasn’t much time now, and she shouldn’t waste it.

She pushed herself up and walked quickly back to her car. Breaths heavy, she beeped to unlock the door and headed for the passenger side. Her camera was on the seat, and she pulled it out, flicked it on with a button.

She dashed back up the drive, passing Myra, who was on the phone, head down, tears on her cheeks.

The door to the first cabin was ajar, and Hannah used her elbow to open it fully. She knew that being careful here was a bit of a lost cause—she and Myra had already corrupted the hell out of the scene, but still, she might as well try not to do any more damage.

Hannah steeled herself, imagining the scent of the noxious rot, the way it would make her gag if she could actually smell it.

Camera lifted, flash on, she twisted the ring to focus and approached the man on the ground.

His face, ballooned from strangulation, skin a mix of blue and red and gray. Hannah felt her gag reflex engage, but she swallowed back the feeling, forced herself to detach, to collect information. She zoomed in on his face. Click.

Then she pulled back, took his full body in, the clothing sparing her from looking at much more of his skin. There was decay on his arms, sure, but from the looks of it, no other injuries. The strangulation had done it. Click.

Just to the right of him, the broken mirror. Click.

Behind him, the nightstand askew, the plastic plate that covered the phone jack halfway off the wall, the cord wrenched out. Click.

Another few steps back, and Hannah captured the entirety of the room. Click.

She turned, deciding to get a photo of each side of the cabin. She started with the one that had a dent in the drywall. Click. There was a distinct lack of blood spatter against the walls. Click. Click. Click.

The second man—Norm—was next.

He hadn’t fared nearly as well as the first. His body was full of holes, stab wounds, if she had to guess, even among the rest of the decay, which Hannah captured on film. Click. Click. Click. Click. Click.

She stepped over the strangled man, homing in on Norm’s face. It had been handled by Myra, of course, but even without that, the angle was unnatural. His neck had definitely been broken, as she’d suspected when she’d first seen him. Click.

Hannah hesitated. She was tempted to reach into his pockets, to take even more photos of the stab wounds, but the cops would be here soon.

So she turned, forcing herself away from the bodies, and stepped into the bathroom instead.

The empty curtain rod. Click.

The lack of a bath mat. Click.

The missing towels. Click.

The room as seen from the doorway. Click.

On her way out, Hannah took one last photo of everything. Click.

Then she stepped back into the mountain air, turned right, and headed up the walk.

From the corner of her eye, she saw Myra, still huddled, still holding the phone to her ear, rocking back and forth as if to somehow attempt to soothe herself. Good.

She took quick steps, heading down the path and up the walk, straight for the house, the house that Myra had gone to first, the house that had caused screams of its own.

The door was still open, and Hannah used her elbow again, stepped inside.

The first room on the left was the target, she knew this. It was the one that had the AC running, the one that had given her pause when she’d been here this morning.

And it was the one that now had an open door.

Hannah took a deep breath, bracing herself, and before she could lose her nerve, she stepped across the threshold and into the room.

At first she only saw flashes—medicine bottles, stacks of books—and then she turned, and there, there …

After what she’d seen in the cabin down below, she didn’t think she could ever see anything worse in her life.

And yet, here she was.

And it was worse.

Why? Hannah thought. Why would anyone do this to you?

She lifted her camera. Click. Click. Click.

Then she turned around. Click. Click. Click.

She was frantic, capturing everything she could.

Was it Emily, or was it that other girl? The cop had said they looked similar.

No assumptions, she told herself. No assumptions.

She had to know. Hannah had to have proof. She used the bottom of her T-shirt to open the top drawer of the nightstand. Empty, apart from a few random pieces of jewelry.

Then she opened the second drawer, and her heart practically leapt out of her chest.

A wallet, a brown leather wallet.

Hannah grabbed it, telling herself she’d wipe the prints later. She opened it, and there in the ID window, there was Emily Stockton.

Twenty-seven years old. Five-foot-seven. An organ donor. A Manhattan address on the Upper East Side.

Hannah pulled out the other cards. An ID badge for a building in Midtown. A New York Public Library card. An expired college ID. A business card: EMILY STOCKTON, DATA ENGINEER. Some cash and a Starbucks gift card.

Hannah heard the howl of sirens in the distance, and her heart began to pound.

There was one more assumption to root out. One she had to check before the sirens got even louder.

Hannah returned the cards to their places, wiped the wallet down with her shirt, dropped it back into the drawer, shut it with her calf. Then she approached the woman, stared in horror at the white nightgown that was buttoned up to her clavicles.

Root out assumptions.

The sirens rang louder, and letting the camera hang around her neck, Hannah used two hands to unbutton the top buttons, to pull the thing down.

A gasp, because there it was. Proof.

What she’d been looking for, the heart tattoo, right above the woman’s left breast, right above a heart that had stopped beating far too soon.

Emily Stockton’s tattoo.

Hannah lifted her camera and took one last photo.

I found you, Emily, she thought. I found you.

Then, sirens really blaring now, she turned on her heel and fled the scene.

Before someone else found her.
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I’d gunned it up the Hudson River, from New Paltz to Saratoga Springs, and as I’d sped along the back roads, I couldn’t help feeling like I was breaking Mom’s cardinal rule:

Cleaning up is simple, girls, if you do it right away.

It was a truism, I’d come to realize as I’d gotten older, that didn’t only apply to Play-Doh stuck in a rug, to Cheerios congealed at the bottom of a cereal bowl. Dad was the type to think things over, to take the passive option, if available. Mom was always the one to act. To punch back, slap a boss who got too handsy, encourage a daughter to stand up for herself.

The difference between them was never more clear than when Dad got sick. He wanted to wait and see, to load up on chicken broth and Gatorade and saltines. It was Mom who was on him to go straight to urgent care. Who ordered the pulse oximeter off the internet and made him check it every few hours. Who ultimately had to rush him to the ER, barely stopping for red lights when she saw just how low the reading had gotten.

Mom was the type to take action. You make a mess, you clean it up. Someone tries to hurt you, you defend yourself.

Dad just wanted to optimistically (naively?) wait for the situation to resolve itself, or eventually, for one system or another to resolve it for you.

When he was alive, he liked to say Lauren and I were so much like Mom, but in this way, we were really more like him. Weren’t the last forty-eight hours proof of that? Lauren, returning to Rob, telling me it had all been an accident when we both knew it wasn’t. Me, ready to do highly illegal favors for a boss who (let’s be real, now!) had sexually harassed me from the beginning. Promising to follow him wherever he went, all in hopes of a better title, more pay, more power. Just a little. More. Power.

But what Dad didn’t understand (what men like him didn’t have to understand) was that power wasn’t handed out, you had to fight for it. Mom knew that. And not even just power, but protection, safety, too. For yourself, and others.

It’s a belief she’d tried to instill in us. And a request she had left me with:

In some ways, sweetie, you’re the big sister now.

But until Marion had taken over, I had never really, truly understood.

I flew up Route 9, quickly approaching town, Norm banging around in the back as the road became less smooth, torn up and ready for a new layer of asphalt, to hide the flaws and foundational cracks like a creamy coat of primer.

If Mom had been here, if she was here now, none of this would have happened. It wasn’t a fantasy; it was something I knew in my bones. Lauren would have gone to her instead of me. Mom would have known exactly how to talk to her. Mom wouldn’t have let Lauren out of her sight. Money wouldn’t have been stolen, the bus ride wouldn’t have happened, New Paltz would be just another town I always meant to check out but never actually visited. There would have been no long walk along a deserted highway, no cheerful cop to stop me. No creepy, deserted motel. No salmon dinner surrounded by thriving houseplants. No Norm. No shower. No murder. No dead mother, waiting. No David. No tracking. No second murder, either.

I wouldn’t have two rotting bodies (two of the worst messes of my entire life) on my hands. Ones that were becoming more and more difficult to clean up as time passed.

But Mom, so good at handling some messes, couldn’t take care of her own, not when it came to the drinking, at least. It was the only area in which she never took her own advice.

In Saratoga Springs, I drove past the trappings of my childhood. The state park and Children’s Museum on the left—the one where Lauren and I had scared the shit out of Mom when we’d hidden in the ball pit for the better part of an hour—the casino on the right, where Dad occasionally went to blow off steam, never spending more than twenty-five dollars on video blackjack.

I cruised past hotels and hip coffee shops, dive bars and creameries. Saratoga Springs was a strange place, even though growing up here, it had always seemed normal. Rural locals, small-town vibes, and then luxury hotels allowing guests, mainly from Manhattan, Long Island, the wealthier parts of Jersey, to experience the area’s renowned hot springs.

I’d called Lauren three more times on the drive, cell service flicking on and back off, knowing it was risky but not even giving a damn, but my sister’s phone wasn’t ringing, instead going straight to voicemail.

By the time I got to our road, my heart was racing, my wild mind imagining all that could happen in a matter of hours. Rob, still angry. Rob, having stewed in whiskey. Rob, ashamed. Lauren, for the first time, letting someone else in on their secret. He had liked to be the good guy, the pseudo-older brother, and now that was gone, and how much would he punish Lauren for giving me a glimpse of the truth?

I thought of her phone, back when she’d been in my apartment, the way it had buzzed and buzzed until she’d finally turned it off, the way she hadn’t even let me see a single word that Rob said.

My chest tightened, and I imagined Keira, a woman I hadn’t even known. A woman who’d died at the hands of an abusive partner.

Like so many. Too many.

I pushed the thoughts from my mind. I just had to get to Lauren. Once my sister was in my arms, I would know what to do next.

Mom and Dad’s place, now Lauren and Rob’s, was right on the edge of town, butting up to a creek that led to a swimming hole about a mile away. So many summer days had been spent in the waist-deep water, and as I pulled down the driveway, I took in the wooden porch, the roof’s eaves, Dad’s garden on the left, and the sound of the trickling stream coming from behind the house, and I wished, so badly, that I could rewind it all. Not just the last forty-eight hours, but everything. I wanted to be eight again, when Mom and Dad and Lauren were my whole world, and this place—this magical, beautiful place—was all that really mattered.

When all of us were safe.

Lauren’s blue Honda Accord was parked in front of the house, and though the sight of her car offered the briefest sense of relief, it didn’t actually mean anything, did it? It was no guarantee that he hadn’t, once again, hurt her. Worse, this time.

I left the money in the glove box, knowing there would be time for that later, and scrambled out the door and up the walk.

I had to see Lauren first. I had to make sure my sister was okay.

I knocked quick and hard (rap rap rap-rap-rap!), the same knock Lauren and I had used between our rooms, the response always being rap rap, a force of habit.

No immediate answer. My pulse sped up. I tried to convince myself that it didn’t mean anything. That the house was large enough, and the old walls were strangely thick in places. That there were sound pockets where noise seemed to disappear. But a slick, oily feeling coated my stomach. Something was very, very wrong.

I knocked again—knocks that turned into more anxious, loud, forceful bangs—then pressed the doorbell, in and out, in and out.

There was a flowerpot to the side of the door, and I knelt, lifting it, looking for a spare key. But Rob didn’t follow our family rules. There was nothing there. I checked the mat as well. The ledge over the sconce. Still nothing.

I banged on the door, even harder, somehow.

Come on, Lauren. Come on.

Tears pooled in my eyes as I looked back at the driveway. Rob, the event manager for the Marriott in town, often worked weekends, but Lauren rarely did, and her car was here, wasn’t it?

I banged again, my hand aching, my movements desperate. I kept on pressing the bell. “Lauren! Lauren, it’s me!” Everything that had happened had been building to this moment, and now I was terrified that it had all been for nothing. That I was already too late.

And then I stopped, because I heard something. Someone. A shuffle on the other side of the door.

Lauren was here. She was coming, and whatever had happened, if he’d hurt her again, if he’d taken her phone away, I would fix it, I would whisk her away from here, and we would figure out the rest of it together.

I wiped the tears from my eyes and tried to still my breathing.

The handle turned, and my heart swelled with love for her.

For my sister.

But when the door opened, that same heart practically stopped.

“Oh,” Rob said, eyes going wide. “What are you doing here?”
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Hannah and Myra sat on the edge of the parking lot, on a half-rotted log they were using as a makeshift bench. Alfred, the hungry tabby, munched away at the second can of cat food beside them, as cops moved in and out of the first cabin.

Police cars filled up the once near-empty lot. A crime scene photographer bustled about, with a lens even bulkier than Hannah’s.

A detective had been called, Hannah had gathered, from what was said into the walkies. Both Hannah and Myra had been told to “hang tight,” to wait for the detective to take statements, talk to them properly.

In a twist of irony, Jenna passed along the file only moments after Hannah left Emily Stockton’s body. It was all there. Age, birth date, occupation. The name of the bus driver who had seen her. Interviews with colleagues at her engineering firm, with friends from college, with her family. Emily’s mother, Rachel Stockton, had contacted the firm when she felt the police weren’t making progress. All of it confirmed what Hannah had found in that room. Of course, the reams of detail didn’t offer any clues as to how a relatively average young woman could get mixed up in all this. Hannah figured it was one of two possibilities: Either she’d come up to meet a man she’d connected with online, and the Billings Motel, for whatever reason, had been their designated rendezvous point. Or, and this was a big one—she had come up to meet Norm. A thirty-three-year-old attractive innkeeper. The sort of man who offers you a life you only ever hear about in Hallmark holiday movies. And in that case, Norm had lured her, because he needed a body. He needed someone to do these things to.

But there was another question, another detail—a huge one—that couldn’t simply be assumed. Why?

And what had happened to that other woman, the one who looked like Emily but wasn’t?

Root out assumptions.

Of course, all of that only held up if Norm was the one who had done that to Emily, something that seemed the most likely scenario but certainly wasn’t the only one. Hannah needed to get a better handle on the possible motivation.

Myra was her best shot here, the only person who might have some insight into what had happened and why. The woman’s eyes were fixed on the door to the first cabin, no bodies yet removed. There was a quiet desperation in her eyes—one that spoke to the loss of a son she wasn’t on good terms with, whom she’d never get a chance to be on good terms with again.

“I’m sorry,” Hannah said, turning to the woman. “I’m sorry about Norm.”

Myra’s eyes narrowed. “I know you went into the house. I saw you while I was on the phone with the police. I know you saw what he did. So spare me your faux sympathy. Please.”

What he did.

Hannah thought of what Myra had said before, he wouldn’t even hurt a fly, but how she must have known, deep down, that he would, that he most likely had. And how hard that must be to accept. That your own child could do something like that.

“Still,” Hannah said. “He was your son. Nothing he did changes that.”

Myra looked down at her hands.

“Did you know something was wrong? Is that why you two weren’t speaking?” Hannah asked.

Myra let out a bitter laugh. “Did I know about that? For Christ’s sake, don’t you think if I did, I would have tried to stop it?”

“Of course,” Hannah said. She had pushed too hard, and she needed to correct course. “I just mean, something happened between you two, didn’t it?”

“No,” Myra said. “You’re not the police. You don’t have any right to—”

“I don’t,” Hannah said. She looked up at the house behind her. “But that woman up there, she is the woman I was looking for, and the people who loved her deserve answers. And so sure, I’m not the police, but I do know that there’s a mother out there—a mother like you—who’s consumed with a grief she can’t even put into words. And it’s not just grief, is it? It’s confusion. Because she has no idea what’s happened to her daughter. And even when she learns about these horrors, she still won’t know why. And if I can do anything to help her understand, damn it, I’m going to.”

Myra looked to Hannah, her gaze softening slightly, and Hannah knew she’d made progress there, some part of the hard shell of protection chipped away.

“And it’s not just for Emily Stockton’s mother, either. What do you think the detectives are going to do? They’re going to call your son crazy and then call it a day. They’re not going to try and understand why any of this happened the way it did. But I am. I want to know.”

Myra took a short, quick breath, and Hannah jumped at the opportunity. Root out assumptions. She took out the photo she had of Emily, showed it once again to Myra. “Is this the woman you saw at the diner?”

Myra nodded.

“You’re sure?”

Another nod.

She slipped the printout back into her purse. “Okay. Why didn’t you tell me Norm was your son, this morning when we met?”

Myra focused on her hands, hesitating. Finally, she looked back up. “I don’t know. I didn’t—I couldn’t—explain it all. It was too much to tell a stranger in the middle of my shift.”

“Well,” Hannah said carefully. “It’s not the middle of your shift now, and I hardly think we can call ourselves strangers, after what we just experienced.”

Tears cut rivulets in Myra’s foundation, but she brushed them away.

“Why did you two have a falling-out?”

Myra glanced around, as if hoping for a detective to appear and demand her time. But then she looked back at Hannah, and Hannah could see that she wanted, desperately, to unburden herself in any way she could.

“He was a good kid, you know,” she said with a sigh. “He was so gentle, so … so empathetic, he loved animals”—she nodded to the cat—“and plants. He loved to come out in the garden with me, to wander the woods looking for things to care for. He once nursed a baby bird back to health—he spent weeks with that little starling, before the injury healed and it could fly.”

Hannah nodded, encouraging her along.

“What I’m saying is, what you saw in there”—she looked up to the house—“it’s not … it wasn’t the whole thing.”

“I’m sure it’s not,” Hannah said.

“He was a normal enough boy,” Myra said. “Yes, maybe he kept to himself a bit, and maybe he wanted to spend more time with his mother than most boys his age did, but what was I supposed to do? Push him away? Norm’s dad—he was always busy. This place, when it used to be full, it was so much work. And in the offseason, he’d pick up odd jobs to supplement our income. It takes a lot of cash flow to keep a place like this running. Yes, I knew that Norm didn’t really have friends, but we had so many people in and out of here, I figured he got enough socializing through that.”

