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        I hear you, I hear you, whispering such gorgeous stories

        I see you, I see you, trying to break free

        You liar, you liar, you can’t live the dreams you’re spinning

        You liar, love to be deceived.

        —James, “P.S.”
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        Author’s Note One

      
      Throughout the book, you’ll stumble upon a smattering of hyperlinks. They link to iPhone footage recovered by the Vermont Forensic Laboratory and have been made available through a public records release by the Vermont Attorney General’s Office. I’d like to thank them for their cooperation with my many requests in the process of writing this book.
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        One

      
      Transcript of second live stream episode between Ian Hindley and Poe Webb

      Date of recording: October 31

      
        IH: Let’s begin, shall we? Oh, and happy Halloween.

        PW: Do I look happy to you?

        IH: We have a long conversation ahead of us. And you know what happens if you don’t tell me the whole truth. I know the whole truth, and now it’s time to share it with the world. So let’s try again. What’s your name?

        PW: You know my name, asshole.

        IH: Yes, I do. But these are your rules. The guest always has a name. What’s yours?

        PW: Poe.

        IH: Poe what?

        PW: Poe Webb.

        IH: And that’s your real name?

        PW: You know it is.

        IH: Okay, Poe. How old are you?

        PW: Why does that matter? I never ask my guests that question.

        IH: It matters because I say it does. Don’t make me hurt him any more than I already have.

        PW: Okay, okay. Jesus Christ. I’m thirty.

        IH: Very good. Let’s establish the ground rules, of which there are very few. I’m going to say five simple words, and when I do, the floor is yours. You start talking. Tell me your story. I won’t interrupt unless I deem it necessary. You have as long as you want to talk. When you’re done, and if I think you’re being truthful, we’ll have a chat. That sound okay to you?

        PW: None of this sounds okay to me.

        IH: You’re testing my patience, Poe.

        PW: Yes, fine. The rules sound okay to me. Like you said, they’re my rules after all.

        IH: Okay, well, then. This is all very exciting, isn’t it? A very special episode indeed. Are you ready?

        PW: Yes.

        IH: Good. Here we go. Tell me what you did.

      

    
  
    
      
        Two

      
      Two weeks earlier

      Burlington, Vermont

      October 15

      I lean down to kiss Bailey on the head, and she tastes like dog. Doesn’t bother me.

      Bailey’s my black Lab. Old, a tad overweight, and, to be frank, dumb as rocks. But she’s been with me for a long time and has been the only constant in my life. Whenever I’m doing some soul-searching and find only a black hole, I think of Bailey.

      I love this fucking dog.

      “Gotta go to work,” I tell her, adding a two-handed chin scritch to hold her over. She makes her signature grumbling sound and closes her eyes.

      I head up the stairs of my house, down the hallway, and into my office. A fifteen-second commute to my job.

      Before sitting down, I glance at the framed picture of my mom on the bookshelf. I’m compelled to go over and touch it, run a fingertip along the surface, circle her face. For the first time in a long time, I pick it up and kiss her cheek. She tastes like glass.

      “Miss you.”

      I take a seat at my desk, nestle my iPhone into the arm of the fourteen-inch ring light that casts an amber glow on my face, and start recording a video. The angle is straight on my face, capturing everything I say. I always make a second recording of every interview with my phone, and though all it captures is my side of the conversation, I like to have it since I promise my guests to delete the webcast video. I’ve had my audio recordings manipulated by some unscrupulous listeners more than once, so I always want a copy of what I say that exists only for me.

      I launch GoPod and click on the event set up by Kip. Kip’s my producer, and he’s also my boyfriend. I hate the word boyfriend; he’s more to me than that, but I don’t think we’re at the partner stage of our relationship. We’ve been together for almost a year, and, well, hell, I love him. He lives in a loft in downtown Burlington, about five miles from me.

      Moments later, my guest connects but hasn’t yet turned on their video, leaving me to stare at a black left side of my screen.

      And I wonder for the 312th time, what will this blackness become? Whose face will I see?

      Sometimes I wonder if I’ll see a ghost—the ghost of the man who killed my mother, making a very special back-from-the-dead appearance on my show, reliving the gruesome play-by-play that I remember all too well. Sometimes I think the whole reason I started the podcast was to lure that ghost onto my computer screen. And I’ll admit to no one that, after every single episode, I’m left with a crumb of disappointment he didn’t show.

      I use GoPod Recording Studio software for my show, which is like Zoom on steroids. The screen says the user KOD4ever is connecting to audio.

      There, audio connected. Still no video.

      “Hi, this is Poe Webb,” I say. “Can you hear me?”

      Silence, silence.

      Then:

      “Hello, Poe.” A man’s voice. Deep and lush. Heavy.

      Still no goddamn video.

      “Can you turn your camera on?” I ask. “I can’t do this unless your camera is on.”

      “Oh, yes, I’m quite aware of that.”

      A few seconds go by, and then, as if I’m summoning the dead, he appears on my screen.

      White, middle-aged, maybe fifty. Bald head, fleshy cheeks painted in chocolate stubble. Small eyes, as if they were created as an afterthought.

      By the time a guest has reached the recording stage of my podcast, Kip will have secured their permission to record them. The guest will also have signed a waiver releasing me from all liability if my listeners form a lynch mob against them.

      My guests are almost always despised.

      A private message from Kip pops up on my screen.

      
        Kid toucher.

      

      But my amusement fades when I think it could be true. The guy looks like a kid toucher. What does a kid toucher look like? Well, as the saying goes, you know it when you see it.

      I don’t talk to kid touchers. Or sexual predators of any kind. This guest—and all others—are informed of this before I agree to talk to them. Sure, I’ll talk to murderers, arsonists, con artists who rob your grandmother of all her savings. But I won’t have a conversation with anyone confessing to sexual assault. It’s a major trigger for me. Maybe because the dance of sex and violence once played a seminal role in my life.

      “I’m going to begin recording in a moment,” I say, launching into the speech I’ve recited so many times. “You know this, but I’m going to tell you again—only the audio is ever released. The video is for me, for my security, and I destroy it after six months unless it’s subpoenaed before that. Which has happened before, so you need to be aware of that.”

      “Okay,” the guest says.

      “You’re accepting all risk associated with your appearance on my show, and I’m risking believing that what you are about to tell me is true. If I don’t believe you, if you confess to something I explicitly disallow, or if I just find you boring, this episode will not air. Furthermore, I have the right to send all recorded material directly to the police, FBI, Interpol, whomever.”

      “I understand.”

      People…they’ll sacrifice so much just to be on my show. I still don’t get it.

      “Once I start recording, I’ll intro the show, during which I need you to remain quiet. Then we’ll just jump into it, okay?”

      There’s a fresh sheen of sweat on KOD4ever’s forehead. He’s nervous. They always are. “Okay.”