The cat had a crumb of food on his chin, and Myra absently picked it off. He let her, then went back to eating. “Norm always clung to me, but I thought he’d grow out of it. I used to imagine him meeting a nice girl—maybe even one of the guests that came through—Norm’s handsome, and he can be so charming when he wants to be—” She stopped herself, realizing, maybe for the first time, that the present tense no longer applied. She let out another bitter, deadened laugh. “I used to think maybe he’d have a regular life, after all, that he’d have children, that he’d fill the place with grandkids, that it would be a family business that traded hands, one generation to the next, that everything wouldn’t rely so much on me.” A sob took over, and she pulled her knees, scuffed from where she’d sunk into the gravel, closer to her body, hugged them to her. “And now look at this.”

Hannah wanted, almost, to reach her hand out, rub this woman’s shoulders, but she knew it wasn’t her place. She’d hugged her already, a moment of humanity where nothing else had mattered, but now, she had to be professional. She had to collect information. No assumptions, only facts. “So what changed? What broke you two apart?” Hannah asked.

Another laugh. “Denny left, for one.”

“Denny?”

“Norm’s dad. My—well—my ex-husband.”

“He just—”

“Yeah,” Myra said. “He fell in love with a guest. Perfect, isn’t it? What I’d hoped might one day happen for my son happened for my husband instead. She has money, is from the city. They have a place in the West Village now. Denny goes to art galleries and restaurant openings and ballet at Lincoln Center. He asks Norm to come down, but Norm never does. I don’t think they’ve seen each other in a decade.”

Hannah nodded. An absent husband and father, okay. But that would typically bring a mother and son closer together, not tear them apart. “And when was this?” she asked.

“February 19, 2008.” Myra’s eyes flashed to Hannah’s. “I’m not obsessed or anything, it’s just—it was three days short of our twentieth wedding anniversary. So it sticks.” She let go of her knees and adjusted herself, crossing her legs. “Norm was seventeen. It broke him. He saw it not just as a betrayal of me, but of him, too. Of the whole family. He never got over it.” Myra looked up to the first cabin, where her son’s body was now. Hannah knew what she was thinking. That now, Norm never could get over it—he wouldn’t have the chance. And Hannah could see that that stabbed at her, destroyed her, in its way.

She hesitated, then saw an opening. “But that’s not all. What else happened?”

Alfred, done with his second meal, crawled back into Myra’s lap. “I think he would have moved past it, I really do, if”—she shook her head—“if things had gone differently. But that same year, only a few months after Denny left…” Her voice trailed off, briefly, and she sank her hands into the cat’s fur, as if steadying herself. “Well, that was the year I got sick. Breast cancer,” she said. “Stage two.”

“Oh,” Hannah said. “I’m so—”

“Don’t,” Myra said, her voice firm. “This isn’t about me, is it?”

Hannah shook her head.

“Norm, well—it broke him, maybe even more than his dad leaving. It broke him and…” She swallowed. “And it changed him, too.” Myra took a deep breath, and looked, for a moment, like all she wanted was to start everything over. Go back to when her child was just seventeen, when he had his whole life ahead of him. Go back and do things differently, turn left instead of right, flap a butterfly’s wing and create a different outcome altogether.

But then she looked at Hannah, and her words were firm and foreboding, almost a warning, should Hannah ever find herself in a similar position.

As if on cue, the cat hopped out of her lap.

“See, the thing you have to realize is…” Myra’s eyes widened. “People do wild things when they think they’re going to lose the person they love most in the world.”
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I stared at Rob, at his deep-set eyes, ones I’d once thought I knew. Ones that now only terrified me, made me wonder what he could be hiding.

“Rob,” I said, thrown completely off guard. “Where is Lauren?”

His eyebrows shot up. “I’m sorry?”

I walked past him, into the foyer of the house. Of our house, not his. No matter what it said on the deed, it was ours, it had always been, would always be, ours.

“Where is Lauren?” I demanded, heat already in my face. “I need to see her. Now.”

Rob scratched the back of his neck. He was sweating. At his temples, on his shoulders. “Look, I know you must be upset. You have to understand it was an accident. It wasn’t—”

“I’m not stupid,” I said. “I’m not the same girl who always thought my sister’s boyfriend was so nice and cool, the one you helped move into college. So don’t patronize me, okay?” My eyes darted about a space that was so familiar, that was baked into my very bones, but that also felt so foreign, so wrong, with Rob in it, with their wedding photos hanging proudly over the hall table, a framed clip from the New York Times, a write-up of one of Rob’s big events, next to that, Lauren nowhere to be seen. “I’ve been calling and calling her. She hasn’t answered. Just tell me where Lauren is.”

“Oh,” he said, looking confused. “Surely you didn’t drive up here just for that? I know you’re worried about her. About us. But we’re going to work it out. It’s going to be okay—”

“You think I care about your marriage?” I asked, laughing bitterly. “You think there’s some shot you and I can go back to some easy familiar friendship after what I saw? After what you did? She’s my sister, you miserable fuck,” I said, tears pooling in my eyes now. “She’s my sister.”

Rob lifted his hands up, like two stop signs. “Take it easy, okay?”

“Don’t tell me to take it easy,” I said. “Where is Lauren?”

Rob pressed his lips together, then said, “Listen. You can’t just come in here like this. I know you’re mad. I know you think something terrible happened. That I did something. But Lauren, she exaggerates. It was all just a misunderstanding. Now, with a bit of hindsight, I know she’d say the same thing.”

My blood ran hot. “You don’t exaggerate a bruise like that. I saw it with my own eyes, you prick.”

“Maybe you should leave.”

“Did you take her phone? Is that why she’s not answering? Did you lock it away somewhere? To punish her? To prevent her from telling me everything, from telling me the truth?”

“Damn it,” he said, his face reddening now. “No. She lost it on the way back from the city. You know Lauren. She’s flighty when she’s stressed out.”

Had he always spoken like that? Had he always been so damn patronizing? Had I never really noticed, never really seen him for who he was, all because I’d met him when I was young, because I’d believed so fully in the dream of Lauren and Rob? I’d loved the idea of the two of them moving into this home, our home, one day filling in the spaces that Mom and Dad would leave behind, and continuing our family’s legacy.

“That’s bullshit,” I said. “She couldn’t have. She texted me when she got back.”

Or had she? I stared at him. Had Rob done it for her? Then shut her phone off, then …

“You can text from your computer, you know,” Rob said. “It’s not that hard. Of course she wanted you to know she got home safe. She was on edge, worried what you were thinking, worried how you’d jumped to conclusions, but she didn’t want you to—well—god, she didn’t want you to do something like this.”

I stared at him. Disgusted by the easy, casual way he was gaslighting me. Acting like it was all normal. Acting like Lauren hadn’t banged down my door only a few nights ago. “So why didn’t she say anything about losing her phone? Ask me to look for it?”

“She lost it at some gas station,” he said, growing exasperated. “After she left the city.”

“Her car is in the driveway,” I snapped. My temperature was still rising, fury and fear. And impatience, too. I didn’t have time for any of this. I needed to see Lauren. The desire felt primal, like a plant thirsting for water. I had to make sure she was okay. “Where the fuck is my sister?”

“Christ, she’s at the grocery store. If you’re not going to leave, then can you at least sit down? Pull yourself together?”

“Why would she take your car?” I demanded. “What’s wrong with hers? And why aren’t you at work? You always work Saturdays.”

“I took the day off,” Rob said, as if this weren’t a huge red flag. “I wanted to get some stuff done around the house. Lauren took the Pathfinder because she prefers it—it’s newer, and the trunk has more room for bags. Now if you can just sit down—”

“I don’t want to sit down!” I practically screamed. “I want to see my sister, you lying fuck.”

Rob’s eyes widened. “Look, I know you’re upset, and I understand why, but you can’t treat me like this. You can’t just burst in here and start making these ridiculous accusations. Like I told you, Lauren will be home any minute. Then we can talk, and we can figure all of this out. Because we’re still family, you know, the three of us. We’re all Lauren has left.”

“Don’t talk to me about family,” I spat back. But just as quickly, I snapped my mouth shut. Because there it was, on the bottom of his T-shirt. A smear of red. Of blood.

Oh god, I thought. Oh dear god. Was I too late? Had he already—

“What did you do to her?” I asked, my voice cracking. “God, what did you do to her?”

Rob looked confused, but I knew it was all an act. One I would never let myself be fooled by again.

Tears were streaming down my cheeks now, and I stepped closer to him, pointed to the bottom of his shirt. “There’s blood,” I said. “It’s right there. My god, is it hers?” I asked. “Oh god, Lauren.”

Rob backed up, almost instinctively, his steps taking him out of the foyer, into the open living room, toward the coffee table my dad had built from lumber, that he’d sanded by hand, making sure every corner was smooth, that Lauren and I had helped him stain a beautiful walnut shade. My heart ached. Had I really lost all of them? Had Rob taken the last person I had in the world from me?

“I was working out back. I cut myself, on the handsaw. See?” He held up his left hand, turned it so I could see his forearm, a large bandage stretching across it, half covering a tattoo of his and Lauren’s wedding date.

I took another step forward, as Rob took a step back in turn, a dance we were doing now, had somehow found ourselves in. “You knew it was over, didn’t you? You knew that once Lauren told me what you’d done, there was no coming back. That you would lose her. And that made you mad, didn’t it? You were never going to let her go…” My voice faltered. “What did you do to her?” I was screaming now. “What did you do to Lauren, you sadistic fuck?”

“I said, take it easy.” His voice was firm, heavy, and the push was, too. It sent me back a couple of feet, but I was used to fighting now. Used to being shoved, being attacked. I was a pro now, and instead of falling, like I had with David, instead of slipping, like I had with Norm, I was firm on my two feet, a gymnast sticking the landing.

“Get your hands off me,” I yelled, pushing him right back, sending him stumbling.

“For fuck’s sake,” he said, pushing me again. I fell onto the floor this time, my tailbone aching.

Rob’s eyes widened, and he stood there, frozen, as if unsure what to do next.

And there was a thought, sticky in my brain, as I felt the shock of it shoot up my spine. A thought that something was wrong. Something was missing.

And I’m not sure how it would have gone if I hadn’t seen it. I’m not sure if I would have pushed myself up, forced myself to slow down, to “take it easy,” as Rob had commanded. If I would’ve told myself that even if the blood on his shirt was hers, that she was still probably somewhere in this house, that she could still be saved, that what he loved above all was to control her, and he couldn’t do that if she was dead.

But there was that thought, the sureness that something was off.

And then I realized it.

“Where’s the rug?”

His eyebrows scrunched up. “What?”

The oversized kilim, the rug Mom had saved up for for a year, the one that had been covering this floor for the better part of two decades. It should be here. It should have cushioned my fall. But it wasn’t, the floorboards were bare.

“Where’s the goddamn rug?” I screamed.

Rob looked at me like I had lost it, like every bit of this was in my head.

Then I saw it, out of the corner of my eye, behind the Dyson tower fan, the one that Mom and Dad had gotten Rob and Lauren as a wedding gift. I saw it.

It was rolled up, shoved behind the sofa.

And there, poking from the edges.

Hair.

Dear god. Oh dear god.

The rug. Lauren.

Oh god. I was too late. Way too late.

He deserves it, Mom whispered. He deserves it as much as any of them. He deserves it more.

I screamed, then pushed myself up, springing into action. I charged, ramming my body against my brother-in-law’s. The shove was hard, and it surprised him, and he tumbled back, his legs slamming against the coffee table, his arms scrambling to catch his fall.

Rage taking over, I looked around, frantic, until I found something. There, next to him on the coffee table, was the purple geode, the one Mom and Dad had gotten on their honeymoon to Oregon, the place where they’d tasted marionberries.

“You fucking lunatic!” Rob said, pushing himself up.

But already, the geode was in my hand, the purple crystals, sharp and ready, catching the light, the beautiful sunlight that filtered in through the Andersen windows Dad had installed himself. Purple was Lauren’s favorite color. Lauren’s and Mom’s. Had been for as long as I could remember.

Without thinking of anything more than how much I loved my sister, I lifted the geode above me, above him, and I caught the look in Rob’s eyes: shock and then fear, like a scared puppy dog. Rob could dole out violence but never expected to receive it.

He cried out, a shrill, high-pitched scream, and he turned to his right, attempting to evade my blow, but he wasn’t fast enough.

Slam!

The geode came down on the back of his head, and he cried out in pain, a desperate howl, but there was no blood, I hadn’t hit hard enough.

I lifted the geode again, but now he was scrambling across the floor, and though I brought it down again, it only got the back of his neck. Fuck.

One more, on his head again, but Rob was still scrambling, he was about to turn over, about to fight back.

The blows to the head were slowing him, but it wasn’t enough. By the time he flipped over, by the time he clambered up, I would be no match for him. He would overpower me. He would—

Wrap you up in that rug. Just like he did your sister.

The fan, right there. I kicked it over, and it landed on top of him, and then I yanked at the cord, ripping it from the wall, and, dropping the geode, I pulled it tight in both hands.

He was beginning to move, starting to push himself up, out from under the fan, and I knew I only had a moment.

I jumped, like a cat, landing on my brother-in-law’s back, my knees digging into him, sending the fan clattering off him and onto the floor. His arms flailed beneath me, and his head raised up, trying to regain control, like someone struggling in the water, trying desperately not to drown when they didn’t know how to swim.

Cord tight in my hands, I looped it over his head, pulled it back.

He cried out, but his reflexes were dulled. And I pulled and I pulled and I pulled, pulled like my life depended on it, because maybe it did.

Because if he could do that to Lauren, the woman he was supposed to love, to protect, what would stop him from doing the same to me?

He was trying to fight back, but already, his arms were moving a bit slower, his neck constricting behind the cord, and as he let out a gasp, a scream shot forth from my own mouth. An animal scream, a bestial rage, and it wasn’t Marion now. It wasn’t me. It was something deeper, angrier.

It was late walks home alone, head always turning to look behind you, keys in your hand. It was stepping into an elevator with a person you knew could overpower you. It was raised fists, bruised cheeks. It was too much booze, a boy, always a boy, a boy with promise, promise you’d take away if you told anyone what he’d done. It was that boy on top of you, hands everywhere, taking advantage. It was playground taunts, SLUT scrawled across a locker. It was the doctor who’d insisted I didn’t really need any painkillers to get my IUD inserted. It was an innkeeper, sneaking into my room, a knife in his hand, ready to take my life. It was every woman’s dance with violence, a lifelong tango.

Only now the tables had turned. The primal, the female, the rage rage rage we were supposed to keep at bay, supposed to push down, well, Norm had unleashed it in me (why thank you, Norm!) and now that it was out, it simply couldn’t be stopped.

I screamed one more time, pulled back even tighter, and then, Rob stopped moving.

Then, it was over.

After a moment, I let go of the cord. I pushed myself up. I came to my feet. I stepped away from the man I’d just strangled.

I looked down at my hands. There were blisters on each one, between my thumb and forefinger. And the fingers, themselves, they were tight, almost arthritic, from clamping down on the cord, from holding it with such power, such determination.

My heart was beating a million miles a minute, but my breaths weren’t shaky this time. I was somehow prepared for the exertion. Like a runner who’s trained for it.

Third time’s the charm.

The words popped into my head, absurd, but somehow true.

Twenty-four hours ago, the thought of truly hurting anyone, of throwing a punch outside of the safety of a boxing gym, was impossible. Unfathomable. I had lived my life following Dad’s advice: If someone tries to take something from you, you’re better off letting them have it; karma will right the scales eventually. If things aren’t going your way, be patient, wait and see. Time will figure it all out.

But Mom’s spirit, and Marion’s essence, they’d taken over. You want to take something from me? Well, I’ll punch you in the face. I’ll plunge the knife into your stomach. I’ll wrap a cord around your neck.

Goddamn.

And still, the shock, the horror of what I’d done, it didn’t come. It felt, somehow, that everything had always been leading to this, that from the moment I’d met Rob, this is how it was going to be.

Lauren.

The tears came then, but not for Rob, not for his life cut short, taken by my own hands, but for Lauren. For my sister. Who I loved more than anything.

Who I’d been too late to protect.

I fell to my knees then, there in front of Rob’s body, and my shoulders crumpled, and my hands went to my face, my head falling, and the sobs rocked my body, breath coming in gasps.

All I’d wanted in the world was to help my sister, but I’d been too late. I’d been too goddamn late.

My own cries were so loud, so all-consuming, that I didn’t hear the car pull up, I didn’t hear the crunch of gravel. The footsteps on the porch. The opening of the door.

“Babe, they didn’t have the seeded bread, so I got the regular whole wheat.”

I turned then, and I saw her, canvas shopping bags in each hand.

I saw my sister.

I saw Lauren.
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People do wild things when they think they’re going to lose the person they love most in the world.

Hannah turned Myra’s words over in her head, trying to make sense of them. She thought of her mom and dad, how they’d always been supportive of her goals, her dreams, until they weren’t. Because when they were worried about her safety, her life, when they were worried about losing her, well, the rest of their values flew right out the window.

Hannah took a quick glance around. More police cars had arrived, and now, officers were heading into the main house, where she knew they’d find Emily, but no one was approaching either her or Myra. She still had time, time she probably wouldn’t ever get again.

She had to play this right, and she chose compassion, something she expected Myra wouldn’t be getting much of when the police discussed Norm. “It must be so hard on a kid, an adolescent, to have to deal with that. If my mom got sick, I would be a mess.”

Myra scoffed. “You know, maybe that should have been my first sign. Maybe if I had noticed how strange it was, maybe if I’d gotten him into therapy—maybe all would have been different. But I was so scared. I wasn’t the strong one. Norm was.”

Hannah’s eyebrows scrunched up. “How so?”

“He didn’t cry,” Myra said solemnly. “He didn’t even seem to get upset. I was coming unglued. My husband had left me. I was stuck with this motel, a place I’d never even wanted, but I couldn’t get rid of it because it was Norm’s home, his only real stability, and his only shot at an inheritance of any kind. And then I was maybe dying? I was still so young; I was only thirty-eight. There was so much I had wanted to do with my life. I met Denny when I was just a teenager, and then we had Norm. And then the motel, it kept us so busy. I wanted to see the world, I know it’s a cliché, but I did. I wanted to travel. I wanted to fill my passport. But how could I? Denny left first.” Myra clamped her mouth shut. Hannah thought of the charms on her wrist, of the stickers on her car, of a deep-seated desire the woman must have had to do something for herself.

Denny left first. Hannah had a feeling that she had never said that aloud, had barely even admitted it to herself.

“You wanted to leave?” Hannah asked, quietly. Kindly.

Myra sighed, defeated. “I don’t think I would have ever really done it, not when Norm was still young. But it’s the kind of thing you think about, you know, when your mind wanders. I thought about leaving Denny and Norm with the motel—once Norm was eighteen, at least. You couldn’t really call me an absent mother, could you? If I did my eighteen years?” She wiped her eyes with her left hand, making the charms on her bracelet jangle.

She fingered the bracelet. “Norm and Denny got this for me, years and years ago. It was empty, for so long, just the heart charm it came with. I only wanted to add charms of places I’d visited, but when it became clear that wouldn’t happen, I started adding places I wanted to go.” She touched the Eiffel Tower charm. “I finally got there last fall. Some people say the fantasy and the reality are different, but for me, it was everything I’d imagined and more.”

Abruptly, she yanked at the bracelet, wrenching it off. “This is the price of all that. This is what it cost so that I could get my way.”

“No,” Hannah said. “It’s not—”

“My fault? How can it not be? Norm must have sensed it, from the beginning. He must have known the way I never really enjoyed motherhood, the way I was always looking for a way out. He must have clung to me for that reason. He became obsessed with me because I was always there, but I was also never there. Always dreaming of a bigger life, of making a great escape. Well, I got it now, didn’t I?”

“No,” Hannah said firmly. “No. That’s not fair. I don’t care what anyone thinks. I won’t blame the mother for the transgressions of the son. Because it’s always the mother, isn’t it? It’s never the father.” A true crime aficionado, Hannah knew this to be the case. You couldn’t find a message board, whether about a killer or a victim, that didn’t have at least a few variations of “where was their mother?” or “what did their mother do?” It was knee-jerk, to blame mothers. To look to women as both the cause of all problems and also the only way to fix them. But Hannah knew that was a cop-out, a scapegoat. Norm had made his choices. Norm had done what he’d done. “You couldn’t have stopped this,” Hannah said, and stole a glance up toward the main house, toward Emily. “Whatever this is or was.” She let herself pause, briefly, even though she was itching to ask questions, to demand answers, the tips of her fingers practically bursting with energy. “What happened when you got sick? How did Norm change?”

Myra absently picked up the charm bracelet and put it in her apron pocket. “He was so incredibly calm. I was angry, I was scared, but he was so damn levelheaded. He insisted on going to all the doctor’s appointments with me. He’d take notes. He’d come home and get on his computer and read about everything. He’d join message boards and talk to people all over the world about holistic treatments, alternate diets. He said we should switch to organic, and he expanded the garden, saying it was better we grow our own produce. This all happened when he should have been applying for college, but he didn’t. See, Norm had already switched to homeschooling—Denny’s idea, since he was so interested in the family business—and when his high school years ended and he got his certificate, I should have pushed him—I know I should have pushed him to do something, anything outside of this place, outside of him and me, but I was so consumed with my own anger and fear, it was just another battle I couldn’t fight.”

Myra sighed. “But then the cancer didn’t end up being aggressive. They put me on these hormone pills, and I didn’t even lose my hair—the worst part was the nausea, which Norm tackled by growing ginger in the garden—and by the time I finished the treatments, the cancer was gone. For a while there, things were, well, they were okay. I told myself that once he turned twenty-one, I’d leave. Go … somewhere. And then twenty-one came, and I pushed it back. He didn’t seem ready. We’d argue about the motel, about how much money we should or shouldn’t pour into it. I knew the place needed updates, knew that if we got it in good shape, maybe we could actually sell the place, be free, but Norm was so averse to change. Still, things were stable. They were calm enough.” She hesitated. “Until I got sick again, worse this time. Until death, at least the threat of it, walked right into this place.”

Almost on cue, the door to the first cabin opened, one of the younger cops rushing out, before bending over, hands to knees, and vomiting onto the gravel drive.

Hannah looked at the open door, imagined those two men inside, tried to understand what they’d done—to each other? Or had someone else done it to them?

She thought again about violence. About all the ways people tried to explain it away, all the ways that Myra was quite obviously blaming herself—god, a trip to Paris—for what had happened here.

But the thing of it was, you could come up with any excuse—you could say he’d had a bad childhood, a bad mother, that when Myra got sick it destroyed him, or maybe even that he was somehow just born evil—but the truth was, that’s not what created violence.

Violence just was.

When push came to shove, when the going got tough, some people turned to fists, to a knife, to a gun—and some didn’t.

Some people chose violence. They just did. Hannah was as sure of this as she was sure of anything.

The cop finished his retching, then stood back up, his eyes catching Hannah’s. He winced with embarrassment before returning to the scene.

There was a sound of gravel crunching, and Hannah turned to see another car pulling into the motel, two people stepping out, a man and a woman in plain clothes—detectives, Hannah was sure of it. She didn’t have much time.

She turned to Myra, her voice urgent now. “What happened? What happened when the cancer came back? What did Norm do?”

Myra’s eyes were locked on the detectives, who walked past the two women without a glance and headed straight into the first cabin.

“Myra,” Hannah pressed. “Myra, this is important.”

“He took care of me,” she said. “He was good. A good son. He was twenty-six when it returned, and he should have been living his life, but he was instead helping me try and live mine. The cancer was worse. All the things that I hadn’t needed before—chemo, radiation, surgery—I now had to do. I’d always lived upstairs, but it was Norm’s idea to set up a room downstairs, across the hall from his. He pushed to get the hospital bed, to create a place where he could care for me when I was in recovery. And I’m not going to say I didn’t need it. The nausea was horrible. Most days I couldn’t even get out of bed. And the cancer was aggressive—the doctors were worried about it metastasizing, which meant I was loading up on treatments—experimental ones, too. My hair fell out—all of it. Norm bought me wigs, he penciled in my eyebrows. I had always loved reading, but looking at the pages for too long made me nauseous, so he would sit with me, reading aloud. For hours. Some parts of it were nice, I guess. We were closer than we had ever been. And maybe I had never been the doting mother, but he was so good at being the doting son. And he thought … well, he was prepared, I guess, for all outcomes, for the chance that things would get worse. He had studied all the statistics, and he knew my odds weren’t exactly good.” Myra paused, swallowed.

Hannah glanced again at the shut door to the first cabin. She wanted to ask Myra to hurry up, but she knew she couldn’t rush her, even though the time to get answers was quickly running out.

Myra looked down at her now bare wrist, then back toward Hannah. “The thing is, I don’t think he actually expected me to beat it. It was four years of fighting, day in and day out. Finally, three years ago, the treatment, for the most part, finished. And the cancer still hasn’t returned. The radiation, the chemo, the surgery—it all worked. I have regular scans and I take a hormone pill every day. But for now, I’m okay.”

“And Norm…” Hannah prompted.

“As much as my illness scared him, my healing, my recovery, it was almost worse. Because he still wanted to dote on me. He still wanted to control what I ate, what I drank—he still wanted me living in that damn room. And I refused to spend every hour in a hospital bed when I was fine, when I needed fresh air, I needed exercise, I needed some space, I needed to just get out, for Christ’s sake.”

Myra took a deep breath, steeling herself for this part. “He begged me not to go, he said we could finally do that renovation if I just stayed. But it was too late for me, by then. I was done with this place. Done with my son, at least the way he treated me. He said he wouldn’t speak to me if I left him, not after everything he’d done for me, but—” Her voice cracked. “I had no choice. I—I couldn’t be there—I couldn’t be here”—her arms flailed about—“anymore. I had survived two rounds of cancer treatments and I needed to live. I didn’t know—I couldn’t possibly know—that it would come to this.” She shook her head. “You know, last winter, one of the neighbors said she saw a pretty girl hanging around the motel. I thought maybe he was finally dating, that maybe our falling-out, our complete lack of contact, it was good for him, was what needed to happen. I thought perhaps he would do that renovation after all. Would find some peace here. I couldn’t have guessed that”—she shook her head, pushing the image away—“but earlier, when you asked me about that woman, that girl, when I saw how hopeful she’d looked in the diner, like she was waiting to meet some handsome, charming man, I just had this feeling, this feeling I couldn’t shake. And I felt I had to go and check on my son, go and prove to myself that I was being ridiculous, that he couldn’t possibly have had anything to do with it.”

A walkie beeped, and one of the cops hovering outside the door to the first cabin picked it up.

A voice, crackly and pained, came across it. “There’s another body. Another woman. Down in the cellar. You better come look at this.”

Myra let out a sob, but Hannah wasn’t exactly surprised. Men like Norm didn’t only strike once. But she couldn’t think about another body now. She had to finish getting Myra’s story, while she still could. She looked at the waitress, at her blond hair, graying at the roots. “Your hair,” she said. “Blond is your natural color?”

Myra didn’t speak, she only caved in on herself, her shoulders shaking, but after a moment, she nodded slowly.

Hannah properly took her in now. The woman’s cheekbones were strong, her eyes haunted and soft. She was beautiful.

Like Emily Stockton. Like the other woman that Officer McMillian had brought to this motel.

Hannah thought of the medicines, the manuals, the way it seemed like Norm had been playing doctor.

She thought of the shaved head, the wigs, the caked-on makeup.

“He was replacing you,” Hannah said slowly, the fact so obvious, suddenly staring her right in the face. “He couldn’t take care of you anymore, so he was finding other women to take care of. He was creating other women to take care of.”

Myra’s eyes caught Hannah’s, and it was clear that she knew. That she’d known the moment she’d walked into that horrible room. A twisted sort of Munchausen syndrome by proxy, only with dead bodies instead of living ones.

Norm had missed his mother. He had loved his mother. He had loved taking care of his mother.

And so he found women, beautiful women, women like his mother. And after he killed them, after he DIY embalmed them, he put them in a hospital bed, and he shaved their heads, and he tried on wigs and he drew on eyebrows and he acted the doting son. He created a world where these women really did need him.

A world that, in some way, healed the pain his mother had caused by leaving him.

Hannah closed her eyes, trying to reckon with this information, because she may have done it, she may have gotten to the truth, or at least a part of it, but there was no joy, no relief. Only pain.

Besides, there were still questions—big ones—to be answered.

Norm had killed women, killed women to replace his mother.

But who, then, had killed Norm?
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JULY 29, 2023

2:30 PM

Lauren stared at me, a look of utter confusion on her face. “What are you doing here? Is everything okay?”

Lauren. Lauren, standing here. Lauren, not wrapped up at all.

My eyes went back to the rug, still sitting there behind the sofa, undisturbed. I stared at it, focused on the golden strands, strands I was sure had been my sister’s blond hair only moments ago.

Sandy-golden tassels, spilling out the edges. Pieces of thread. That was all.

I turned back to Lauren.

Oh god, she was alive. My sister was alive.

And did anything else, did anything I’d done, even matter besides that?

You took care of her, Mom reminded me. Just like you promised me. I’m proud of you. I really am.

Lauren took a couple of steps forward, and then her eyes landed on her husband’s face-down body, and she screamed, loud, a piercing shriek. The bags dropped from her hands, the totes tipping over, a pint of blackberries spilling and rolling across the hardwood. The bread she’d mentioned landed like a brick; the milk tipped over on its side.

“Rob?” Lauren said. “Rob? My god, what happened? What the fuck happened?”

She rushed forward, her mules crunching blackberries into the floor, then sank to her knees, right there beside me, reached a hand out, touched Rob’s arm. Sprung back from the shock of it.

I backed away, slowly, watched as she nudged him, then shook him. Then leaned forward even farther, grabbed his other arm, shook that, too. She shook harder and harder and harder, so much so that his head, still face down, still with the cord of the Dyson fan beneath him, began to bob, slamming against the bare hardwood.

“Lauren,” I said, weakly. “Lauren, please stop.”

Her hands were still clutched around his arms, but now she moved to the left of him, and she tugged at his torso, and, even though he was dead—literally dead—weight now, she was able to do it, was about to turn him, like one of those mothers lifting a car to save their toddler.

With a thunk, Rob, her husband, my brother-in-law, flipped over.

She screamed again at the sight of him, the same way I had screamed when I’d seen Norm’s mother. Shriek shriek shriek shriek. Shriek shriek shriek shriek. Two sisters. So many bodies. The same scream.

My brother-in-law’s face was bloated from the strangulation, a red line indented across his neck. A permanent shock, and struggle, seemed frozen in his eyes.

Lauren gasped, and she scrambled up, taking a few steps away from him.

“I’m sorry, Lauren,” I said. “God, I’m sorry.”

Tears came to her eyes then, and they spilled over, crawling slowly down her cheeks.

“Should we—should we call 911?”

“No,” I said slowly. “No, Lauren, it’s too late for that.”

She shook her head, back and forth, back and forth. And then she looked to me, eyes narrowing. “How the fuck did this happen? I was only gone an hour. How did—how did…”

I looked down to Rob, then to my sister. “I texted you, and the messages didn’t even go through. And I called, too; I called and called—”

“I left my phone in a gas station,” Lauren said. “I … I was so stressed after everything that happened, after leaving without saying goodbye, that I—” She cut herself off, looking back to her husband. “But, but how?”

“Don’t you see?” I said. “I knew he’d already hit you, and I thought you were lying to me, I thought you left that note about you two working it out just so I wouldn’t worry, so I wouldn’t pull money from my 401k to help you, and I just, I had to come see you. I had to come get you. To make sure you were okay, to … to protect you from him.”

Lauren’s eyes scrunched up. “To protect me?”

“But Rob answered the door,” I said. “And I know he usually works on Saturdays. And see, your car was here.”

“I take his car when I’m shopping,” she said. “It has a bigger trunk.”

I swallowed, recognizing that was exactly what Rob had said to me.

“It wasn’t just that,” I said. “His hand was cut,” I managed, desperately trying to explain. “He had—he had blood on the bottom of his shirt. I thought…”

Lauren looked from Rob back to me. “What did you think?”

I blinked twice, trying to put this madness into words. “I thought—I was sure—” I gestured to her face, to the faintest hint of Rob’s assault, covered by makeup but partially shining through.

She reached her hand to her cheek, then her shoulders jolted. Her mouth formed an O of shock, of understanding. “You thought he hurt me,” Lauren said. “You thought he really hurt me.”

“I didn’t know,” I said. “I confronted him. I tried to get him to tell me. I thought you were trapped somewhere, I thought I could help you if only I could … if only he would tell me, but he was being so weird, so evasive. I thought I was protecting you. I thought I was saving you.” A sob crawled up my throat. “I would do anything for you,” I said. “You’re my sister, and I promised Mom, I promised her I would try and take care of you, and I”—I pointed to my right—“and then I saw the rug rolled up, and I thought … and the fringe, it looked like your hair, and, god, I thought…”

Lauren turned to look at the rug, the full truth of it dawning, arcing across her face. “You thought…?”

It suddenly sounded so foolish, a wild flight of fancy. “I—”

“Please just say it,” she said. “Fuck, just say it.”

“I thought he murdered you,” I said, my voice cracking. “And I thought he used the rug to roll up your body.”

Lauren’s eyes crinkled with new tears. “It’s Mom and Dad’s rug. It’s been overdue to be cleaned, and it needs some repairs as well. Some tassels need to be replaced, patches rewoven.”

“Lauren,” I said. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know. I thought he hurt you. I thought he killed you.”

“You thought he wrapped me up in a rug,” she said, a frantic, desperate laughter spilling out of her mouth. “Like that game we used to play in Mom and Dad’s bed. Human burrito.”

My mind flashed to Norm, nestled in his shower curtain. God, if my sister knew the person I’d become.

“I’m sorry,” I said again, futilely. “I’m so, so sorry.”

Lauren’s shoulders came forward, her body shaking with sobs. Then she looked up at me, her eyes catching mine—the same eyes that had been gazing at me, loving me, knowing me, since I was a tiny baby. The upturned, almost feline eyes that Mom always said had been the first real shapes I’d seen as an infant. Eyes of the sister whose heart I’d broken. Had she even wanted to leave Rob? Had that just been something she’d told me? Because that’s the kind of thing you had to say when you had a bruise on your face? Had the note she’d left not been a lie? Had she been looking forward to therapy, to another chance with the husband she loved?

Now I’d really done it. I’d killed my sister’s husband. And what was I supposed to tell her? That my alter ego Marion had taken over, had made me do it? That Mom had been whispering to me, egging me on? I’d wanted to save Lauren, but now I knew that I’d lost her, fully and completely. I’d lost myself, too, killing all those men, but more important, I’d lost her. And there was no coming back from that.

“That’s it, then,” Lauren said. “That’s all there is to it. You killed my husband.”

“I’m so sorry,” I said again.

More tears fell down Lauren’s cheeks, but instead of turning away, she stepped forward, stretching her arms wide, and it wasn’t until they were wrapped around me, until she was pulling me close, until she was sobbing into my shoulder, my sister leaning on the only person she had left in the world—

It wasn’t until that moment that I realized it: The tears, the sobs, they were of relief, not sadness.

Lauren pulled back, and her words were soft, kind, a whisper, as if no one but me should know her secret, the truth of her feelings in the face of this carnage.

“Thank you.”



We sat on the sofa and I told her everything. Every last detail. Norm. David. Rob. And the money, of course. The money that started it all.

The sofa was different from the one we’d grown up with, leather instead of floral print. And yet, it was in the same exact place, and all the times that we had huddled there together—watching movies, playing Yahtzee, those memories seemed baked into the experience, a context you couldn’t ignore.