      “Relax,” I say. “You’re about to be on the top-ranked crime podcast in the country.”

    
  
    
      
        Three

      
      A readout on my screen tells me Kip is now recording.

      “Welcome to this episode of Tell Me What You Did,” I say into my mic. Audio levels are good. “The show where I invite you, the public, to come on and confess your crimes. I can’t absolve you of your sins, I can’t protect you from any police listening, but I can give you a space to talk and I can attempt to understand why you did what you did. And, as always, I have no idea of each guest’s crime until they tell me, right here, digital face to digital face.”

      KOD4ever offers a weird grin, like he’s not sure what to do with his mouth.

      “Today I have with me KOD4ever,” I continue. “Welcome.”

      Now he smiles, and how meaty it is. “I can’t tell you how excited—and nervous—I am to be here, Poe. I’ve been listening to your show for years. I’m such a big fan.”

      “Uh-huh. So, my first question, as always, is this: Do you want to tell me your real name?”

      “No,” he says.

      Over three hundred episodes, and I’ve only been told a real name four times. And each of those four had burned through their respective statutes of limitations.

      “As usual,” I say. “Before we get to your confession, what do you want to tell us about yourself? Paint a picture for our listeners.”

      Now begins the dance.

      My guests? They’re seeking fame in a sick kind of way. Sure, some of them truly feel massive relief confessing their crimes on a national platform, and by last count, nearly 30 percent have shed tears in the process. But they could confess anywhere. They want to do it here because, if the story is interesting enough, it’ll create a buzz online. From bloggers, mostly. One time, when I had on a guy in his fifties who confessed to poisoning his spouse, upset that his “trophy wife had grown into a consolation prize,” the story got picked up by both the Washington Post and the New York Times (the wife lived, apparently). And my guests know the more they reveal about themselves, the better the episode.

      “I, uh, well,” he says, “let’s see. Ah, heck, I’d had it all planned out, and now I’m so nervous, I’m forgetting everything.”

      “I don’t want anything planned out,” I tell him. My voice lowers, softens. I’m slipping into my therapist tone. It’s okay. You can tell me. I’m here to help you. “Take your time. Just tell me a few things. Like we’re meeting over the phone after matching on a dating app.”

      He chuckles, and it’s kind of gross. “Well, that wouldn’t happen. You’re out of my league.”

      “Stay focused.”

      “Um…okay. Well, I’m in my forties. A bit overweight, but trying to exercise more. I live in the Midwest—you might have heard that in my accent.”

      I had.

      “And I work with numbers,” he adds.

      “An accountant?”

      “I’d rather not say, specifically.”

      Kip pops onto my GoPod screen. Not a message, but his video image. A small box in the upper-right-hand corner, and only I can see him. He gives me a thumbs-up, telling me he thinks KOD4ever is being truthful so far.

      It’s all about truth.

      I get a shit ton of liars on this show. Like, sure, most criminals are going to lie, and most of the buzz around my show consists of debates over whether a certain guest made everything up just to be on the podcast. Some have, for sure. Sometimes I get fooled. But that’s where Kip comes in and why we insist on the guest’s video being on during the interview.

      Kip’s a freaky genius when it comes to discerning if someone is being truthful. He knows all the visible and audible cues, and I swear it’s nothing short of magic. It’s also been a problem in our relationship because he knows if I’m hiding something.

      So far, KOD4ever seems legit. But we haven’t gotten to the good stuff yet.

      “Anything else you want to tell us?”

      “No, not really.”

      “Well, I’ll be asking some follow-up questions, as you know. Maybe you’ll feel more comfortable…after we get to the reason you’re here.”

      “Okay.” More sweat, and he’s now at least two shades paler. I’m no Kip, but it’s painfully obvious this guy is fucking nervous. Could be he’s just going to tell me some bullshit story and hope I air his episode. But I don’t think so. I think this guy did some real shit.

      Time to find out.

      “Well, as a longtime listener of mine, you know how this works. I’m going to say five simple words, and when I do, the floor is yours. You start talking. Tell me your story. I won’t interrupt for any reason. You have fifteen minutes, and you can use all or some of it. When you’re done, and if I think you’re being truthful, we’ll have a chat. That sound okay to you?”

      He wipes his forehead with a folded paper towel. “Ye…yes.”

      “Okay, then,” I say. I pause, not for effect, but because this is the moment I love the most. I might be in for a huge letdown or a jolt that will shake me to my core. And not knowing always makes my hairs stand on end.

      I lean closer to my mic. Lower my voice even more.

      “Tell me what you did.”

    
  
    
      
        Four

      
      “I was twenty-eight,” KOD4ever begins, his voice shakier than before. “So, clearly, some time ago. I was dating this woman at the time, met her through my work. Which, again, I’m not going to disclose. Though it was a different job back then. Of course it was. I mean, this was years ago. I guess I already said that.”

      C’mon, c’mon.

      He clears his throat, closes those little eyes. “I was dating this girl. She was a year older. And, actually, also out of my league. I was lucky to be with her, but that meant I was always worried I might lose her at any moment. We’d been dating for three months, and while I don’t think I loved her—not yet, at least—I was infatuated with her. Heck, maybe even obsessed. I don’t know.”

      He pauses, and a little alarm goes off in the back of my mind. I can’t help but think this might be taking a turn toward some kind of sexual assault. I flick my gaze to Kip in the corner of my screen. I’m guessing he’s thinking the same thing.

      “And you know how it is at that age,” my guest continues. “I don’t know, maybe you do, maybe you don’t. You’re not much older than I was at the time. But at that age, confidence was a currency I never had enough of. And it becomes, like, a self-fulfilling prophecy, you know? You worry you’re not good enough, that you don’t deserve to have something, and because you don’t believe in yourself, you end up losing the very thing you’re convinced you never deserved to have. You know?”

      I’m not feeling good about this.

      “If I…if she’d only been able to see the real me,” he says. “I don’t think I ever let her. But maybe she wasn’t capable. She was too shallow. Too vain. Not like you, Poe. You’re so…real. So beautiful and real.”

      Oh, Christ. Whenever I get referenced in someone’s confession, I end up looking over my shoulder for a week.

      “And, of course,” this man continues. “Of course. She sleeps with another guy. This bi…” He pauses, the word bitch so wanting to come out. But that’s not this guy. He doesn’t swear. Which makes him horrifying. “This woman goes to bed with a bartender at a place where we’d meet for happy hour all the time. I mean, what a gosh-darn cliché, am I right?”

      I don’t answer.

      “And this bartender guy is good-looking. So good-looking. I don’t have a chance. And I didn’t even catch them. She just…told me. Like it was no big deal. Like it was to be expected, because, you know, look at her. And look at me.” He wets his lips, and, god, it makes me want to scream. “And here’s the thing. Here’s the thing, Poe. She thought we’d keep dating. Can you believe that? Like I would want that. ‘Folly is an unruly woman.’”