You protected her, Mom reminded me. Just like I asked you to.

“Holy fuck,” Lauren said now, shaking her head. “Holy. Fuck. You should have—”

“I know,” I said. “I should have found a different way. But you have to understand. I didn’t ask for this. Norm attacked me. What was I supposed to do, let him kill me? Not fight back? There wasn’t a way to just push him away and run. I had no car. I had no way out of there. I had—”

“No,” Lauren said, reaching a hand to my knee. “I mean, you should have come to me first. You should have let me help you. You shouldn’t have had to do all that alone.”

Tears sprang to my eyes. “I didn’t want to burden you … and I couldn’t get in touch with you, anyway.”

“I know,” Lauren said. “I know.”

A pause settled between us, Rob still on the floor on the other side of the coffee table, like another piece of furniture, all part of the mise-en-scène.

“I hate myself for putting so much on you, for scaring you like I did,” Lauren said. “For starting all of this. For making you feel like you had to take that money for me. To do everything for me.”

A sob racked my body. “Yes,” I said. “I did it for you. But it’s not your fault. It was me, all along.”

Well, it was Marion, but still.

“And that’s why I have to help you fix it,” Lauren said.

In sync, our eyes moved from each other over to Rob.

“You don’t,” I said, shaking my head. “You didn’t ask for this.”

“I do,” Lauren said. “Remember what Mom said, when you asked her? When you asked her if she would love you no matter what you did, even if … even if you killed someone?”

It had been right in this room, right in this space, and it’s like I could feel her here now, and I missed her so very much.

“‘I’d help you bury the body, of course.’ That’s what she said,” Lauren continued.

“But that was Mom,” I said. “Not you.”

Lauren pulled me into a hug, and it felt, for a moment, just like Mom, and I found myself sobbing against her shoulder.

And my sister’s voice was a warm whisper in my ear.

“Well, that’s what I’m saying, too.”



A half hour later, we were in the kitchen, Lauren leaning against the counter, me atop a barstool, each of us holding lattes, made with extra shots on Lauren’s machine. Spread in front of us was sustenance: deli meats and cheeses, the berries that hadn’t been destroyed in the fall of the grocery bags, pita chips, and Greek yogurts.

I was famished, though I hadn’t realized it. Famished and exhausted. But there was no time for sleep. Miles to go (three bodies to go, at least) before I could rest. So food it was, food and caffeine, plus two Adderalls that Lauren found in Rob’s medicine cabinet, ones he used in the lead-up to a big hotel event.

We’d been over scenario after scenario: burying vs. dropping in the water, day for the urgency and for timeliness, nightfall for the darkness; and we’d been over all the logistics, too.

We had three men to contend with, plus a bevy of cars: Norm’s green Subaru, David’s rental Kia, Rob’s silver Pathfinder; plus one hundred grand in cash that would come up sooner or later.

And we had the marks against me, too.

Rodrigo knew I left the city on Friday.

The people at the bank knew I tried to deposit that cash for David.

That cop, even if he didn’t know my name, might be able to identify me if he knew where to find me.

And work, if they dug around in IT, could confirm that I had been at that motel.

And we had Lauren. Lauren, Rob’s wife. Lauren, with a bruise that might not even be gone by the time the police questioned her. Lauren, who was due to arrive at a work event in Albany in a matter of hours.

I stuffed another chip into my mouth, my hunger insatiable now that the dam was broken. I swallowed, then spoke. “There’s no other real option. You go to your event tonight, and then, when it’s over, you come back, and we find a secluded place on the Hudson, we dump Norm, and Rob, too, and leave their cars there. We’ll have to drive separately, make multiple trips.”

It reminded me of that thought problem they used to do in elementary school—something about getting a wolf, a goat, and a cabbage across a river with only one boat and all three intact. It was musical cars. And it would be all on back roads, to avoid the toll cameras. The enormity of it was overwhelming, but I chewed, swallowed, tried not to get bogged down by the logistics. I continued, “You call the cops tomorrow, say that Rob went out and didn’t come home, isn’t answering his phone. If they never find a body, they can never pin anything on you.”

“And what about your boss?” Lauren said.

“We go back, we clean everything up, and we dump him, too.”

“Even if you and I could manage all of that, is that really believable? Aren’t there signs of a struggle?”

I thought of the motel. The dent in the drywall. The shattered mirror. The phone jack that must have been messed up from where I’d ripped it out. Not as easy to ignore as a missing bath mat and shower curtain. Irrefutable proof that something had happened within those walls.

“Yes,” I said. “There are. So maybe we leave David right where he is. We wipe my fingerprints from the landline, and we let it go. At some point, the police are going to find that woman, they’ll assume that Norm did that, too. Because why wouldn’t they?”

“And the money?” Lauren asked. “What about the money?”

“I’ll bring it back,” I said. “I have nearly all of it still.”

“You’ll just bring it back,” she said. “And then no one thinks it’s weird when your boss ends up dead at a motel, a motel where you were seen by a cop?”

“But if the cop doesn’t find me—”

“But he will find you. Because once they find David, they’re going to go to his known associates. And the first of those is going to be you.”

“I have to risk it,” I said. “There’s no other option.”

“But don’t you think it’s going to seem awfully strange that your boss and my husband and the innkeeper who rented you a room all died on the same weekend? Whether we dump all three of them or leave your boss in that room, it always, always points back to you.”

“Then I confess,” I said, my head hurting. “Then I—”

“No,” Lauren said. “No, you are not allowed to talk like that. You did this for me. You risked everything for me. I’m not going to let you rot in prison. Besides, do you think I’ll come out unscathed? You think they won’t assume we worked together? Especially once…” Lauren stopped herself, shaking her head. “There has to be a way to figure this out. There has to be something we haven’t thought of.”

I closed my eyes. There isn’t, I wanted to yell. It’s over. We’re fucked. I’ve destroyed us. And pretending like we aren’t irredeemably screwed is like pretending David would have actually promoted me. Or that Rob would have gotten better with therapy. Just another story we tell ourselves when deep down, we know that’s exactly what it is: a story.

But when I opened my own eyes, I saw Lauren’s wide with promise, with an idea.

“What is it?” I asked.

“We’re not the planners,” she said. “We’re not the doers. This isn’t us.”

“But…” I said.

Lauren went on, “We’re not the type to punch a kid in the face when he tries to nab a purse. Or maybe you are, now, but I’m not.”

“She’s not even—”

“And besides, she promised you. You asked her this very thing, and she promised you.”

“She promised a lot of things,” I said.

“Yeah, but this one she really meant.”

I felt tears on my cheeks, and I wiped them away.

“We don’t have a choice,” Lauren said. “We have to call Mom.”
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HANNAH

AUGUST 12, 2023

1:13 PM

The door to the first cabin opened again, and Hannah straightened up as the man and woman in plain clothes walked out.

So this was it, then. Her time with Myra was coming to an end. She looked to the woman, to the grieving, guilty woman, and she knew that she had gotten enough, she had gotten what she needed. Hannah Pierce had done well. She had come to find out what happened to Emily Stockton, and though the answer was tragic, and so many questions remained, to the best of her ability, she’d achieved what she’d set out to do.

The remaining mysteries—what happened to Norm, how that other man ended up strangled and dead, who was the second woman they’d found in the cellar, whether it was Emily Stockton’s look-alike or someone else still—those questions weren’t her responsibility, well, not any more than any human was her responsibility. Hannah felt, after all, that people were all responsible for every human, one way or another. But these mysteries, legally, at least, belonged to the police now. To the detectives who were walking her way.

“Ladies,” the middle-aged man said, and Hannah knew, already, how this was going to go. “I understand you two are the ones who discovered the scene.”

Myra nodded, and Hannah kept her mouth shut.

“I’m Detective Campbell, and this is my colleague,” he said.

“Detective Prior,” the other detective added.

He ignored her, pressing on. “I’ve been assigned to this…” He trailed off, and gestured all around him, then scratched at his lightly sweating temple. “To this complicated case. Now can you explain to us how you came to—”

“I’m Norm’s mother,” Myra said. “The man in there, the man with the—the man who was on the bed—he’s my son. I had keys to the place. I don’t live here, I used to, but I moved out a couple of years ago.”

“Keys to a place where you no longer live?”

Myra nodded. “We had multiple full sets, for the property. I always kept one in the glove box. When I moved out … well, I never got rid of them. It’s not my place anymore, but—yes, I had the keys.”

“It’s your son’s then,” he said, and pointed up the walk. “The house up there, too?” Campbell’s eyebrows rose, and Hannah could see he was already judging Myra, just as she’d assumed he would.

Myra swallowed. “Yes.”

“Full name,” he said, pulling out his notepad.

“Myra Billings,” she said, voice shaky.

“No,” he said. “I meant the vic—” The detective stopped himself, as if the word victim weren’t appropriate—or due to the man who’d done the things up there. And really, it wasn’t. He took a quick breath, starting again. “The man who was running this place.”

“Oh,” she said. “Norm Billings.”

The detective cleared his throat, offered a perfunctory, “I’m sorry for your loss.” Then he got back to business. “Did you have plans to visit your son today?”

Myra looked down at her hands, then back up at the detective. “No,” she said finally.

“Was he missing, then?”

“No,” Myra said. “We weren’t—” She shook her head, brushing away new tears. “We’d lost touch.”

The detective nodded. “But you still have the keys to every room.”

“Yes,” Myra said. “I ran the place for years. Always kept a set on me, for emergencies. Old habits die hard.”

Hannah took Myra in. She wondered if, on some subconscious level, she hadn’t given the keys back to Norm because, deep down, she knew that, one day or another, he would get in some sort of trouble.

“So, what?” Campbell asked. “You just got an inkling he had some tortured dead woman in his house?”

Myra broke into sobs, and Detective Prior cleared her throat, but didn’t say anything.

Campbell pressed on. “What sent you over here to a son you no longer speak to? To a location where you no longer live?”

“Me,” Hannah said, unable to stop herself. Unable to watch them tie up Myra in all this chaos—all this evil. “I did.”

Campbell raised an eyebrow. “And you are?”

“Hannah Pierce,” she said, her spine straightening. “I’m a private investigator. I was hired by Emily Stockton’s family to find her. After the authorities weren’t making any movement on the case.” She knew it wasn’t the right move, criticizing the cops, but she couldn’t help herself. She took a deep breath and focused on the issue at hand. “I came into Ms. Billings’s workplace. I asked about Emily Stockton. Myra’s colleague, Bri…”

“Rose,” Myra offered.

“Bri Rose, she suggested I check the Billings Motel. So I came this morning, to ask the innkeeper some questions. The main office by the cabins—it was open but no one was here.” Hannah glanced briefly at Myra, who was looking at her now. “I returned to the diner, and Ms. Billings was kind enough to offer to let me in with her spare keys.” Another glance, checking, and Myra’s eyes connected with hers. Hannah knew it wasn’t technically the clearest version of the truth, but it wasn’t a lie, either—Myra had let her in, and Hannah knew, not only in her heart, but per the evidence at hand, that Myra wasn’t culpable here. Myra hadn’t asked for this, hadn’t created this. Her only sins were maybe not always enjoying motherhood as much as she was supposed to, leaving her grown son, and insisting on living on her own terms.

When all of this came out, when news spread across the town, the county, the state, when it spread even farther—because surely the gruesomeness, the sheer multitude of bodies would pull it into the true crime industrial complex, that capitalistic machine Hannah knew she was also a part of—well, people would make Myra pay. They would be making her pay for the rest of her life. But Hannah wouldn’t add to Myra’s pain. No way. Not if she could help it.

“There’s another body,” Hannah said. “We heard it over the walkie. I suspect her head has been shaved, too, and that, when you identify her, she will have been blond. Pretty. Young.” Hannah pressed her lips together, then said, “Just like Emily Stockton. I heard about another woman, one who’s been in the area over the last couple of weeks. There’s a chance it’s her. If it is, there’s an Officer McMillian, on the local force, who should be able to identify her.”

Myra cried harder at that, but Campbell simply raised his eyebrows. “Well…” he said, and looked around. “We’re still processing the scene here. Truth be told, we’ll be processing the scene for quite some time. But we need to speak to both of you, get an official statement on all this. Back at the station seems best. Detective Prior can take you.”

Prior looked to her partner, and he gave her a nod. “You can follow me,” she said, turning on her heel and heading toward a black car.

Myra walked forward, almost on autopilot, and Hannah hesitated only a moment, Campbell staring the whole time, before following, too.

The part of her that had been wanting to solve mysteries for as long as she could remember didn’t want to go. Because she knew she wouldn’t be returning. And she couldn’t shake those other questions. Who was the other man in the cabin? Could it be someone who’d been looking for Emily? Someone Emily had known? And what in the world had happened? If there was a struggle, how had both men ended up dead? Why was the rest of the room in such pristine condition? Had there been yet another person here, someone who had killed them both, and then run—but why?

Hannah wondered if she’d been too quick to write off becoming a cop. Because Campbell—Hannah looked around at the hive of activity, the regular cops, the crime scene investigators, the photographers, the medical examiners—he would get full reports, autopsies. He would get a picture of the situation that Hannah herself never would, and it bothered her, it really did, that there were some mysteries she might never figure out.

It bothered her, that in some way, she would always be having to investigate from the outside.

But as she followed Detective Prior and Myra, she reached into her purse, clutching her camera tightly. She had the photos. She had those answers. She had information that would get back to Emily Stockton’s mother, that wouldn’t make anything better, but would at least quell the horrible uncertainty of not knowing whether her daughter was dead or alive.

She had information that would break a mother’s heart, but might be in a small way the beginning of healing, of closure.

Because the relationship between a mother and a daughter—well, Hannah knew firsthand just how precious it was.
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JULY 29, 2023

3:18 PM

We have to call Mom.

Look, I know I lied.

I told Norm that my mom drank herself to death. And no, it wasn’t, to the letter, true.

But in a way, it was. She’d come so close to the edge so many times that Lauren and I grew tired of waiting for the call we feared would come. I grew tired of seeing my mother—my beautiful, passionate, spirited mother—passed out on her couch.

I flashed back to last summer, a year after Dad died, when Lauren called me, told me it was worse than ever—that I should come up this time.

Mom was in the condo in Poughkeepsie. I’d taken the train from the city and let myself in, found the living room filthy, littered with empty bottles, with trash, with half-empty takeout containers. Lauren was pacing in the kitchen.

“Where’s Mom?”

Lauren had nodded to the bathroom, where I’d found my mother moaning. The place reeked of booze. Of sick. I saw splashes of vomit around the rim of the toilet, colored red from Mom’s favorite Merlot, the one that came in double bottles at Costco.

“Mom,” I’d said, leaning down to her.

A moan.

“Mom, you need help.”

Another moan, and then, words slurred, but clear enough. “Fuck off.”

The drinking had always been there, had always been present, but never been a thing. She drank a glass of wine (or two, maybe three on a weekend) after dinner. Many mothers did. She liked piña coladas on vacation. She and Dad visited microbreweries together.

The drinking started becoming a problem at the beginning of lockdown, when alcohol intake seemed to increase for just about everyone. And then, in May 2021, Dad got sick, a moderate case of Covid turning into pneumonia and then causing the stroke that got him in the end, the whole process lasting no more than a couple of months.

How do you tell your lonely mom with a freshly dead husband that she should cut back on the wine? When does wine that takes the edge off the pain become something else altogether?

But that day, that moment, it did. I returned to the living room, to the shameful mess of it. With the alcohol and the loss of Dad had come hoarding, the clinging to a reality that was no longer hers.

“She told me to fuck off.”

Lauren managed a laugh. “She told me the same.”

“I’ve got a client meeting early tomorrow. I’ve got a huge presentation. I literally don’t have time for this,” I’d said.

Tears sprang to Lauren’s eyes. “I don’t, either.”

We’d cleaned up. We’d filled the fridge with Gatorades and coconut waters, knowing Mom needed her electrolytes. We’d taken the recycling out. Trash, too. We’d removed all alcohol from the house, bottle after bottle of wine.

We’d gotten Mom to shower, then gotten her dressed and tucked in to bed to sleep. And then, well, we’d fucked right off, like she’d told us to.

Both of us had been expecting calls, apologies, ones that never came. We visited after that, of course we did, but we always found her drunk as anything, hurling insults. We ridded her condo of booze; she went out and bought more. We tried to stage an intervention; Mom walked out the door and down the block, telling us she would be holing up at the bar until we all got out of her home. “Your mother has to want to get better,” the interventionist had said. “She hasn’t found rock bottom yet, though she’s certainly looking.”

But eventually, we had to admit that we were at our own rock bottoms, even if Mom was still barreling after hers. We couldn’t do anything more for her. She was gone to us; she was dead, in her way.

The words Mom said the last time she’d been sober enough to actually have a conversation had taken on new meaning. She was asking me to take care of Lauren because she knew she wasn’t up to the task of being our mother anymore.

No matter what that interventionist said, I knew Mom had already checked out, drunk herself out of the job. Killed herself off, for all intents and purposes.

So when Norm had asked—Norm who didn’t know me, who wouldn’t repeat it to anyone I actually had in my life—in some strange way, it hadn’t felt like a lie at all. It had almost felt like the truest version of events.

To me, she was dead.

I looked at my sister. “She probably won’t even answer. She’s who-knows-how-many drinks in. She’s not—”

“Your phone,” Lauren said, reaching her hand out. “I don’t have mine, remember?”

Reluctantly, I pulled out my device, handed it to Lauren.

It happened so fast. Lauren had barely tapped to make the call and then, so suddenly, she was speaking. “Mom, it’s Lauren … Yes, I’m on her phone … Yes, we’re together. Listen, we need you.” A pause. “No, we really need you. We’re—we’re in trouble.” Another pause. “Yes, we’re at the house … okay, see you soon.”

Lauren nodded, her eyes flashing to the old clock on the mantel, and then, like that, she was hanging up, handing the phone back to me.

“She said she’s brewing a pot of coffee and she’ll be here in two hours.”



An hour and forty-five minutes later, we were back in the foyer, sitting on the bottom step of the staircase, trying not to stare at the door, like two kids waiting for their mom to pick them up from the mall.

Lauren had put on makeup for the event she still had to attend, and I’d taken the opportunity to shower and put on fresh clothes. Rob still lay, face up, in the living room. Norm remained in the trunk of his own car. Nothing would be done until Mom arrived. Until she told us the best way to clean up this particular mess.

My phone buzzed, and I started.

It was a text from Mom.

Ten minutes away. See you two soon.

Lauren read it, then looked at me, her lip trembling. “There’s something I haven’t told you.”

I looked at my sister, nodded.

“The thing is, Rob, he—”

“It’s okay,” I said. “He’s done it before. I know.”

Lauren shook her head. “No. I mean, yes, you’re right.” She sighed. “For years now, actually. Slowly, gradually. But yeah, since lockdown, or thereabouts. It happened to a lot of people, I guess.”

“I’m so sorry, Lauren.”

“No,” she said, lifting a hand up. “That’s not the point. What I’m trying to say is—why do you think Mom’s drinking got so bad?” she asked.

“Because of Dad,” I said, remembering the glazed expression on her face during his funeral.

Lauren’s eyes were moistening now. “No, not because of Dad. Or not only because of Dad. See, me and Rob, what was happening between us—well, Mom knew.”

My eyebrows shot up. “What?”

“Our first Christmas without Dad—”

“But I was there,” I interrupted, mind racing, trying to remember the details.

“I know,” Lauren said. “But only for a couple of days. You had some big project. You were on the phone with … with David … like half the time. Remember?”

“Yes,” I said. I always had some big project, some deadline that had seemed so crucial at the time. And now felt anything but.

“Mom stayed here, through New Year’s Eve. We were all drinking that night. Mom had a few too many, we got her up to bed, but Rob and I kept going, and it was fun, really. It almost felt like old times, for the two of us, but then—god, I don’t even remember what started the argument—but there we were, caught back in the pattern. And”—she sighed—“he had me against the wall, he had my arm twisted, all the way around. God, it used to hurt so much, but he was smart because he somehow rarely left bruises—that brace last fall, the one you asked me about—it was the only big evidence, really. I told the doctor I hung heavy drapes, just like I said to you. Everyone believed it.” She shook the memory away. “Anyway, that New Year’s, he had his hands on me, and then, suddenly, there was Mom. Pulling him off me, hitting him over and over and over again. I separated the two of them, and Rob and I both tried to calm her down, but she called the police. It was a whole thing, they had to file a report. They took Rob to the local jail, let him dry out with all of the other New Year’s drinkers. Mom insisted on sleeping in bed with me that night, and I let her.”

Lauren looked so tired, like the memory exhausted her deep to her core. “In the morning, she wanted me to press charges. She had this whole plan, of course she did. It was Mom, after all. She got me to admit that it wasn’t the first time—and that I knew it wouldn’t be the last. She went on and on about that client of hers. Cora, I think.”

“Keira,” I said. “Her name was Keira.”

“Right,” Lauren said. “Keira. Anyway”—Lauren tugged at the ends of her long hair, a habit she’d had from childhood—“she was just so shocked when I told her I didn’t want to leave him. That I wasn’t ready. She looked so … so … betrayed. Like she’d spent her entire life teaching me to be better than that, and here I was, failing the ultimate test. And so I asked her to leave. I said I had to get my husband—I used those words exactly—out of jail, that I had to move on. And I told her I didn’t want to speak about it again.”

“And Mom just let it go?”

Lauren laughed. “Of course not. She kept trying to talk to me about it, for a few weeks after. She called me just about every night. She wanted to tell you, get you involved. She wanted to go back to the police herself. She wanted to confront Rob, demand he leave. She had all sorts of ideas. And on each call, I could hear her getting sloppier and sloppier. I could hear the wine in her voice. The only reason she didn’t tell you is because I said if she did, I’d never speak to her again, period. And she knew I meant it.”

Suddenly, it all made sense. Both the ratcheting up of Mom’s drinking, and her final entreaty—You’re like the big sister now. It wasn’t that she was checking out of her responsibilities. It was that she didn’t know how to live in a world where her own daughter was being abused and she was helpless to stop it. She had promised not to tell me, but that had been her way of letting me know that Lauren needed protection from Rob.

Well, Mom, I did it now. I did what you asked and then some.

My sister pressed her hands to her knees and said, “I felt so much shame, so much embarrassment. All Mom ever wanted was for us to be independent, to stand up for ourselves, and then, here I was, failing on both counts. Financially entangled with a man who would never respect me, who didn’t want to let me go. Getting bullied, and sometimes worse, whenever he’d had too much to drink. I told myself that I would never share the truth with another soul, I never wanted to feel that shame again. But on Wednesday, god, I just had to get out of here. I was going to drive to a motel, and then it’s like I felt myself being pulled to you instead, and all I wanted was family, was someone to hold me and hug me like Mom used to.” Lauren brushed new tears away. “And look what happened. I started all of this.”

I wanted to tell her that it wasn’t her fault, that none of this was, that she’d done her best. That, in a way, so had I.

That’s when we both heard it: the crunching of gravel, the sound of a car out front.

Lauren and I stood in tandem, watching as Mom opened the door that had once been hers.

She was still underweight, her thin body frail, but there was that quiet in her eyes that I’d always found calming. They were framed by wrinkles, and her shoulder-length hair was as blond as ever: Apparently not even the darkest depths of alcoholism could prevent her from dyeing away her grays, a fact that, perhaps absurdly, gave me a little hope. That the woman we loved was still in there, somewhere.

She didn’t smell like booze, not exactly, but she smelled of mint and coffee, which was just as strong a tell.

Mom didn’t hesitate. She rushed up to Lauren and me, wrapping her arms around us.

“My girls,” she whispered. “My sweet, sweet girls.”

I felt tears in my eyes, dripping onto her shoulder, soaking through the cotton of her black tank. I felt Lauren’s breathing go heavy, her body shaking with sobs. Mom held us long, and she held us close. Mom always said that a mother shouldn’t pull back from a hug first, because sometimes a kid really needs it.

But at some point, I pulled back, and Lauren did, too, and I looked into the eyes of the woman who had been there for me, for us, always. Until she hadn’t.

Mom’s eyes flitted from me to Lauren and back to me again.

“Tell me what happened, and then we’ll make a plan.”
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HANNAH

AUGUST 12, 2023

2:17 PM

The interview room was sterile and cold, the kind of place designed to make someone want to confess, but Hannah hadn’t been worried. She’d known this was a formality. Even better, it was an opportunity for her to get some answers, too. To the mysteries that weren’t exactly hers but that would plague her just the same.

She and Detective Prior had spent the last half hour going over the details of what had happened, and Hannah had been forthcoming, sharing everything from her first visit to the diner, the successive trip to the motel this morning, and finding the hungry tabby. Then her second stop at the diner, and the conversation with Officer McMillian about the woman he’d picked up on the side of the road, the discovery that there were two young, pretty blond women who’d visited the Billings Motel. The only thing Hannah held back was the fact that she had followed Myra instead of asking her to take her to the motel.

Unlike Campbell, Prior seemed to have a bit more compassion for everyone involved, and she’d given Hannah the chance to expand on the theory that Norm was replacing his mother with young women, young dead women, that he could tend to instead.

Now, Prior leaned back, making a couple more notes in her book. “Is there anything else about Norm Billings? Anything else I need to know?”

Hannah shook her head. “I never met him. All I know, I know from Myra.”

“I mean about his connection to Emily Stockton,” Detective Prior said.

“Oh,” Hannah said, straightening herself in the hard plastic chair. “Yes, there definitely is. I believe Emily Stockton came up here to meet a man. Either it was Norm Billings, and he met her on a dating site, a message board, and invited her up there specifically, or she was here to see someone else and they were meeting at the Billings Motel. But I tend to go with the former.”

“Why do you say that?” Prior asked.

“You can confirm with Myra, but she said that last winter, one of her neighbors told her that she’d seen a young, pretty woman around the motel, and I think Norm was probably dating,” Hannah said, and shrugged. “Because the motel itself isn’t on any sites or apps. How else would he get people up there, unless he was specifically inviting them? Plus, Myra saw Emily Stockton before she died, and she said she thought she looked nervous, like she was going on a date.”

“And Myra Billings,” Prior prompted. “You trust her?”

Hannah nodded solemnly. “As much as I can trust anyone I’ve just met. But yes. She seems sick with grief, not only for her lost son, but for what he’s done to those girls. And I don’t think anyone’s that good of an actress, not really.”

“Something that’s bothering me,” Prior went on. “There are so many people down there in the city. Why come all the way up here to meet a man like Norm Billings?”

Hannah would have laughed if it all wasn’t so sad. “Obviously you’ve never tried dating in the city.”

“That bad, huh?”

Hannah thought of her friend, Mia, up in Kingston, how she had jokingly said she had to get out of the city if she ever wanted to meet a man. And then had met her boyfriend, at the farmers market in town, the first weekend after she moved. Hannah herself found the dating scene in the city so overwhelming that she’d sworn it off for the next few years, told herself she didn’t give two shits about a relationship until her career was on track. “There are more beautiful women than one can possibly know what to do with in the five boroughs. And there are men who feel it’s their life’s mission to try them all. So yeah. It’s that bad.”

“We’ll have to see how far the techs can get with Mr. Billings’s and Ms. Stockton’s digital footprints. Perhaps we’ll find some answers there. There should be a trail, on one dating site or another,” Prior said. She pressed her hands on the table, and Hannah, for a moment, thought the interview might be over. But then the detective’s eyes caught hers. “Let’s talk about the other victim.”

“The other woman?” Hannah asked.

Prior shook her head. “The man found strangled on the floor of the first cabin.” She pulled out her phone, tapped a couple of times, then placed the device in front of Hannah.

Hannah leaned forward, taking in the photo on the screen.

A man, dark hair clipped short, brown eyes, a shiny smile. He was muscular, tan, in swim trunks, on the beach. His arm was wrapped around a woman, who leaned in close to him, the lean of someone in love. She wore a black two-piece, and she was pretty, young. She wasn’t Emily Stockton, but she looked enough like Emily Stockton to fit Norm’s type. Could have even been the woman that Officer McMillian had driven to the motel, if not for the hair, which was long and flowing instead of short. But, of course, who knew how old the picture was. She could have gotten it cut.

“This is from Instagram,” Prior said. “My colleague was able to pull it up, based on the ID we found on him, one that matches the registration for the other car in the lot. And matches the name on the motel’s ledger. We’ll need to have his next of kin make an official ID—or confirm with dental records—but we’re pretty certain it’s him.”

“And who is it?” Hannah asked.

“Rob Trent. Lives up in Saratoga Springs with his wife, Lauren. Do those names mean anything to you?”
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JULY 30, 2023

5:31 AM

God, I’d missed her.

The scent of her coconut conditioner. The no-nonsense tenor of her voice. The sheer presence of her, of the human who was supposed to take care of me, no matter what.

It was just after dawn, and I was again standing outside the Billings Motel, but now Mom’s arms were wrapped tight around me, making up for all the hugs we’d missed. Pushing away the pain that had been gathering in my shoulders, in my chest, in my thighs and calves, in the wound on my foot that had yellowed over with pus. Pain and a sort of full-body, full-mind exhaustion. The kind I’d never experienced before, the kind I doubted I would ever really experience again.

It was pain that only a mother’s embrace could quell. And now she, herself, practically risen from the dead, was quelling it.

“What happens now?” I asked as I pulled back.

“You stick to the plan,” Mom said. “You—”

“I know that,” I said. “I mean, what happens with us?”

“Oh,” Mom said, and in the glow of first light, I could see the pallor of guilt that washed across her. The tears glistening in her eyes.

“I mean, are you still drinking like before?” I asked, a question I hadn’t dared to pose until now.

“I’m cutting back,” she said, after a brief hesitation, her eyes dropping to the ground. “Well, I’m trying to, at least.”

“Mom,” I said.

“I know,” she said. “I know I have to stop. But I haven’t been ready. And I know I failed you. All of you.”

Tears were in my own eyes now, too. “Was it because of Lauren and Rob?” I asked. “That’s what Lauren thinks.”

Mom laughed that musical laugh of hers. “You girls were always good at blaming yourselves for other people’s mistakes. Dad was, too.”

“But was it?” I asked.

Mom shook her head. “No, and yes. I don’t know. At first, it was Dad getting sick, how quickly it all happened. And then, seeing Lauren, worrying about Lauren, being terrified for her, really … I guess I just got tired of not being able to help the people I love. And I couldn’t live with myself, not being able to save you all. And when I’m drinking, I don’t have to live with myself. It’s almost like I don’t have to be myself at all.”

“We don’t want you to save us, Mom.” I realized the irony of it, when she was literally swooping in here, cleaning up my mess, saving me from a fate that was unimaginably bad. “We just want you to be here. And you, I mean. Not … not the you we see when—”

“I know,” Mom said. “Honey, I know.”

“So will you try?” I asked. “Try to just be here for us?”

“Yes,” Mom said. “Okay.”

I nodded.

Mom put a hand on my shoulder. “I have to go,” she said. “The hardest part is already done. You can do this. I know you can.”

“Okay,” I said. Because when she said it like that, I did believe I could do it. I believed I could do anything. “Here. I guess I don’t need this anymore.” I pulled off the headlamp I’d been using all night, replaced it with the baseball cap I’d borrowed from Lauren and slipped inside my purse. Mom tucked it under her arm, removing her own lamp, too. In her other hand was a car fob with the Hertz logo on the key chain, plus David’s phone and wallet, which we’d thankfully remembered to remove from his pockets before we’d wrapped him in the tarp we’d brought from Lauren’s garage. She clicked to unlock David’s red Kia rental sedan and got inside.

“Oh,” I said. “And this, of course.”

I slipped the pouch of money out of my purse and handed it to Mom. “Keep it safe.”

Mom nodded, then tucked the money into her own bag.

“And you’re going to stick exactly with the plan?” I asked.

“Of course,” Mom said, smiling. “I came up with it, didn’t I? Back roads only. Location services turned off on my phone. Park at an inconspicuous spot near the train station. Leave keys and phone in the car. But before I do, I’ll send a text to his spin class buddy, saying he’s going to miss it. You’re sure I shouldn’t contact his family?”

“Yes, I’m sure.” I knew the code to David’s phone, which offered us options to back up our story, but he wasn’t close with his family. “He said he could go months without talking to them. It wouldn’t feel natural. And if we want people to think he took that money, it has to feel natural.”

Mom nodded. “Then I’ll take the train back to Saratoga Springs, pay in cash. And that’s it. I’ll see you in a few hours.”

“Okay,” I said. “See you in a few hours.”

I watched the Kia drive off, then walked past Rob’s silver Pathfinder, past Norm’s own hunter-green Subaru, both of which had already been wiped down to the best of our ability. I clocked the mud on the Subaru’s tires from our overnight excursion, the haphazard way I’d parked the car. Decided that was fine. A dirt path led here, mud was of course a possibility, and the parking job spoke to someone being in a hurry, which jibed with the idea of an altercation gone wrong.

I put on a pair of Lauren’s rubber dishwashing gloves, decorated, absurdly, with pink and yellow flowers, then walked into the first cabin, stared at my brother-in-law there on the floor, where David had been not so long before. Admired, once again, the ingenuity of my mother’s plan.

In true Mom fashion, after arriving last night, she’d gotten right to work. She hadn’t gawked, she hadn’t screamed, hadn’t expressed any shock upon seeing Rob dead on the floor. As I told her about the carnage that had preceded Rob’s death, her countenance remained so still, so unmovable, that I half wondered if it somehow had been her talking to me all along. If deep in her bones, she already knew everything that had transpired.

She’d simply asked Lauren to make her some more coffee, taken hers with cream and three sugars, as she always did, and then she stood at the counter, sipping her drink slowly, methodically. Staring at the wall, turning it all over in her mind.

When the coffee was done, she went to the sink, rinsed her mug, and put it straight into the dishwasher (Cleaning up is simple, girls, if you do it right away! Even if you have to contend with three bodies. Especially so!), and then she’d turned on her heel, crossed her arms, and looked at her daughters. She said, “Okay, here’s what we’re working with.”

Mom had laid out the facts, the things that were immutable, for Lauren and me:

Fact Number One: If David was found dead in the motel, the police would look to me, his closest associate, piece together that I had been there (that cop could ID me), and I would be a suspect. And David would be found, sooner rather than later. The text to his spin class buddy might keep anyone from noticing he was missing for another twenty-four hours, but he was going to miss work on Monday.

Fact Number Two: If Rob’s body was found, whether at Lauren’s house or dumped in a river, Lauren would be a suspect. After all, there was that pesky domestic incident on record, the call that Mom had made herself.

Fact Number Three (Mom always did like a neat list): Once his mother’s body was found decaying in the main house, people would believe that Norm had been capable of almost anything. They maybe wouldn’t work too hard to find his killer.

Fact Number Four: If David, Rob, and Norm were discovered to have died or disappeared at the same time and potentially in the same place, the connection between Lauren and me would be obvious. We would both be suspects.

Fact Number Five: There was also the issue of the money that Barry would eventually identify as missing. It was such a large sum, a sum that would make people do wild, impulsive things.

And finally, Fact Number Six: There was physical evidence at the motel. The ripped-out phone jack. The dent in the drywall. The broken mirror. The missing shower curtain and bath mat.

Once Mom had offered it all up, she’d pressed her palms to Lauren’s kitchen counter, looked from Lauren to me, and said, “What we have to do now is figure out how to make the facts work for us.”

Because, after all:

Norm was already a killer.

Rob was already known to be violent.