      Oh, shit, he’s getting biblical.

      “So I ended things, then and there.” Now his eyes open. Small, beady, dense as black holes. “But just ending things didn’t feel right,” he continues. “It just didn’t feel like enough.”

      What did you do, man? What did you do?

      The next thing he says makes my intestines wrap in knots.

      “And this guy, this bartender. He had…he had this puppy.”

      No, no, no, no, no. Not animals.

      No sexual crimes. No harm to animals.

      Those are my rules.

      Kip is making the throat-slashing sign, telling me to dump the call. I shake my head, wanting to play this out a moment longer. But goddamn you, if you touched that dog…

      “He used to bring it to the bar, little golden retriever puppy. I don’t know, maybe ten, twelve weeks old?” He’s sweating something fierce now. I feel nauseous. “And my girlfriend, she’d fawn all over the thing. I swear that puppy put her over the top. Between the bartender’s looks, charm, and that darn puppy, I didn’t stand a chance.” Another lick of the lips, like he’s just been served a plate of barbeque chicken. “And so…and so one night…after we broke up…I followed the guy home. Saw where he lived. And then came back the next day and waited. Waited until he left, and made sure that puppy was still in his apartment.”

      Now there’s a pause. A long pause. The moment before the confession. It’s like clockwork. There’s always a pause. And usually this is the part where I’m on edge, excited even. Waiting for the payoff. But right now, my cursor hovers over the red End Show button, because with all the horrible shit I’ve heard over 311 episodes and the additional 42 that never aired, there’s a very good chance whatever KOD4ever’s about to say will give me new nightmares on top of the legacy ones that have haunted me for years.

      Kip is choking himself, the signal for what the hell are you doing? Dump him! He knows we can simply decide not to air this; he’s more concerned we have to listen to it.

      But I don’t end the meeting. I have a hunch, so I go for broke.

      KOD4ever takes a deep breath, signaling the end of his pause. “I’m ashamed to say I kicked in the door of that man’s apartment when he was out. I kicked it right in. And it was easier than I thought. And then I…”

      What, motherfucker?

      Another pause, a knife slicing through those knotted intestines.

      “And I stole his puppy.”

      I process what he just said. It’s like someone took a huge swing at my jaw and only found air.

      And I hear myself speak, just a whisper, which I never do—well, sometimes, even though it’s against my own rules, I say something, and I don’t even realize I’m doing it.

      “And then what?”

      He closes his eyes again, and the sweating has stopped, and he now seems preternaturally calm, a vampire sated after the kill.

      “I raised that sweet girl for fifteen years,” he says. “He’d named her Jameson. Like, what a stupid name only a bartender would give a dog. I changed it to Molly. I don’t know why. She just always seemed like a Molly to me. I took her and she was mine, and I never told anyone. I never went back to that bar, and I never saw my ex again.” He smiles, and now it’s not creepy at all. It’s sweet, edging on lovely. “Except once. Three years later. I ran into her on the street, and I was actually walking Molly at the time. She even pet Molly, told her how cute she was, and told me she never knew I was a dog person. But, of course, she didn’t have a clue.”

      I look over at Kip. He’s beaming.

      “I had to put Molly down last week,” KOD4ever says. “Hardest thing I ever had to do. But she was old, her health was bad, and it was time. That dog…” His eyes begin to water, and his next words have squeaks and cracks in them. “That dog meant more to me than anything else in the world. I’ll never regret our relationship, but that doesn’t forgive what I did. As much as I hated that bartender, I can’t pretend he didn’t love that dog. That he didn’t spend weeks and weeks looking for her. I can’t pretend I didn’t commit a crime. A rather serious one. Which, I guess, is why I wanted to confess.”

      I let out a long, slow exhale. For a moment, KOD4ever looks right into the camera, directly at me, forming a digital but very real connection, and it lasts a second, maybe two, but might as well be a lifetime. There’s such sadness there, and I’m guessing it’s only partly due to his recent loss.

      “I guess that’s all I have to say,” he adds.

      This is where I take over. I lean into the mic and start a conversation with him. Not a grilling. Just some questions, only ones he’s comfortable answering. Some confessors disconnect before I get the chance to chat with them, afraid they’ll reveal too much that will make them identifiable. And my fans are tenacious. They’ll go to great lengths to identify confessors if the confession is horrid enough. To date, my listeners have led cops to arrest three murderers and one arsonist from my show.

      But not KOD4ever. He doesn’t mind talking. And no one will be looking for him, except maybe that bartender.

      We wrap up. KOD4ever disconnects, and I’ll never see him again. The episode will go to postproduction, and Kip will get it ready to drop, which it’ll do in about three weeks.

      Episode 312 is in the books.

      I should be happy. I should feel accomplished.

      But all I can do is think about the damn dog. About Molly.

      And how no one ever asked what she wanted.

    
  
    
      
        Five

      
      Transcript of second live stream episode between Ian Hindley and Poe Webb

      Date of recording: October 31

      
        PW: My mother was murdered when I was thirteen, and I saw it happen. There. That’s my confession. Are we fucking done here?

        IH: Not even close, you know that. I don’t think you appreciate the position you’re in. Or, to be more specific, the position he’s in. You know I’m capable of profound violence, Poe, so don’t test me.

        PW: I don’t know what else to say.

        IH: Well, then, I suppose I’ll have to break my rule about keeping quiet and ask you questions, which you will answer in full and to my satisfaction. So let’s back up a little, go back to your life before that murder. Tell me about your past. Give the listeners some context about what you were like as a child.

        PW: I’m an only child. Born and raised in Manchester, New Hampshire. Big city/small city place. It was fine. Whatever.

        IH: Siblings?

        PW: No.

        IH: I see. Rather lonely, I expect. Friends?

        PW: My best friend was Effia, and she was my best friend because she was my only friend. Skinny little girl whose family immigrated from Ghana.

        IH: Do you keep in touch?

        PW: Why is that important?

        IH: I’m just asking the same kinds of questions you ask your guests. Trying to understand the girl behind the woman. I’m curious how you handle relationships. If you still talk to the people from your past.

        PW: So you’re trying to psychoanalyze me.

        IH: I’m trying to build suspense for your audience. I would think you would be thrilled for the opportunity to talk about your childhood.

        PW: And why’s that?

        IH: Because it delays getting to the good part. To the part you really don’t want to talk about. And isn’t that what happens in hostage negotiations? Keep the parties talking.

        PW: A hostage negotiation assumes there’s hope of the hostage living.

        IH: Well, of course, you should have hope. I have every intention of letting him go. But only if you keep talking. Now, my question. Do you still keep in touch with Effia?

        PW: No. After my mom’s death, I pulled away from her, pulled away from just about everything. Life’s much easier when you don’t have to talk to people.

        IH: And yet you ended up starting a podcast built around conversations with strangers.

        PW: Yeah, the fucking irony.

        IH: How would you characterize your childhood before your mother’s death?

        PW: Fine. Growing up was fine. Middle-class. Okay house. Park nearby. School was fine. I don’t know what else to tell you.

        IH: Were you close with your parents?

        PW: I loved my parents. They were more than fine. I was their everything, and they were mine.

        IH: Well, there’s a nugget. You are opening up, aren’t you?

        PW: I really don’t have a choice.

        IH: No, no, you don’t. Tell me about your father.

        PW: What about him?

        IH: The first thing that comes to your mind when you think of him.

        PW: My name. Well, my middle name.

        IH: Explain.

        PW: My first name is Dylan, but my dad wanted my middle name to be Poe because of his love of the author. And they always called me Poe, so that’s why I go by my middle name. Every time I hear my name, I think of him.

        IH: What else do you think about him?

        PW: My father was a beautiful man.

        IH: Was? He hasn’t passed.

        PW: No, but he isn’t the man he once was. He’s still in Manchester, recently retired after thirty-two years working as a claims adjuster for Allstate.

        IH: An insurance man.

        PW: No. That’s what he did, not who he is.

        IH: So who is he?

        PW: A father and a husband.

        IH: Was a husband.

        PW: I will literally slice your eyes open.

        IH: Lovely. I assume he took his wife’s death hard.

        PW: Murder. Her murder, not her death. Say it, you piece of shit.

        IH: Fine. Her murder.

        PW: Yeah, he took it hard. Of course he did. After Mom died, he did, too. At least the parts that made him who he was. There’s that whole “shell of a man” expression, and in his case, it’s true. I loved him fiercely, but I had to leave. And I did, the first chance I could.

        IH: You abandoned him.

        PW: You have no idea what you’re talking about. And I was eighteen. I went to college.

        IH: Where?

        PW: Wyland University. Upstate New York.

        IH: Did you come back to visit often?

        PW: Of course I did. Most summers. Every Christmas. Until I graduated and got a job.

        IH: Do you want to talk about your college years?

        PW: I don’t want to talk about anything. I want the cops to bust through that wall behind you and put three rounds in your skull.

        IH: Well, that’s not going to happen. So I’ll just ask this: As you were graduating, what did you want to do with your life?

        PW: Do with my life? That makes it sound like I had aspirations. That I cared about anything.

        IH: Oh, dear. Sounds like you spent a lot of time feeling sorry for yourself.

        PW: You’re trying to get to me. Make me lose my mind and scream.

        IH: Is that what you want, Poe? Do you want to scream? Or are you happy to keep drinking yourself into a stupor?

        PW: You know what I want.

        IH: So you graduated. Got a job. Where?

        PW: At a media company in New York City. I was a blogger. Was there for about two years.

        IH: Well, I do believe I just got goose bumps when you said New York City. Of course, the audience doesn’t know why, but they will soon. They’ll know all about what happened in New York City. But we’re not getting to that yet. Save the best part for last.

        PW: I need to see him.

        IH: I assure you he’s fine.

        PW: You know I can’t take your word for that.

        IH: And you know he won’t be fine unless you keep talking. You said you were in New York for about two years. Where did you go after?

        PW: Please let me see him. I’m begging you.

        IH: Soon, Poe. I promise you. You’ll see him soon. That’s the best I can offer you. Now, please, answer my question. Where did you go after New York?

        PW: I moved back home to Manchester for a bit, then to here. Burlington.

        IH: Why didn’t you stay back home longer?

        PW: Because it felt like it did in high school. Too full of memories.

        IH: Why Vermont?

        PW: It sounded like a nice change and not too far from my dad. I’d saved some money, and my dad gave me a bit of a stash, so I was able to buy a small farmhouse on the outskirts of town and pursue a new venture.

        IH: Your podcast.

        PW: Yes.

        IH: Why a podcast? Everyone has a podcast. I can’t imagine it seemed lucrative at the time.

        PW: It wasn’t.

        IH: And you chose to do a true-crime show in a landscape of podcasts filled with serial killers and cold cases.

        PW: I wasn’t interested in serial killers and cold cases. I didn’t want to just tell the world about criminals.

        IH: What, then?

        PW: I wanted to talk to them.

      

    
  
    
      
        Six

      
      October 15

      I hear the front door open.

      Usually, I keep my farmhouse locked at all times and never go to sleep without arming my security system. But I unlock the door when Kip tells me he’s on his way over.

      “Hi,” I call down from my upstairs office, which is also my recording studio.

      Kip’s voice floats up to me. “Hey.”

      “Be down in just a minute.”

      Kip and I started dating two years after I hired him as my producer. He’d finished getting a master’s in media science at the university and was a few years into podcast producing when I found him. We grew close as the podcast began to take off, and I kissed him in a booze-fueled celebration after the show hit a half million subscribers. Now we shuttle back and forth to each other’s places a few times a week.

      The one minute I promised him turns into twenty because I go down a rabbit hole of reading comments about my last episode. I finally tire of it, stand, stretch, head downstairs. The stairs creak, just like every other part of this ninety-year-old house. I hope Kip brought dinner.

      He’s on the leather couch, a drink in one hand, the other scratching Bailey behind the ears.

      “Hey,” I say.

      “Hey.”

      There’s a tone there. A mood. Even in that one syllable, I can detect it, like a coffee spot on a white blouse.

      “Quite the show today,” I say, treading lightly. “Never had a dog thief before.”

      “Yup.” He takes a sip of his drink. Then I realize he’s downed the whole glass.

      “Did you happen to pick up anything for dinner?” I ask.

      He wipes his mouth with two fingers. “Well, as I recall, you said you were going to.”

      “What?” Recall, recall. Oh, shit, I did say that. Damn it. “Sorry, I spaced it.”

      Kip sets his glass on the table, then leans back, gives me a look that’s way too serious for my liking.

      “I’m struggling,” he says.

      I force myself to maintain eye contact. “With the job or with me?”

      “I love my job.”

      I’m suddenly jealous of his empty drink. “Okay.”

      We’ve had fights before, sure. This feels different.

      “What’s happening here?” I ask.

      His face flushes, which it always does when he drinks. But, in the moment, it makes him look angry as hell.

      “Maybe it’s just me,” he says. “Maybe I’m wrong about everything. But I feel like it all ends up with the same conversation, and I’m tired of having it.”

      The conversation. I feel myself starting to panic at just the mention of it.

      “I don’t want to have it either,” I say. “But I suppose the topic is still an issue for you.”