David was already planning to take the money (to start an agency, sure, but the world didn’t need to know that little detail). David also conveniently loved Canada, went up to Montreal a few times a year.

Then she’d clasped her hands together and pitched her idea like I’d pitch an eager client. “We have to make it look like David did, in fact, run off with the cash. And we have to make it look like someone besides Lauren killed Rob.”

“But who?” I asked, still not seeing the brilliance of her plan.

Mom smiled. “That’s where our dear friend Norm comes into play.”

She’d gone over the details, begging Lauren and me to see that a body switch, so absurd, so farcical almost as to never draw suspicion, was the only way to save us both. David, who lived alone, who wasn’t currently seeing anyone, as far as I was aware, who barely kept in touch with his family back in Ohio, easily fit the profile of a person who could take a hundred grand and run. And Barry would verify that he had handed the money to David directly. As far as he knew, I’d never touched it.

So, what if we switched David and Rob? If we returned Norm to the motel, and placed Rob in the first cabin alongside him, the authorities would assume that their deaths had had something to do with each other. They’d have the domestic call about Rob, so they had evidence that he was prone to violence. Lauren would go to her conference, so she’d have an alibi, and wouldn’t be able to say when or why Rob had driven to New Paltz. Norm kept to himself; there’d be no one else to tie him to. The summer heat was blazing. By the time the bodies were found, they might be in too bad of shape to determine much of anything else.

Lauren and I had agreed, had trusted Mom like we’d trusted her so many times before. She’d sent me to bed in the guest room to rest, and sent Lauren off to Albany, advising her to stay for two nights, even though one was the original plan.

In the room that had once been mine, I fell into a deep sleep the moment my body hit the mattress.

Mom spent my nap time gathering supplies and further plotting out the nitty-gritty, and then woke me at 10 PM, shortly after it turned fully dark.

First, we’d driven, me in Norm’s Subaru, Mom in the old Saab she’d had for years, over to the train station in Saratoga Springs, parking her car there so she’d have it when she returned later.

Then, back at the house, Mom and I rolled Rob into the tarp, taped him up, and together we’d carried him into his own car, the silver Pathfinder that Lauren had taken to the grocery store only hours before.

Caravanning, we’d then driven back to the motel. Me in Norm’s Subaru, Mom behind me in her son-in-law’s Pathfinder, a pair of headlights in the dark, back roads only. Just a mother and her daughter with two dead bodies in their trunks (a true American road trip!).

We got to the motel after one, where we’d found David just as I’d left him. We’d parked the cars, backing them both in, in front of the first cabin, next to the red Kia that David had no idea he’d never get a chance to return. Then we’d gotten to work.

Remove Rob from trunk. Carry carry carry. Lift with your knees, not your back, like Dad was always saying. Into the motel. Drop him on three. Unwrap. Human burrito. Move David onto the tarp. Roll him back up. Place Rob in David’s place. Easy peasy lemon squeezy.

Norm had been next. To the Subaru now. Lift him from trunk (use your knees, not your back!), pull him into the motel, to the bed this time. Unwrap the shower curtain, position loosely in the right direction, head up there, feet down here. Crumple up shower curtain. Stuff it inside the trash bag. (Hi, ho, hi, ho. Whistle while you work.) Mom’s back pain was no match for her dedication to the task at hand. If it plagued her, she didn’t complain.

And then, the players were set, the pawns in their positions, but David, of course, still had to be tended to.

We carried his tarp-wrapped body back to Norm’s trunk, loading him in, thankful for SUVs. Then we were off, me driving, Mom in the passenger seat with directions she’d drawn in Sharpie on a piece of computer paper. To the Walkway Over the Hudson, a famed pedestrian- and bike-friendly span that had been created in the late nineteenth century, which, importantly, crossed the Hudson River.

We’d parked on the edge, deep into the mud and the brush, and then we each carried a cinder block, which Mom had found in the basement, up to the bridge. Next, we’d returned to the SUV, lifted David out, carrying him down the walkway about a hundred yards, stopping every ten feet or so to catch our breaths. When we reached the two cinder blocks, we taped them to the tarp, and we pushed him over, simple as that. Like it was nothing.

We’d walked back to the Subaru one more time, collecting the bag of trash, the cleaning supplies and paraphernalia I’d used to wipe up Norm’s blood, then tossed that over the edge, too. By the time we arrived back to the motel, the sky was just beginning to lighten, the sun coming up.

A year without Mom. A year erased by the disposal of bodies. A question asked decades ago: What would you do if I killed someone? And a promise fulfilled: I’d help you bury the body, of course.

And now, Mom was off, money in her bag, money that would never make it to Canada, of course, that would stay with Mom in Poughkeepsie until we figured out exactly what we wanted to do with it.

And here I was. The worst of it was done, Mom was right, but my work wasn’t finished. From my purse, I grabbed a gallon-sized ziplock bag, one I’d taken from Lauren’s house, one that now held the knife Norm had meant to kill me with, the knife I in turn had used to kill Norm. With a gloved hand, I pulled it, carefully, from the bag, and then with one of Lauren’s microfiber cloths, I wiped the handle, wanting it to be free of my prints.

I knelt next to Rob, the phone cord wrapped haphazardly around his neck, then lifted the edge of him, and slipped the knife beneath. Then I moved his legs a bit, adjusted his arms, hoping to make it look more chaotic, to make him look less placed.

Norm next.

I stepped over Rob and went to work on him. He was lying face up on the bed, but I pulled him, rolling him a half turn toward me, as if he’d strangled Rob and then stumbled to the bed, crashing onto it. I splayed him out a bit, tried a few different positions. His head was a bit of a problem, his neck—which I’d most definitely broken the first time I’d wrapped him up and heaved him onto that cleaning cart, something that felt so very long ago—made it so that his head lolled at a not-quite-right angle, but I adjusted him, gloved hands on his chin, as best as I could, and finally decided that it would have to do.

Lights bright in the room, I checked the bed for errant hairs, for anything of mine I might have left behind, but found nothing.

Okay, I thought to myself. This is it, for real now. I flicked the lights back off and left the room, locking it behind me with the key to the first cabin, the one on that big plastic key card like the old resorts up here used to use. I tucked it back into my purse and headed to the office.

The place was as I’d left it, and clear of the video evidence, Norm’s laptop and hard drive sunk deep in the middle of the Hudson River by now. Which meant I had only one thing left to do.

I reached into my bag, found the page of the ledger I’d torn out, the one that listed me—well, that listed Marion, Marion Cage. I should never have removed it, but I had been trying to erase Marion’s existence when, in reality, I should have been cementing it.

That young cop, after all, had driven me (had driven Marion) to the Billings Motel, so pretending she had never stayed there was futile. She would stay there, for two nights. She would check out Sunday morning and Rob Trent would check in shortly after, Sunday night.

Slipping my page of the ledger beneath a new page of Norm’s, then holding the whole thing up to the window, I carefully copied the details of Marion’s visit back into Norm’s ledger.

Then, flicking through the pages, collecting other letters written in Norm’s style, I pieced together a comparable version of Rob Trent and copied that over, too, marking him down for one night, with today’s date, as well as a designation of cash, just like it had been written for Marion’s.

I gazed at my handiwork, decided it was good enough. Then I shut the ledger, and checked the clock. I still had lots of time to kill, as Mom had to drive up to Albany, abandon David’s rental car at the train station’s parking lot, hop the train one stop to Saratoga Springs to get her own car, and then drive back down here to pick me up.

I stood from Norm’s seat in the office, then went into the supply closet, closing the door behind me should anyone come. I pulled out my phone, programmed an alarm, then set my purse down, using it as a pillow, and shut my eyes once again, catching sleep any way I could.

I woke at ten, my eyes opening easily, resolute.

I slipped out to an empty parking lot, then down to the road. Sunglasses on, baseball cap, too.

The walk took an hour, and I kept my head down the whole way.

Finally, about eleven o’clock, I made it to town.

I stopped into a diner, grabbed an empty table, ordered an iced coffee and nothing else. When Mom had pitched the idea, it had felt like a bit of a risk, being seen, but she’d explained that it actually made more sense. Marion, after all, had been seen going to the motel, so why not be seen in town, too? After all, a vicious murderer didn’t just go get a coffee afterward, did they? A disguise was necessary, because Marion could not ultimately track back to me, but a young blond woman with short hair like mine could complete that loop of the story, should the cop get to talking.

I asked the waitress—a young girl with an Aquarius zodiac tattoo on her arm and purple crystals in her ears, crystals that reminded me of the geode I’d used to attack Rob, which had also been dumped in the river alongside David’s body—to settle up.

The big plastic key popped out of my purse as I reached for my wallet, and I realized maybe I should have left it in the room, but it was too late now, and it didn’t really matter. I stuffed it back into my bag and pulled out a ten, telling the girl to keep the change, which made her smile.

Then I took my phone out, setting it face up on the table, awaiting Mom’s call.

Soon, I’d be back in my mother’s arms.

Soon, all of this would be over.
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HANNAH

AUGUST 12, 2023

2:29 PM

Rob Trent.

Hannah turned the name Detective Prior had shared with her over in her mind, running it against the names she’d seen in Emily Stockton’s file.

“No,” Hannah said. “That doesn’t mean anything. But I’ve only been here a day.”

“And a lot of work you’ve done in a day,” Prior said.

Hannah shrugged. “I tried my best, I suppose.”

“Anyway,” Prior went on. “Rob’s got a wife, the Lauren Trent I mentioned, but no kids. From what we can see on his public Instagram, he works in hotel management, specifically event planning, and he travels a good bit for work…” She paused. “There’s also a missing persons report on him, filed by Lauren Trent a couple of weeks ago. We are waiting to see the details of that. And you said that Ms. Stockton didn’t have a boyfriend?”

“No,” Hannah said. “Not as far as anyone knew.”

“Right,” Prior said.

“Wait,” Hannah said. “You think that Mr. Trent could have been the man she was meeting, the man she met online, not Norm? That she and Mr. Trent could have been having an affair?”

“It certainly can’t be ruled out,” Prior said. “We’ll need to see if there’s been presence on any dating sites. But for now, we’ve got two dead men in a motel room and two dead women up the hill. Any detective worth their salt has to at least explore—and rightfully so—that there’s a sexual connection somewhere in there. Statistically speaking, that’s usually how these things go.”

“You think the men killed each other then? Is that even possible?”

“Sure it is,” Prior said. “Stabbing, even multiple wounds, isn’t an instant death. It’s not beyond the realm of reason that Norm Billings wrapped a phone cord around Mr. Trent, and in the struggle, he crashed back into the bed and Mr. Trent fell back on the ground.”

“Did you find a murder weapon, then? Something had to make those stab wounds.”

“We did,” Prior said. “Just heard from my partner before I came in here. One of the techs found it beneath Mr. Trent’s body. A knife, consistent with the stab wounds.”

“Okay,” Hannah said slowly. Something about it still felt off to her, way too neat, but she couldn’t exactly articulate how.

“We’ll have to wait for the medical examiner’s report, of course. Problem is, all the bodies are in a fairly advanced state of decay. This goddamn heat. Not to mention, you and Ms. Billings, corrupting the scene.”

“She was a grieving mother,” Hannah said. “She discovered her child…” Hannah took a deep breath. “Like that.”

Prior closed her notebook. “I’m not blaming her. I’m merely stating the facts. Getting good autopsies is going to be difficult, given the circumstances. But no, I’m not going to blame a grieving mother for doing what she did.”

“Wait,” Hannah said, and she saw a flash of annoyance in the detective’s eyes, but she pressed on. “What about the other woman? The body you found in the cellar. Have you identified her?”

“We have, and, off the record, I can tell you that your theory does hold true. Also young, also blond. But I can’t tell you who she is until we inform her next of kin.”

“Of course,” Hannah said. “Will you let me tell Emily Stockton’s family?”

“I definitely can’t do that,” Prior said. She took a quick, sharp breath. “But I can tell you that my partner and I will be processing the scene for the next several hours and won’t be able to make any phone calls during that time.”

“Thank you,” Hannah said.

Prior pushed a card across the table. “Anything else comes up, anything at all, you call me, okay?”

Hannah grabbed the card. “I will.”



Outside the station, Hannah pulled out her phone. Her boss answered on the fourth ring.

“Hannah! You must have seen the good news. The file is here! There’s no pressure at all to review over the weekend, of course, but I know you, so I figured you’d want to get a head start.”

Hannah laughed weakly. “About that…”

“Oh no,” Jenna said. Hannah could hear the cacophony of Jenna’s three kids in the background. “Don’t tell me you don’t want the case. I know your parents are hesitant about this sort of work, but I really think this is a good opportunity for you, and I already told Celia—”

“It’s not that,” Hannah said. “I’m actually in New Paltz now.”

“What?” Jenna said. “What are you doing in New Paltz?”

“I wanted to get that head start.”

“Hannah, I can’t cover expenses this weekend—”

“I’m not asking you to,” she said. “That’s not why I called.”

A pause on the line. “Okay.”

“Jenna, I found her.”

“You found—”

“Emily,” she said. “Emily Stockton.”

“What?” Jenna asked. The sound of footsteps, then the closing of a door. “What do you mean you found her?”

“I mean exactly that. I came up, I started poking around, checking out places she might have stayed. I found people who’d seen her, and—it’s a long story—but it’s her, Jenna. And unfortunately, she’s dead. But I saw the heart tattoo, and I found her license. It’s her. I just got out of my interview with the police. I had to make a statement.”

“My god,” Jenna said. “Oh my god.”

“Ask forgiveness, not permission,” Hannah said. “You taught me that.”

“I know,” Jenna said. “I know.”

Hannah hesitated only a beat. “Look, I know there are other channels. I know that your friend’s firm might want to do it, but I would really like to inform the family myself. I want her mother to know sooner rather than later, and I want her to hear it from the person who saw her daughter. I don’t want to keep her in limbo anymore. You can tell Celia that I went rogue and did it. But I wanted to give you the heads-up at least.”

“And you’re sure, absolutely positive, that it’s her?” Jenna asked, after a brief pause.

“One hundred percent sure. No assumptions. I promise.”

“All right then, Hannah. I guess I’m going to pretend we never had this phone call.”

“Thanks, Jenna.”

“Oh, and Hannah?” her boss asked.

“Yes?”

“Good work. I knew if anyone could do it, it would be you.”

Hannah hung up the phone and steadied herself, knowing it was going to be difficult. Knowing it was going to be awful. But knowing it had to be done. Then she located the contact info in the file and keyed Rachel Stockton’s number into her phone, tapped to make the call.

It rang three times and then, a woman’s voice, “Hello?”

“Is this Rachel Stockton?”

“Speaking.”

A quick breath, and then:

“This is Hannah Pierce. I’m an investigator working with Farley and Brown.”

One more breath.

“I have some news about your daughter.”
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JULY 31, 2023

10:03 AM

I stepped off the elevator just when I always did, breezing into the ninth floor with a cold brew in my hands.

“Happy Monday!” the receptionist, Riley, said. She was a working actress who snuck away for auditions on her lunch break and was particularly perky in the mornings.

“Happy Monday,” I said, offering a nod.

“Get up to anything fun this weekend?” she asked, and smiled.

“The usual. City’s quiet in the summer.”

“Right? And in this heat, I barely left my apartment. Parked myself next to the AC the whole time.”

“Same,” I said. “Netflix and literally chill.”

Riley laughed. “See, this is why you’re the creative. Not me.”

I smiled and kept walking. The office was full. People in the glass-doored conference room, the one Gustaf had tricked out with art that cost more than a year of my rent. Coworkers at desks, catching up after two days apart. People gathering in the kitchen, snatching up the free fruits and yogurts before they completely disappeared, using the good Keurig K-Cups before they ran out.

My cubicle was about ten feet from David’s office, where the door, naturally, remained shut.

I’d barely sat down when Rodrigo popped his head over the partition. “Someone finally makes an appearance. Deigns to show us she’s alive.”

I took a sip of the cold brew, for courage, for nerves, then set it on the desk. It was sweating, condensation practically streaming down the sides of the plastic cup.

It was sweating, but I wasn’t. I’d rehearsed this in my head. I’d practiced it with Mom. I smiled. “Hey, Rodrigo.”

“Hey? Babe, I was worried about you. You hightail it out to some hookup and then never text me back? I was this close to calling Nancy Grace.”

“I know,” I said, plastering on a pout, hating myself for lying to my friend, but knowing it was the only way. “I’m sorry. I actually didn’t end up even going on my date. Asshole bailed on me last minute. I watched Netflix all weekend.”

His perfectly penciled eyebrows narrowed. “I mean, okay? And I’m sorry. But you could have said something at least.”

“I know,” I said. “I was just in such a funk. Bad enough that I was going to leave town for a hookup and then I was stood up? And then with my sister going back home. I just felt embarrassed and lonely, you know. And thinking about my family…” My voice trailed off. Rodrigo, of course, knew the ins and outs of my parents. It was enough to stop him questioning.

“Right, of course, babe,” he said, biting his lip. “But next time, don’t do that, okay? Because I worry about you. Like, I know I joke around, but I love you, and I give a shit about what happens to you.”

“I know,” I said. “I love you, too. And I’m sorry.”

Rodrigo raised his eyebrows. “All right, I’ll give you this one because I have tea. I mean, hot, steaming, look-at-it-and-your-eyes-burn tea.”

“Oh yeah?” I said, keeping my words calm, my voice still. “Spill.”

“So you know that meeting that you and David took on Friday? With the new client?”

“Yes,” I said. “And he’s in, too. We signed him. He wants us to start right away.”

Rodrigo’s eyebrows were practically dancing now. He lowered his voice to a whisper that was loud enough for everyone to hear and delivered in a tone that would make everyone want to. “Okay, so, I got all the details from Sadie.” Sadie was Gustaf’s assistant. “Details I would have shared with you, had you texted me back, but I digress. So I guess Gustaf runs into this guy—the client—at some party in the Hamptons on Saturday night. And the guy tells him he’s so excited to be working with David. And apparently Gustaf, like, didn’t know about the meeting at all? And so he calls David, but David doesn’t answer? Like all day yesterday, either? You haven’t heard from him, have you?”