      “Yeah, Poe. Yeah, it is.”

      The conversation we’ve had a half dozen times in our relationship is over his spidey-sense that I’m not being truthful. That I’m hiding something from him, not letting him see the real me. I’ve compensated by telling him every last bit about my past, with a couple of major exceptions.

      He doesn’t know what happened to my mother, much less what I did about it.

      “You know I’m not cheating on you,” I say.

      “I know. I believe you.”

      “Then what is it?”

      Kip looks at me. Really looks at me. His face softens in such a way that he no longer looks angry but simply resigned. I think that’s worse.

      “I don’t know what it is,” he says. “I suppose only you would know that. But there’s this space between us, and for all the time we’ve been together, it’s never even narrowed, much less closed. And the deeper I fall for you, the more that space matters.”

      And in the moment, in the desperation, in the silence that I give, I realize way too late that I love him even more than I thought. Maybe it’s a knee-jerk feeling, like taking gravity for granted your whole life until the moment you fall off a cliff. I love him more than anyone I’ve ever been with. What a brutal thing to find out the same moment the person you love smashes you in the face. Perhaps there are tears to come, but they won’t appear until after he leaves, so I stand here poker-faced, dying inside, thinking of things I’ve lost over the years and silently adding his name to the list.

      “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Me neither.”

      I hold his gaze. “I’m not a serial killer or anything.” I don’t know why I say this. The joke falls flat.

      But he doesn’t even acknowledge the comment.

      “Are you quitting your job?” I ask.

      “That’s your question?”

      “Well, no. My real question is ‘are you dumping me?’ But I’m too scared to ask that one. So I figured I’d ask the work question.”

      “I’d love to stay in my role,” he says. “As long as we can figure out how to make it work.”

      Make it work.

      “I have another question,” I say, blinking back the tears I feel coming. “Any chance you’d reconsider?”

      Kip closes his eyes for a few seconds, and I hate guessing what he’s thinking.

      “I don’t know” is all he says. At least it’s not a no.

      Then he gets up and heads to the door. No hug.

      After the door closes, and as I lower myself to the floor, tears at the ready, Bailey gives out a low growl.

      I wrap my arms around my knees, lower my head.

      “Don’t ever leave me.”

    
  
    
      
        Seven

      
      Transcript of second live stream episode between Ian Hindley and Poe Webb

      Date of recording: October 31

      
        IH: Looks like you finished your drink. Do you want to get another?

        PW: Is this you trying to make yourself likable?

        IH: I doubt I could pull that off. But I do know alcohol loosens lips. Do you want another drink or not?

        PW: Yes.

        IH: Don’t take long. This is a live stream, after all. Your fans are hanging on every word.

        <<two minutes of silence>>

        IH: Welcome back. Now please continue. You were telling us about your podcast.

        PW: How much longer do I have to do this?

        IH: We’ve barely started. You have a lot of confessing to do. I want us to take our time, go slow, get into the nitty-gritty details of the life of Poe Webb.

        PW: I hate you.

        IH: I know you do. Now, tell me about your podcast. Does one actually make money from such a thing?

        PW: Now you want me to discuss finances? Fine. Last year I made $385,000 from it.

        IH: That’s quite a sum. I didn’t know it was such a lucrative business.

        PW: For years I lost money.

        IH: What changed?

        PW: A little over three years ago, my show was named as a top-ten recommended podcast in an article on Slate. Not even a top-ten true-crime podcast, but a top-ten overall podcast. That article was picked up by the AP, and then it was everywhere. And suddenly this little passion project that was averaging a couple thousand downloads a month blew up.

        IH: When did you hire Kip?

        PW: A couple of years ago.

        IH: Tell me more about him.

        PW: Why?

        IH: I’m curious.

        PW: You don’t deserve to know about him.

        IH: Humor me. Or at least don’t make me angry.

        PW: I’ll just say he’s brilliant but doesn’t take himself too seriously. He’s always there when I need him, never misses time, never complains, makes me laugh.

        IH: But he’s more than that, isn’t he? He’s much more than your producer.

        PW: Yes.

        IH: You two are an item. You’re in love with him.

        PW: Is that a question?

        IH: I’m curious why you’ve kept your relationship with him such a secret. You’ve never mentioned it on any of your shows.

        PW: My relationships aren’t anyone’s fucking business.

        IH: Do you think you have relationships with your guests?

        PW: No. I have connections with them, at least for the hour we’re recording.

        IH: Have you ever had them record in person with you?

        PW: I never let them come to me.

        IH: Why not?

        PW: Because most of these people are fucking lunatics, present company included.

        IH: Fair point. But do you think about your guests? After the recording is over and the show has aired, do you ever find yourself looking back on your conversations? Remembering your guests like they were characters in a book you read and loved years ago?

        PW: Yes.

        IH: In what way?

        PW: About how they could atone for their crimes. About how, in another world, or perhaps even this one, we might become friends. It’s a weird, borderline sick fantasy, but it happens each and every time. I guess we all just want to surround ourselves with people just like us.

        IH: Know what I think about your guests?

        PW: I couldn’t care less.

        IH: Sounds like that’s why you started your show in the first place. Because you’re as guilty as all of them.

      

    
  
    
      
        Eight

      
      October 16

      It’s just after seven p.m., and the sun dipped below the horizon an hour ago. Nighttime creeps in hard during a Vermont October.

      I love recording shows at night.

      First, it doesn’t make me feel guilty for drinking during a show (and my vodka cranberry is particularly wicked tonight). Second, darkness suits the show. I sit here in my studio, Bailey at my feet, anticipating the vibe of telling scary stories around a campfire.

      “Our guest has just joined the greenroom,” Kip says through my Bose headphones. “I’ll let him in when you’re ready.”

      Fuck. This is hard. I’m always so happy when I see Kip’s face, but now I just feel ice in my guts. I don’t want him to be professional and expressionless. I want him to be the Kip who comes over and kisses me after we record a show.

      I have to focus. Just focus on the podcast.

      I look up at my screen and stare at the guest’s name in the waiting room.

      Ian Hindley.

      Huh. Most guests choose unidentifiable usernames, like KOD4ever. Rare that it’s a plausibly real name. But I’m sure it isn’t.

      “Anything I should know?” I ask Kip. My heart is definitely beating faster than usual.

      It’s a rhetorical question. Kip is the one who fields all requests for show appearances, and he’s solely in charge of deciding who I talk to. I don’t ever want to know anything about my guests before we start recording. I want to go in fresh, unbiased, and unprepared. It’s what makes the show exciting for me, and as it turns out, it’s also part of what’s made Tell Me What You Did such a success. Asking Kip if there’s anything I should know is just a habit, a good-luck charm. He never answers.

      Yet, this time, he does.

      “All I gotta say is this guy freaks me out.”

      Few things rattle Kip, so his saying this is unusual. A chill ripples over my forearms.

      “Okay…” I say. I don’t ask any more questions. Now I’m excited. Now I’m almost forgetting Kip quasi-dumped me.

      I take another sip of my vodka, and we run one more mic check to test the levels. The door to my studio is closed, and the acoustic baffles attached to three of the four walls make my voice both soft and razor-sharp. I hope freaky Ian has a good mic.

      I take my iPhone and place it in the holder of my ring light, then start recording video.

      “Okay, let him in.”

      “Roger that.”

      The darkness on my screen turns to light as my guest connects to both audio and video.

      And now I get my first look at Ian Hindley.

      It’s suddenly so quiet, I want to scream just to feel something.

      And I know.

      I just know.

      This Hindley guy?

      He’s gonna have a hell of a story.

    
  
    
      
        Nine

      
      I’m looking at a cadaver.

      Ian Hindley could be thirty-five or fifty-five—it’s impossible to know. Sunken cheekbones and eye sockets. Skin the color of cigarette ash. Short, patchy blond hair, and an even patchier beard that looks as if it were adhered with a glue stick.

      And he’s skinny.

      Skinny in a very unhealthy way. Actually, more bones than skin. This person could be just days from death from the looks of him.

      My immediate thought is addict.

      “Hi,” I say. “I’m Poe.”

      His eyes widen. Emerald-green irises, alive and vibrant, curious. Long spidery lashes. I rethink my addict label. No way an addict looks as alert as this.

      There’s a familiarity I can’t place. Like waking up to the ethereal wisps of a vaporizing nightmare.

      “Hello,” he says.

      I can barely hear him. “Can you check your microphone? Your volume is low.”

      Kip is suddenly in my head, speaking through my headphones again. Only I can hear him. “His mic is good—the volume problem is him. He’s a real soft talker.”

      Hindley doesn’t reply, but his gaze soon shifts down, where it stays.

      “I’m going to begin recording in a moment,” I say, launching into my spiel. “And I’m going to need you to talk as loudly and clearly as you can. You know this, but I’m going to tell you again—only the audio is ever released. The video is for me, for my security, and I destroy it after six months unless it’s subpoenaed before that. And that’s happened before.”

      Hindley’s still looking down. I have no idea if any of what I’m saying is registering.

      “You’re accepting all risk associated with your appearance on my show,” I continue, “and I’m risking believing that what you’re about to tell me is true. If I don’t believe you, if you confess to something I explicitly disallow, or if I just find you boring, this episode will not air. Furthermore, I have the right to send all recorded material directly to the police, FBI, Interpol, whoever.”

      No movement. Not a scintilla of acknowledgment.

      “Once I start recording, I’ll intro the show, during which I need you to remain quiet. Then we’ll just jump into it, okay?”

      There’s the slightest bob of the head.

      “Ian, I need to make sure you’re hearing what I’m saying.”

      While still looking down, he raises a fist, flashes me a thumbs-up.

      I look up to the corner of my screen to Kip. Right now I’d love to know what this guy said to him in the preinterview because I don’t have Hindley pegged at all.

      “Is that your real name? Ian Hindley?”

      He looks suddenly agitated, like he swallowed a bug. “It’s an homage.”

      The fuck?

      I’m suddenly worried this is going to be a dud. Sure, maybe he has a great confession, but personality is a key component to the success of each interview. If he mumbles his way through this while staring at his shoes, I’ll have to scrap it.

      “Ian, we’re going to start recording now. Don’t make me regret this.”

      Keeping his gaze down, he does in fact mumble, barely a whisper, but my headphones pick up the words:

      “You’re going to learn a lot about regret.”
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      We start recording. I recite my intro, feeling out of my body as I do. My words are long since memorized, so I’m not even present as I speak.

      My mind is elsewhere for these few seconds. It goes, as it sometimes does, to my farmhouse. To how isolated I am out here. To the thought of a downstairs window softly breaking, a hand reaching in to unlock the clasp. To a body climbing through the open window, then softly ghosting its way up my stairs. There’s no creaking because this person knows exactly how to place their weight to remain silent.

      In their gloved right hand, a knife.

      And in this vision, they always dispatch Bailey first, and I have to watch the whole thing.

      It’s almost a relief when it’s my turn.

      The waking nightmare thankfully fades, as it always does, but I hate that the vision itself has become so commonplace.

      I finish my intro and welcome my guest, who doesn’t even answer when I ask if he wants to tell me his real name. So I forgo any further opportunity to interact and simply inform him it’s time to confess. He’s still looking down, and I take two seconds to slip my headphones an inch off my ears and listen to my house.

      The universe is silent. Bailey is fast asleep, her gut rising and falling at my feet.

      I ease the headphones back on and take another sip of my drink, now wishing I’d topped it off.

      For a moment I think Hindley’s video feed has either frozen, or he has, in fact, just died. Because there’s nothing from him. No movement. No glance. Not even a hint of a sound.

      I want to poke him, ask him if he’s even paying attention. But my gut tells me to wait, let him have his silence, because it can always be edited out.

      Then:

      “When I was a little boy, my mother taught me how to make art out of flies.”

      His voice is soft, but his words are clear, and they have the same effect as a hand squeezing the back of my neck a little too hard. He’s still looking down.

      “She always talked about the beauty of nature and how everything God gave us is worthy of admiration. Even the common housefly. The fly, you know…it’s commensal with humans. It needs us, but we don’t need it. Isn’t that sad?”

      I don’t answer. I don’t say anything, because that’s how this works. But if I were going to make a sound, it could very well be a scream. Not because of what he’s saying, but because of how he’s saying it. Like a serial killer patiently explaining to his captive in exacting detail how he’s going to flay them alive.

      “Flies are beautiful,” Hindley continues, almost lost in himself. “Very…geometric. Under my mother’s guidance and direction, I learned how to capture them, then pull off their wings with tweezers. Once I had, oh, I don’t know, about fifty pairs of wings, I’d glue them to a small piece of white poster board, arranging them just so. And over time I’d add to it, until the piece eventually became a stunning tapestry.” He pauses, twists his head just a bit. “My very first piece was a two-dimensional imagining of the Eiffel Tower. It took four hundred and seven pairs of wings.”

      Who the fuck is this guy?

      I glance to Kip, who’s giving me an I told you look.

      “Of course, over time, those delicate little wings would crumble to powder, as everything does, and my canvas would devolve once again to plain paper with a thousand tiny dots of dried glue. It always felt right that this should happen, because nothing should last forever. Permanence is unnatural.”

      I don’t know what’s more unnerving: his story, or the fact he speaks with such confidence but can’t manage to look into the camera.