“Not yesterday,” I said. “He did call me a couple of times on Saturday morning, but I let it go to voicemail. I couldn’t handle the thought of doing work on a Saturday. I was not about to do Gloss Co. edits on my laptop all weekend.”

Rodrigo nodded, eager to get to the next part of his story. “So here’s where it gets crazy. Apparently this Barry guy paid a retainer up front in cash.”

“Yeah,” I said. “He did. I mean, I thought it was super weird, but David said it was okay. I saw him take the money himself.”

Rodrigo’s eyes widened back. “You did?”

A quick, no-big-deal nod.

“Well, what did David do with it then?”

I narrowed my eyebrows. “He took it to finance, of course. They have a safe.”

“Did you see him do that?”

“No,” I said, smoothly, easily. “He left the room when the client was using the restroom. I was told to stay, in case the client came back.”

“Oh my god. You have to tell this to Gustaf, like, right now.”

I could feel my hairs standing up on my bare arms, just slightly. Rodrigo didn’t notice.

“Why?” I asked.

“Because—” He paused dramatically, and I half expected him to mime a drumroll. “Finance doesn’t have it.”

I didn’t gasp. I didn’t startle. I just tilted my head, feigning confusion. I’d worked with this man for years, after all. A little loyalty would only bolster the lie. “What do you mean, they don’t have it? There must be some mistake.”

He pressed his fingers to the edges of my cube. “They. Don’t. Have. It. Gustaf’s talked to all of them.”

Rodrigo turned toward David’s door. “And, like, now he’s not in. And this guy who Gustaf and David both used to work with, who’s in David’s spin class, you know the one he goes to every Sunday, the guy says apparently he missed that, too. What is going on?”

I let my eyebrows knit together. “Why would David even need that much money?” I asked. “He does just fine here at the agency.”

“Well, Sadie and I were talking, and we all know he goes up to Montreal several times a year.”

“Yes,” I said. “He loves bialys. And EDM.”

“Guess what else Montreal has? Canada’s biggest casino. And no-limit poker tables.”

“David?” I asked. “A gambler?”

“Well, he’s not here, is he? He’s not answering Gustaf’s calls. Gustaf is officially freaking out, according to Sadie.”

“Let’s just see how it shakes out,” I said, taking a sip of coffee, relishing the brilliant luck that David loved to visit an actual gambling destination and not, say, some cabin in rural Vermont, even if I highly doubted he ever actually set foot in a casino there. (Sometimes the universe tosses you a bone.) “I’m sure there’s a logical explanation for all of this.”

“Whatever, girl,” Rodrigo said. “David’s not here. The money’s not, either. I’ll be updating my resume, that’s for sure. Maybe you should, too. If David’s out, and they bring in a new creative director, he’ll probably want his own people,” Rodrigo said, and sighed. “I fucking like this place, too. Between you and the clients. And I mean, I didn’t expect my boss to, like, embezzle from the company.”

“Hopefully there’s some explanation. We’ll see when David gets in.”

“I don’t know,” Rodrigo said. “I really don’t know.”

My phone buzzed then, right on time.

I lifted the phone, knotted up my eyebrows. “Hang on,” I said. “It’s my sister.”

Rodrigo nodded, turning on his heel.

“Hey,” I said. And then, loud enough for everyone to hear. “Wait, wait—Lauren—you’re talking too fast.”

A quick look, confirming that Rodrigo had turned around.

“What do you mean Rob’s missing?”
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HANNAH

OCTOBER 11, 2023

10:43 AM

An office. A desk. A real live investigative firm.

Was Hannah wearing a suit? No. She still favored jeans and tank tops, which was okay with management, so long as she wasn’t meeting with a client. Hannah still rode her bike to work, on days that she could. But she was part of a firm now. She went to an office on the Upper East Side more days than not. She had base pay, bonuses depending on the success of her cases, and health insurance, even if the deductible was way too high for her liking—thanks, American healthcare system, even if you got a fancy job in Manhattan, you were more or less screwed if you ever actually got sick. Her parents, who she continued to live with while she built up some savings, still didn’t love the idea of this kind of work, but they’d accepted it, especially once she’d showed them the offer letter that had come the same week she’d handed in her report on Emily Stockton.

Farley and Brown, the investigative firm that had been started as Farley and Associates in the eighties and was now largely run by the newer partner, Celia Brown—a Black woman in her early forties who’d likely had to work three times as hard as anyone else to succeed at the otherwise mostly white firm—had even brought her on as a full investigator, with more pay and power than a junior investigator, the job she’d initially been angling for. “You solved a murder,” Celia had said, when she’d invited her to the dusty office on East Sixty-Eighth Street and Park Avenue that first day. “In a weekend. A weekend you weren’t even supposed to be working. If you had any dues, consider them paid.”

Now, Celia approached her desk, looking impeccable as always, in a cream jumpsuit and a chunky gold necklace. “I just got off the phone with Laura Ferguson,” she said. “She went out of her way to say how impressed she was with your work. Well done.” Mrs. Ferguson was in the process of taking her husband to the cleaners in court, a phrase that seemed apt in more ways than one, as the bulk of their money came from a chain of successful Manhattan dry cleaners that specialized in luxury wear. Hannah’s report about Mr. Ferguson’s indiscretions—specifically, an affair with a young man in Chelsea, one Laura had suspected but never been able to confirm—would go far to prove he’d violated the terms of their prenup.

Hannah smiled. “Farley and Brown. Keeping Upper East Side ladies wealthy since 1983.”

Celia guffawed. “I know, I know. But just you wait.” A quick, sharp breath. “We’ve got another missing person coming down the pike—girl in Georgia, not seen for three weeks now. Mother saw Emily Stockton mentioned in the news and heard about us. Walt is finalizing the details now—I told him we’re not taking it unless you’re on it.”

“Really?” Hannah asked. “Thank you.”

“Of course. It’s your work that’s bringing us these cases.” She paused. “But it’s hard work, you know. It’s going to take a toll. Trust me.”

Hannah nodded. Celia had gotten into law—and eventually investigating—after her own brother went missing, a case that was eventually solved. Though the news had been tragic—a boating accident in Lake George—Celia insisted that answers were better than questions, no matter how horrible those answers were.

“So I want you to take the rest of this week a little easy. I’m not going to give you another assignment until this missing person comes through. Because I know you think that now you’ve done it, you can do it again. But let me tell you—each case like this is going to be newly heartbreaking. And in a different way. You got me?”

“Yes,” Hannah said, eyes glancing briefly to the clock on the top corner of her laptop. “Yes, I think so.”

“And listen, if you want to take a couple of days and catch up on sleep and reality TV, cuddle that sweet cat of yours,” Celia said, nodding to the framed photo of the tabby that graced Hannah’s desk, “well, that’s good with us, too. Just be ready next week to go full-on. I imagine we’ll be sending you down to Georgia for at least a few days or so.”

“I appreciate that,” Hannah said. And she meant it. Another boss would have plied Hannah with busywork while waiting for the next assignment, but not Celia. She was all about work-life balance, mental as well as physical health.

“I’ll leave you to it, then.” She started to walk off, then turned back on a Louboutin heel. “And one word of advice.”

Hannah raised her eyebrows.

“Try not to spend your downtime on this Billings Motel thing. It’s not our case to solve, you know.”

Hannah nodded. “I know.”

She waited until Celia had disappeared behind a file cabinet before pulling out the manila folder stashed beneath her Bullet Journal.

Hannah’s eyes flicked to the clock once more, before she opened the file, began to turn through the pages she’d read over and over again. A few weeks prior, Hannah had gotten Walt Farley to call in a favor with the medical examiner up near New Paltz, requesting the records for the bodies found at the motel. Hannah had explained to him that it was to answer some lingering questions about the Stockton case—what she didn’t tell him was that it was the dead men in the first cabin that she couldn’t seem to let go of. Last Friday, the files had come through. Walt’s assistant had printed them out, dropped them on Hannah’s desk like it was nothing.

If Hannah had hoped that the reports would answer her questions, she was wrong—in fact, they only created more. But that’s what this phone call was for. That’s what—

The phone on her desk began to ring, a beep-beep-beep-beep that had taken a week or so to get used to.

“Farley and Brown, Hannah Pierce speaking.” Hannah never got tired of answering the phone that way, and sometimes her mom called just to hear her daughter say it.

But it wasn’t her mom this time.

“Well, don’t you sound official,” Detective Prior said. “Is now still good?”

Hannah glanced at the clock. It was a few minutes before eleven, but Hannah was prepared. “Of course,” she said. “Thank you for speaking with me.”

Prior cleared her throat. “I had a feeling you wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

Hannah didn’t respond to that, simply jumped right in. “Look,” she said. “I’ve read all the stories. I watched the press conference. And you know, I was there. Myra Billings and I found those bodies. And I’m sorry, but I’m still just coming up on these questions. I’m still saying it looks too neat.”

“As you’ve said before,” Prior said. Hannah could hear that she was already over this phone call, already moving on to the next thing, mentally preparing to hang up.

Hannah had exchanged plenty of emails with Prior, without getting much of anywhere. But that was before these reports came through.

“The thing is, now I know it’s too neat.”

A pause on the line.

“There’s no blood on the bed,” Hannah said, driving the conversation now—and not the other way around. “Norm Billings is stabbed fourteen times, and you’re telling me there’s no pattern of blood on the bed, where he supposedly died?”

“How did you—”

“I saw the medical report.”

Prior sighed. “You weren’t supposed to—”

“I know,” Hannah said. “No one’s supposed to. Because nothing about it adds up, and if there was any sort of trial, that would become beyond clear to the public, but in the absence of that—”

“Ms. Pierce—”

“I’m not done,” Hannah said, plowing forward. “The cause of death for Rob Trent? Strangulation. Okay, the phone cord backs that up, but what about the gashes to his head? Not consistent with anything found in the room.”

Another sigh. “I’ve told you, Ms. Pierce. We did what we could.”

“Did you? Did you ever search the widow, Lauren Trent’s, home?”

“Of course we did,” Prior said. “Mrs. Trent was nothing but cooperative with us. And her story never changed. She went to a hotel in Albany Saturday night; she and her husband texted a few times throughout the day on Sunday. Her husband texted her that he had his own event at another local hotel. Fully consistent with his type of work. Instead, he checked into the Billings Motel on Sunday night—the motel’s ledger confirms this. Mrs. Trent texted her husband one more time that Sunday, at 8 PM, saying she’d had too much to drink and was going to stay one more night. He never responded. We believe that the altercation with Norm Billings happened that evening or the next morning. And Mrs. Trent was at a conference in Albany all weekend. Arrived at the hotel Saturday night, was seen at a dinner that evening, events all day Sunday. Went for drinks with a fellow attendee Sunday night. Was seen at the bar. Stayed another night in the hotel, was seen checking out. When she got home, her husband wasn’t there. She tried calling him, couldn’t get ahold of him. Called the police after that. Her alibi is airtight.”

“And you don’t think it’s odd that Mrs. Trent just accepts this theory of yours with all the holes in the world? That she hasn’t pushed you to solve these obvious inconsistencies about her own husband?”

Another sigh. “People grieve differently. And it sounds like their marriage was a complicated one anyway.”

“Okay,” Hannah said, growing frustrated. “Forget about her for the moment. What about the other person who stayed at the motel that weekend, Marion Cage?”

To Hannah’s surprise, the woman who had been discovered in the cellar was someone who had been missing for a good six months. And the woman who had been driven to the motel by Officer McMillian—this Marion Cage—she’d never been found.

“What about her?” Prior asked. “By your own report, which we independently confirmed, a woman was taken to the motel by an officer on Friday night, and per the ledger, checked in on Friday and out on Sunday, before Mr. Trent arrived. And a woman of the same description was seen in the diner that weekend, that Sunday.”

“But she was seen with one of those plastic room keys, so doesn’t that mean she was still a guest at the motel?”

“So she forgot to return it,” Prior said. “Or she went and had coffee before officially checking out.”

“But don’t you think it’s odd—”

Prior cut her off. “Look, if I can be frank, this case was fucked every which way before we ever arrived. The state of the bodies alone. I mean, you’re talking to me about bloodstains. You saw the bodies. The amount of fluid, the amount of deterioration. The heat wave. We were never going to get a precise time of death. Never. We did the best we could between the ledger and what we found from the motel office. We pieced together a loose timeline. We tried. And according to her friends, Ms. Stockton did have active profiles on several dating sites. It’s not beyond reason that she was seeing both of these men.”

“And you never found Norm’s laptop, either? A computer of any sort? People don’t usually run motels on ledgers alone anymore.”

Prior didn’t answer.

“And you don’t think it’s strange that a bath mat and shower curtain and the towels that would normally be provided are just gone from the cabin’s bathroom? Or that there’s truly no record of Emily Stockton and Rob Trent knowing each other at all?”

“Ms. Pierce, we’ve been over this. Ms. Stockton’s phone and laptop were found in Norm Billings’s room, completely wiped, and the tech companies won’t share records without a subpoena. Which is not going to happen since the likely perpetrator is dead, and there’s no trial.”

“How convenient,” Hannah said bitterly. She was flailing, she knew it. And worse, she’d let Prior take back control of the conversation. A rookie mistake.

Prior said, “Now I really do have to—”

“Rachel Stockton isn’t the only mother who found out she lost someone that day. Myra Billings deserves answers. And she doesn’t buy this story you’re selling, but she says your team won’t let her in at all,” Hannah said.

“We’ve treated her in the same way we would treat anyone loosely tied to an investigation like this.”

“By dismissing her valid concerns?”

“Ms. Pierce,” Prior said. “I hardly think you’re a neutral party when it comes to Myra Billings. Last I heard, you had adopted her cat?”

Hannah’s eyes flitted briefly to the framed photo of Alfred. The call had come a month ago. A developer was eyeing the motel property—apparently its morbid past could be easily overlooked if the price was low enough. He wanted to raze it and rebuild something modern and luxe. Myra was planning on leaving town when the deal went through in the new year. She would travel, fill up that charm bracelet of hers. The only catch? There would be no one to take care of Alfred.

“Why me?” Hannah had asked Myra. “I hardly know you.”

“In all the chaos of that day, you’re the one who made sure to feed him,” Myra said. “Besides, no one here will touch the cat, given his history, and I won’t give him up to the pound. But I had a feeling you wouldn’t hold the sins of Alfred’s owner against him.”

The rest had gone unsaid. Hannah hadn’t held the sins of the son against the mother, either. In fact, she was one of the few who still didn’t.

Hannah had picked up Alfred that very weekend.

“Myra’s right, you know,” she said to Prior. “And I’m not saying that because I love that cat. I’m saying that because it doesn’t add up.”

Hannah heard a shuffle of footsteps, what sounded like the shutting of a door. When Prior spoke again, her voice was quiet. “I don’t know what to tell you. The buck doesn’t stop with me. To do the kind of investigative work a complicated case like this would require, you need resources. And no one wants to give them. You’ve got one dead man who killed and embalmed girls. Another who it sounds like beat his wife, drank too much, and was an asshole to his coworkers. No one cares.”

“So much for blind justice,” Hannah said.

“It’s just the way it is,” Prior said. “You know it. I know it. We all know it.”

The conversation was really ending now, Hannah could feel it.

“One last thing. You ever talk to Rob Trent’s sister-in-law?”

“His—”

“Not his wife, but his wife’s sister.”

Prior hesitated. “That’s not standard in a case like this. Why?”

“No reason,” Hannah said. “Thank you for your time.”

She hung up the phone, returned to her email.

Her spine straightened. There was a new message in her personal inbox, right at the top.

Any chance you can do coffee today, actually? 3:30 by the High Line?
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“And we’re all ready for tomorrow?” Gustaf asked, already pushing his chair out, on to the next thing, his assistant, Sadie, catching his eye at the conference room’s glass door.

“Just those small tweaks. Couple of font updates and color corrections,” I said. “We got it.”

He pressed his hands to the table. “Well done, guys. Nice work.”

I caught eyes with Ava, the art director we’d hired when I’d been promoted to associate creative director last month. Smiled. For Gustaf, who had already left the room, “nice work” was effusive praise.

We filed out of the conference room, relieved that the presentation was coming together. There were many nights that Gustaf ripped apart an entire presentation at the literal eleventh hour, forcing us all to stay as long as we had to, to get it all fixed. Working till 2 AM was an outlier, but not an impossibility, in this business.

This business I sometimes couldn’t believe was still mine.

Rodrigo caught me on the way back to my cube. “Hey, sorry I missed the beginning of that. Coffee thing went over.”

“All good,” I said. “Only small changes, anyway. They’ll take time, but they’re straightforward.”

“I’ll get the recap from Ava.” He grinned. “And I can handle all the changes. Finalize the books.”

“Thanks, love.”

He put a hand on his hip and said, “I’m just happy to be here. You know that. I never would have thought I’d make it through embezzlement girl summer unscathed.”

I laughed. Rodrigo’s position had been made moot, Gustaf choosing not to hire a replacement for David, but after my urging, Gustaf had put him on as an art director instead. Rodrigo had been such a hands-on assistant that he knew his way around all the tools. And I couldn’t bear to part with him, to go on working here without my unofficial work husband. Besides, he was made for this business, and it wasn’t his fault that—

Well. Certainly none of it was Rodrigo’s fault at all.

I slipped my laptop into my tote, grabbed my water bottle, Ava sidling up to Rodrigo so as not to miss anything. “Just text me when you guys have the file all packaged, okay?” I said. “I’ll take a look from home. And then I’ll be in early tomorrow to print the books.”

“You want me to come in?” Ava asked.

“No, it’s all good. I know the changes are small but some of those color corrections could take a while. Just be in by ten for the client meeting,” I said, and smiled. “And great work everyone. Seriously. I’ll see you tomorrow.”



It was one of those autumn days in Manhattan that makes you fall in love with the city all over again. The sun was low on the horizon, and the skyscrapers seemed to be standing particularly tall and proud, piercing the cotton candy clouds, the occasional window turning bright copper when the sun hit it just right.

I walked over to Ninth Avenue, passing people already crowding into bars for the happy hour specials, windows open, fall air crisp but cozy in the sun; tourists on Citi Bikes heading south; two drag queens ducking into one of Rodrigo’s favorite clubs; an artist who dressed in all black but put her two Pomeranians into matching outfits every morning.

I loved this city. I loved this neighborhood. I loved this life.

My phone pinged. A message from Mom.

Just wanted to say I love you, and I’m going to give this my best shot. See you on Saturday.

I swiped out of it, hazarded a smile. We’d finally gotten Mom to agree to go to rehab, a nice one in Connecticut, and Lauren and I would be driving her this weekend. I was a bit on edge, worrying that Mom would bail, but with our relationship at least somewhat healed by all that had happened, by all we had done, I was telling myself to believe in her again.

I cut over on Thirty-Third Street, heading for Eighth Avenue and the E train, then dipped down into the subterranean world, passing buskers, more tourists, housekeepers and construction workers, plus office types like me.

The train arrived just as I reached the platform, another bit of luck, and once again, I marveled that all of this was mine.

That Lauren and I weren’t wasting away in some high-security women’s prison. That the wild plan of Mom’s had somehow, inexplicably, actually worked.

But more than that, too. That the promotion David had told me would never, ever come, had, once Gustaf realized just how much of the work on these accounts I was actually doing, now that David was no longer around to take credit for it.

That the mess I’d made had been cleaned up … and then some.



Fifteen minutes later I was walking up to the three-bedroom pre-war apartment that Lauren and I now shared. Inside the foyer, I took in the charm of the hallway’s marble staircases and gorgeous tin ceilings, a charm that still hadn’t worn off.

Between Lauren’s income and mine (and, let’s be real, other sources), we had been able to afford the security deposit and the rent. Mom and Dad’s place was going to be a summer and holiday escape for all three of us, Lauren, me, and Mom, if she could hold it together. Once we made a few updates to rid the place of any reminders of Rob, of course.

There was the knowledge that this life had been paid for (and dearly). There were the night terrors and night sweats, there were the times (sometimes weekly) I crawled into my sister’s bed down the hall like we were kids again, or I called Mom at 4 AM and asked her to tell me that things would be okay. There was a therapist I could never be honest with, and the way Rodrigo once said, “You just seem different is all, something about you, I can’t even put my finger on it.” There was the fact that I may never date again, that romantic proximity to men seemed dangerous, impossible, even. That sometimes, I worried I was completely losing my mind. That the whispering from Imaginary Mom that had started over the summer hadn’t quelled, even when Actual Mom had returned to our lives. That, if anything, it had ramped up, and sometimes it felt like I couldn’t get it to turn off. A whispering that wasn’t really even Mom anymore, but a darker side of me. A whispering that was Marion, really. There was more than one time when I’d looked at Lauren, asking, “What was that?” only for her to give me a quizzical look, and deny saying a word. Or the times when I heard someone speaking, and realized that Lauren wasn’t even in the apartment at all.

There was the fear (if I waited too long on the subway platform, if a tourist stepped in front of me walking way too slowly, when Gustaf wasn’t pleasant or when he did tear apart a presentation for no goddamn reason), the fear that Marion might take over again. That with her inside me now, I might simply snap. That what had been unleashed couldn’t be shoved back into the box.

I reached the third floor, made for our door, slipped my key into the lock.

Then there was the knowledge, somewhere deep inside me, that if I had to do it all over, I probably wouldn’t change a thing. I wouldn’t have any of this if not for Marion. She had given me the confidence to finally demand the promotion, she had given us enough cash to move to an apartment together and get Mom into a nice rehab. Without her, Lauren would be stuck in an abusive marriage. Mom would still be estranged from her daughters.

Which meant that none of this was really ours. It all belonged to Marion.

But that was foolish. What had happened had happened. Marion wasn’t real, Marion was no more than a name I’d come up with off the top of my head. Inspired by berry wallpaper and Mom and Dad’s honeymoon stories.

Everything was going to be okay. Lauren and I had made it through the worst of it. Mom was going to take a first, crucial step toward recovery this weekend. We were all moving on.

I turned the knob, pushed the door open. Froze at the picture before me.

My sister gave me a forced, uncomfortable smile, standing up from her place on the sofa.

Next to her, another woman (a girl, really, a few years younger than me, I’d guess) stood, too.

Lauren looked from the girl to me. “This is Hannah Pierce.” She took a quick, sharp breath. “She just had a few questions about Rob.”
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As she looked at the woman who’d just walked in the door, Hannah thought:

Holy. Shit.

Lauren Trent’s little sister. Rob Trent’s sister-in-law. A woman the police had never thought to speak to. A woman the investigators figured was only tangentially connected to all of this.

Hannah took in the blond hair, the pixie haircut, the high cheekbones and wide eyes, the delicate features, the graceful stature. She wore a black shift dress, a blood-red pendant hanging around her neck.

It’s her, her internal alarms were screaming now. Wailing really. Good god, it’s her.

Was she a perfect match for Emily? No, of course not. But there was a resemblance anyway. This Norm had a type. Hannah imagined if she could get her hands on a photo of young Myra Billings, she would also be a dead ringer.

This was the other woman. The woman who’d stayed at the motel. The woman who Officer McMillian had dropped off, who Bri had seen at the diner, a plastic key tag in her purse.

This was Marion Cage. It didn’t matter that that wasn’t actually her real name. None of that mattered.

This was her. So many weeks of looking into things, of trying to find out more about Lauren Trent, whose story had seemed far too neat, far too convenient to Hannah.

For a minute there, Hannah had wondered if Lauren Trent was Marion Cage, even though her hair was the wrong length; otherwise, she was a match. But it was hard to research her: All of her social media profiles had been deleted (suspicious), and even the website for her interior design business didn’t include a photo (very suspicious). But then, there it was, an archived About page that Hannah had found with a little digging. The name, Lolo Interiors, was inspired by the nickname my little sister gave me as a child, it read.

A sister. Sisters looked similar, didn’t they? Sisters helped each other when no one else could. A sister was the perfect accomplice.

The sister had been hard to research, as well. Hannah had been able to track her employment, her basic biographical details, but her own social media profiles had been deleted—very, very suspicious—no website of her own, quite unusual for a creative director, alarm bells ringing now. In the end, she’d found a couple of blurry photos in Google Images.

But this was the first time she was seeing her, really seeing her. And damn it if it didn’t confirm everything Hannah had suspected.

“Can I help you?” Marion asked.

Hannah realized she was scratching her palm, and she forced herself to stop. She’d known she was right, and the conversation with Rodrigo Emmanuel, a young art director who had been happy to meet a recent college grad who was wanting to learn “how to break into the advertising industry,” had confirmed it.

This was it. Hannah had known it was too neat. Had been sure of it. Myra had, too. They had both been right.

And here was proof.

Quickly, she pulled herself together, forcing a smile. “Mrs. Trent,” she said, as she turned back to the widow.

“Lauren,” she corrected.

“I’ve been in contact with Detective Prior, and I’ve seen the coroner’s reports as well. I shared my concerns with the detective about some of the evidence recovered. There’s a lot of holes there. Your husband, see, he has head wounds that can’t be accounted for from any object found in the room. And then there’s the issue of Norm Billings. Was your husband capable of stabbing someone, you think?”

“Hang on.” Marion was crossing the room now, tossing her bag down onto the sofa, putting a hand on her hip. “Just who are you, anyway?”

“As I told Mrs. Trent, I was hired by the mother of Emily Stockton—the victim who was found the same day Rob Trent and Norm Billings were found—to work on her missing person case. I discovered the bodies before the police arrived. I took photos. I created my own report on the scene.”

Marion began to flush, and the widow, in a different vein, paled.

Hannah turned slightly, positioning herself closer to the door than either of them. She wasn’t afraid of these women, but better safe than sorry. She owed it to her mom. “See, even that day, you know, I felt something wasn’t right. All of it was too neat, and truly, it was only the advanced decay of the bodies that allowed the police to get by with the very obvious flaws in their logic.” Hannah turned back to Lauren Trent. “The reason I ask is because the police would have you believe that Rob Trent stabbed Norm Billings more than a dozen times. You think that’s a possibility?”

“If his life was threatened,” Lauren said.

“And why would his life be threatened?” Hannah asked. “Norm only killed women, it seems. Blond young women up from the city. Claudia Rider, whose remains were found in the cellar, who disappeared earlier this year. And Emily Stockton, of course, my client’s daughter.”

“Well, if he discovered something—I don’t know—if he found that girl.”

“I suppose. It just feels … not right, you know,” Hannah said. She turned back to the sister. “And the funny thing is, there’s this other woman, this woman who looks a lot like Emily Stockton, a woman that would have been exactly Norm’s type, and she was staying at the motel the weekend it all went down. Of course, she conveniently checked out before Rob Trent supposedly arrived, was even seen at a diner Sunday morning, tying that piece in a neat little bow, but it’s odd. The police haven’t had any luck finding her. Of course, they haven’t tried all that hard.”

The sisters were silent, and Hannah went on. “See, I kept hearing that people had seen this young blond woman in town, one with short hair, and at first I just thought that everyone was talking about Emily. But then I showed a police officer her photo, and he said it wasn’t her he saw, it was actually someone else. He tells me that he drove a girl to the Billings Motel on a day in July that a bus broke down. Well, I called the Adirondacks Trailways company. And the bus broke down on July twenty-eighth, which is two full weeks after Emily Stockton went missing, but only two days before Rob Trent checked into the Billings Motel. Funny, isn’t it?” Hannah shrugged. “That alone, that doesn’t really mean anything. There are lots of pretty blond women floating about. I mean, just look around this room.” Hannah took one more glance at the door. “Maybe I’m jumping to conclusions here, maybe it’s all just a big coincidence, like the cops seem to think, but what makes it even stranger, see, is that Rob Trent’s sister-in-law”—Hannah turned her body slightly—“that would be you.” She raised her eyebrows. “I find out today that Rob Trent’s sister-in-law is working at an advertising agency, and her boss just happens to go missing, making for Montreal, of all places—with one hundred thousand dollars of company money—the very same weekend that her sister’s dear husband disappears.”

Lauren Trent gasped, but her sister remained quiet.

Hannah’s eyes were practically daggers now.

“You don’t happen to know anything about that, do you, Marion?”
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Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Lauren freaking out, Lauren panicking, Lauren turning white.

Protect her, Imaginary Mom whispered. Protect her.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I really don’t have any idea what you’re talking about. Now if you could please go. My sister and I are late for a dinner.”

“Your boss didn’t run off with one hundred thousand dollars of client funds, then?”

Rodrigo. That damn coffee date. I didn’t know what this girl had told him, who she’d told him she was, but evidently, it was enough for him to spill the tea about something he knew so very little about. “That’s a company matter,” I said firmly. “Had nothing to do with this investigation at all.”

The girl shrugged, a bit dramatically. “It’s a lot of coincidences isn’t it?”

“Well,” I said, stepping closer to her now. “Life is full of them, right?”

“You know what I think?” this Hannah Pierce asked, a smirk already spreading across her face.

“I have a feeling you’re going to tell us either way.”

“I think you took that money. I think you ran up to New Paltz with it, for whatever reason. I think Norm saw you, a girl exactly his type, and he went after you. That bit probably wasn’t your fault. Was stabbing him fourteen times overkill? Maybe. But—” She paused. “We’ve all had our experiences with men. I almost get it.” Another dramatic pause. “And then your boss, he gets wind of you running off with this money, and he follows you up. And there’s a confrontation there, too. And—well, you know. I was there. I saw the carnage. I saw that phone cord. Only, the thing is, it’s not your boss who’s in that motel room. Your boss’s rental car is found outside a train station, everyone assumed he took all that money and headed up to Canada. No, it’s your brother-in-law who winds up in that motel.”

Hannah looked from me to Lauren and back to me. “But of course it is, because your sister and her husband—they’ve got a domestic incident on record. And we all know the stats about battered wives, don’t we? Cops never do anything until it’s too late,” she said, and shrugged. “Look, I don’t know what happened. I don’t know if Lauren killed her husband or if you”—she turned straight to me—“killed all these men and did some kind of body switch for no other reason than to confuse the fuck out of the cops. But one thing I do know, and I can say this almost positively. I don’t think Norm Billings strangled Rob Trent. And I don’t think Rob Trent stabbed Norm Billings.” She hesitated. “Rachel Stockton isn’t the only one who lost a child that day. Myra Billings did, too.”

I opened my mouth to protest, I didn’t give two shits about what Norm’s mother felt right now, then snapped it quickly shut, knowing I’d only give myself away. Learning that it hadn’t been Norm’s mother in that room, that it had been another girl like me, had been shocking, of course. That whole dinner when Norm was going on about his poor, sick mother—and the whole time, she was actually working at some diner in town, at the very same place I’d stopped that Sunday. After all, I’d kept up with the details of the investigation, wanting to make sure all our bases were covered, that no one was looking too far in our direction. And guess what? She was alive. Norm had lied about his mother, just like I had.

Now, I stared at this woman, this girl. Time seemed to slow, and it was like everything Lauren and I had built was in a snow globe, one made of the finest, thinnest crystal, and this girl, this girl who wasn’t even a cop, who didn’t even have any right, was holding it in her hand, threatening to break it, just because she could.

And in that moment, I imagined one path: begging, explaining. Telling Hannah Pierce that I hadn’t asked for this, that Norm had attacked first, that Lauren had never wanted to be in a marriage like the one she’d ended up in, that neither of us wanted to stare that bruise in the face on the night she’d shown up at my old Hell’s Kitchen apartment and set this chain of events in motion.

And another path: Letting Marion take over, just handing her the damn reins, stop wondering when I was going to snap and allowing the metamorphosis to happen already.

But I stole a glance at my sister, who was in full panic mode now, even if she was doing her damnedest not to show it, and as I looked back at this investigator, Imaginary Mom whispered in my ear once more. Protect her.

And I knew neither of those options would accomplish that. Neither of those things would protect the life I was building with my sister.

Besides, I didn’t have to. I looked at the investigator’s nineties-style jeans, at the top that hit a bit higher on her midriff than was strictly professional. She was just a girl. Brilliant, obviously. Committed, surely. But still just a girl in a man’s world, begging for her scraps like we all were. And the authorities who mattered had buttoned this thing right up. And they weren’t going to reopen the investigation based on some young woman’s (wild, outlandish, hysterical?) theories.

Because what a theory it was. Hell, I could drive up to the station myself, lay it all out for the cops, and they probably wouldn’t even believe me.

So I simply stared at her, opened my mouth, spoke calmly.

“That’s quite a story, but like I said, we’re late for a dinner.” A brief pause. “And maybe look into a career as a novelist. I hear thrillers are all the rage these days.”

Hannah Pierce stared at me a minute, daring me to say something else.

And though I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction, I couldn’t help offering up the one thing that was suddenly so obvious, it’s like it was a blaring neon sign. “If you could even begin to prove any of this, if you even had a hint of something to go on, you’d be in that detective’s office, not here.”

Hannah shrugged. “Maybe I would. And maybe I don’t yet. And maybe if I figure out who helped you move all those bodies, deposit all those cars, since your sister’s alibi is so airtight, then maybe I’ll actually have a leg to stand on. But for now, I know, at least. I know the truth.”

I thought of my mom with her Kmart boss. Whatever Lauren had told the police when they’d showed up that New Year’s Eve. I thought of the strict division of duties between David and me, how everyone must have known I did the lion’s share of the work.

Sometimes the truth of a situation had very, very little to do with the outcome. And I was, for the first time in my life, using that to my advantage.

“Please leave,” I said to the girl. “We’ve exhibited plenty of patience here. It’s time to go.”

Hannah stared at me a moment, then turned. She headed for the door, then stopped in front of a framed vintage poster that read SARATOGA SPRINGS, the one that had hung over my key rack for years.

Hannah turned back to me and Lauren. “Lovely place, I hear. It’s a shame the bus had to break down in New Paltz though. Perhaps if it hadn’t, you would have avoided all of this.”

Without another word, Hannah Pierce reached for the handle and walked out of our apartment.






EPILOGUE


So there you have it, my unlikely story.

And maybe you hate me. If you do, I wouldn’t blame you. I get how it looks.

Three killings, three bodies.

A girl and her sister and their fucked-up mother, three women who got away with it all.

But before you judge, remember.

That gut feeling, that primal fear. The kind your mother always told you to pay attention to.

You’ve felt it before, you know you have.

Maybe in a dark alley. Maybe in a college dorm. Maybe on a city street. Maybe at a neighbor’s barbecue. Maybe in the office conference room. Maybe in broad goddamn daylight, with people you should never have to worry about, when and where you least expect it.

Maybe you’re lucky. Maybe the violence I experienced never came all the way into your life, only knocked at the door, like it did Mom’s, that day in Manhattan, leaving you standing there, heart racing, rattled, but no worse for wear.

Or maybe, you’re more like me. Maybe the thing that’s supposed to happen to other people, that’s supposed to be reserved for horror novels and slasher films, maybe it came right in. Maybe it got you.

But either way, just know, there’s a Marion inside you, too.

Reactive. Enraged. Bitter, even.

But confident, powerful, gleeful, too. Desperate to settle an unfair score.

The opposite of demure: She’s all the things a woman isn’t supposed to be.

Maybe you’ll go your whole life without your own Marion coming out.

But maybe, like me, you won’t.

I guess we’ll just have to wait and see.

Won’t we?
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