      “And I know you, Poe,” he continues, now looking up. His mouth pulls upward into what might be considered a smile. Perhaps a snarl. “I know you want to ask me something but won’t because I get fifteen minutes to talk without interruption. So I’ll answer the question that’s surely in your head. Yes, the flies were still alive when I pulled off their wings.”

      Jesus Christ. This could be one for the ages.

      “And how hobbled they are before they succumb to death. You can almost see the frustration on their faces, unable to do the one thing they spend all their time doing. The thing they’re named after. But nothing is permanent, and nature is beautiful. Everything eventually dies, and most lives end with frustration over not being able to revisit the flights of our youth. Everything is…” And here he pauses—not, I think, for dramatic effect, but to allow his brain to find the word it needs.

      Finally, he adds, “Transient.”

      Then he stops talking, his bony shoulders slumped.

      Kip gives me a thumbs-up, thinking ol’ Ian here is going to get a lot of buzz. And I don’t argue that this guy and his batshit momma have Netflix documentary written all over them. But the thing is, what the hell did he just confess to? Animal abuse? I don’t do animal abuse. Are flies animals? What am I supposed to do with this?

      Hindley spends the next full minute in silence. I take a moment to reach down and give Bailey a stroke along the ribs, pause to make sure she’s breathing, and she is—of course, she is, but it makes me feel better to know for sure. Then I take another sip of my drink, finishing it.

      After the minute is up, I think Hindley is done talking. So I say something.

      “So is that your confession, Ian?”

      And now, there are those eyes, shining like they’ve seen unimaginable dimensions.

      “I still have eight minutes left,” he says.

      “And you were just going to spend them in silence? We’d edit that out anyway.”

      He narrows his gaze, and while it’s hard to say he looks angry, there’s a fresh severity about his face. “Not all of us are socially dynamic,” he says. “I need time to process my thoughts. My words. I don’t just spew forth things without thought. I do nothing without thought.”

      As bizarre as this dude is, he’s starting to get on my nerves. “Isn’t that what you’re doing right now? I mean, you’re reacting to my comment. Surely you didn’t rehearse that.”

      His lips pull tight into the thinnest of lines. “Do you know how long I’ve waited to be on your show, Poe? How many nights I’ve practiced what I’m going to say to you? Word for word. Intonations just right.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “But all that shit about the flies…that was what you spent all this time rehearsing?”

      Now he explodes, and when he does, he might be the ugliest human I’ve ever seen. He leans into the camera, eyes bulging, cheekbones protruding, veins popping. “You aren’t supposed to talk!” He’s not shouting. He’s screaming, and it’s a voice from hell. He’s Buffalo Bill demanding for me to PUT THE LOTION IN THE FUCKING BASKET. “I have eight minutes left. And you ruined it! You ruined everything!”

      I look at Kip. He’s giving me the throat-slashing sign, telling me we should dump out.

      God damn it.

      This had potential.

      Maybe we can use the clip some other way, but this episode is shot.

      Fucking Ian Hindley.

      I give him one more chance, a Hail Mary. And then I’m going to hit that big, beautiful End Show button.

      “I was simply asking if that was your confession. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      And these words of mine—these simple, wholly insincere words—they’re an instant anesthetic on his rage. He leans back, his face softening, his veins pulling back beneath the surface. He’s no longer the devil, just the cadaver I first encountered.

      “No,” he says, and I don’t know what he’s even referring to. Then he lightly strokes the front of his white T-shirt with skeletal hands.

      We stare at each other, but I say nothing. I’ll give him these last eight minutes. What the hell? I’ve gone this far.

      He blinks, and then there’s a smile. A real smile. A little boy going down a playground slide on his own for the very first time.

      “You don’t know, do you?” he says. “You really don’t know.”

      I don’t say anything, but it feels like a fishhook just went clean through my cheek. Just making eye contact with this person makes me feel like I’m being reeled toward death.

      The smile remains, but the words are delivered with ice. Words that I now know have been rehearsed many, many times. In anticipation of this very moment.

      “Why, Poe. Dear Poe,” he says. “I killed your mother.”

    
  
    
      
        Eleven

      
      The word mother saws my belly open even before the full meaning of what he’s saying hits me. And when it does, it reaches through that wound and pulls out my guts, yard by yard.

      Without conscious thought, I click on the End Show button. In an instant, both Hindley and Kip are gone.

      I regret it instantly, another bad decision heaped on a thousand before it.

      The only remaining sounds in my studio are gentle snores from my blissfully unaware dog and my own rapid breaths. I keep staring at the computer monitor, hoping it will suck me in, Poltergeist style, to a world less horrifying than this one.

      I immediately down the rest of my cocktail.

      My phone buzzes. Kip.

      I don’t answer.

      All I can do is think.

      Think about Hindley.

      It has to be a prank. A disgusting prank.

      My fear turns to anger. How dare he? How fucking dare he?

      I should’ve kept the video feed running. Then I could’ve said all the things I’m feeling now. Raked that bastard over the coals.

      But still.

      Those eyes.

      That familiarity.

      What was that?

      It’s the ghost you’ve always wanted to appear, my brain answers.

      But no.

      No, no, no, no, no.

      That creep didn’t kill my mother.

      A man named Leopold Hutchins killed her. A fiend. A pox. A sociopath with…

      With what? my brain asks.

      I hesitate to answer, but there’s no escaping one’s own mind.

      With a thin face and bright eyes.

      But it can’t be. Hindley can’t be Hutchins, and Hutchins cannot be Hindley.

      And why is that? my brain asks.

      I dance around a response, but finally give in.

      I close my eyes first, admit to myself something I’ve never told anyone.

      Because seven years ago, I murdered Leopold Hutchins.
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      Transcript of second live stream episode between Ian Hindley and Poe Webb

      Date of recording: October 31

      
        IH: How are you feeling?

        PW: Fucking tired. Angry.

        IH: Scared?

        PW: Yes. Scared. Of course, you asshole.

        IH: You know we have to talk about what happened in New York.

        PW: We don’t have to do any of this. I just want to stop talking.

        IH: That’s a choice, of course. Life is nothing but a series of choices followed by a series of regrets.

        PW: Is that your life? A series of regrets?

        IH: This is about you, not me.

        PW: You know I don’t have a choice. I have to talk.

        IH: Yes, I suppose that’s true. But I’m a bit concerned you won’t be fully honest with me. With us. Your job is talking to people. You know how to talk in a way people believe what you’re saying.

        PW: You don’t know me at all.

        IH: See? Right there. A convincing lie.

        PW: I don’t understand where this is going.

        IH: At this point in the show, I think it’s important to underscore how much work it took to get here. The hurdles I’ve had to jump. The planning, the tech. The convincing. All so we can have the perfect moment we’re experiencing right now. To have the great Poe Webb be the subject on her very own show. But none of it will matter if I don’t get the full truth from you.

        PW: I haven’t lied to you.

        IH: No, I believe that. Not yet, anyway. But you’re not in the completely vulnerable state I need you to be in. I need you past the point of caring about yourself at all.

        PW: Trust me, motherfucker. I’m there.

        IH: Mmmmm. Perhaps. But it’d be better to know for sure rather than take your word for it.

        PW: Where are you going with this?

        IH: Where I’m going is off camera. Just for a moment.

        PW: Wait. Why?

        IH: Because I’m going to cut off the tip of his left pinky finger. I’ll show it to you when I’m done, show everyone. And that will serve as proof that I will not hesitate to do far worse if you hold back anything from me.

        PW: NO, NO, NO, NO—

        IH: I’m sorry it has to be this way.

        PW: Please don’t. God damn it, you know I’m being truthful. Please come back. I told you I’d say anything you—

        <<muffled screaming>>

        PW: No, stop! Please stop! Don’t hurt him!

        IH: Ah, there we are. Let me hold this up for everyone to see.

        <<indistinct>>

        IH: Please give me a few moments. I need to bandage him up.

        <<muffled shouting and screaming>>

        IH: Thanks for your patience. I’m back. Oh, there, there. No need to cry. He’ll be perfectly fine, though maybe no piano lessons for a few months. I trust you understand how important it is to tell me everything. From here on in, you tell me everything.

        <<sobbing>>

        IH: Oh, for goodness’ sake, I can’t hear you through your blubbering. Now, calm down and tell me you understand.

        PW: I…I understand.

        IH: Very well. Good. Now we can continue to the confession part of the show. Right here, right now, please tell everyone what you did in New York.

        <<twenty-two seconds of silence>>

        IH: Don’t test my patience. Right now. Answer the question.

        PW: I…I went looking for a man.

        IH: What man?

        PW: The man who murdered my mother.

        IH: And did you find him?

        PW: Yes.

        IH: And this man you found. Are you absolutely, unequivocally certain he was this very same man?

        PW: From what I—

        IH: Yes or no, Poe. Just answer yes or no, and you’d be well advised to be truthful.

        PW: But I—

        IH: Yes or no?

        PW: No. Not absolutely certain.

      

    
  
    
      
        Thirteen

      
      “What the hell was that?” Kip asks.

      It’s five minutes after I’ve disconnected the GoPod event with Hindley. Kip’s been ringing my cell, and I finally answered.

      “I don’t know,” I answer.

      “Just a troll, I guess,” he says, not knowing my mother was actually murdered. He thinks she died in a car accident. “And certainly not our first. But maybe he also had a real confession. It’s the first time you dumped without warning me.”

      Despite the booze in my system, my heart races like I just slammed eight shots of espresso. I get up and leave my office as I talk to Kip. Bailey lifts her head and then decides she’s too comfortable to follow.

      “I’m not sure I meant to disconnect,” I say. “It just kind of happened.”

      “He’s been pinging me since the disconnect,” Kip says. “I haven’t responded, but I’m sure I can get him back. We can continue recording, just in case he has something real to say.”

      “No,” I say. Then I soften it to “I don’t know.”

      Down the stairs, which creak and groan at me. I check the front door. Locked. Then make my way to the back door off the kitchen. Locked. Garage door. Locked.

      “What are you not telling me?” Kip asks.

      I head to the mudroom and find my security system keypad, then press Arm Stay. This sets all my windows and doors to trigger if opened or broken. I used to have interior motion sensors as well but eventually got rid of them because Bailey kept setting them off.

      I avoid answering. “You’re right. That guy was as creepy as they come.”

      “We’ve had worse,” he says.

      I think, No, we haven’t.

      “I mean, we’ve had shit talkers before,” he continues. “But never anyone who said anything about your family.”

      I stop in my office and stare at my favorite photo of her. The life in her eyes tears me apart every time. “Yeah.”

      A silence follows. He doesn’t know what to say. I have a million things to say.

      Finally, I speak. Just five words:

      “I need you, you know.”

      He clears his throat. “Tell me what’s going on.”

      I lift the photo of my mother and place a gentle kiss on the glass, adding my lip prints on top of hundreds of prints before it.

      “Everything’s fucked,” I tell him.

    
  
    
      
        Fourteen

      
      A lot of people know Margaret McMillian was stabbed fourteen times in the main bedroom of her Manchester, New Hampshire, home seventeen years ago. But my mom and I don’t have the same last name, and even though I’m a very mild celebrity based on the success of the podcast, I’ve never seen an article revealing any of my real family history.

      Aside from my father, no one knows Poe Webb’s mother was murdered.

      But wait, there’s more!

      No one—not the cops, not even my father—knows I saw it happen.

      Saw the whole thing. Smelled the blood. Heard the screams.

      I couldn’t even speak for three months after it happened.

      What I saw that day is a secret I’ve carried for seventeen years.

      And I have a strong suspicion it’s a secret the whole world will soon know.

    
  
    
      
        Fifteen

      
      I hang up with Kip, telling him to keep the recording of my call with Hindley and upload it to our cloud server. He asks why I want it if we’re not going to make it into an episode, and I give him some flaccid answer regarding the possibility of reaching out to Hindley for another shot. He never asked me what I meant when I said everything’s fucked. I know he wanted to, but I hung up before he got the chance.

      I keep pacing the house as the night grows long, my bare feet cool against the decades-old hardwood floors. At some point in my nervous movements, I stop to pour myself another drink. I think about eating but the idea is killed in its tracks; my stomach is a hardened pit of anxiety that will only accept alcohol.

      Hindley.

      I have to do something about Hindley.

      I know I’ll be watching the video again, studying every tic of his face for hints of recognition. Listening to every word for flecks of truth. But I can’t. Not yet. In the moment I’m rooted in fear and denial, and the last thing I want to do is buoy one while dashing the other, so I’m going to pretend that everything’s fine.

      I suddenly feel desperate, my breathing labored.

      It’s both remarkable and horrifying how defense mechanisms can be shed in an instant, easy as a bathrobe falling around one’s feet.

      I spend my life on guard, my eyes scanning every room I walk into. My conversations with others mostly consist of sarcasm and profanity, the combination of which throws up a shield few penetrate. I live a life purposely isolated, just to minimize the chances of being caught in a vulnerable moment.

      Sometimes I even lie to my dog.

      I’m vulnerable with Kip, and now we’re on the razor’s edge of breaking up. The only other time I expose myself is, ironically, on my show, which hundreds of thousands of people download. When I’m interviewing the confessor, I’ll close my eyes and absorb their voice inside my mind, feeling them, experiencing them. I’ll ask questions that are probing and raw, and I won’t shy away from sharing some truths of my own if it keeps them talking.

      But, more than anything, the only time I feel connected is when I’m talking to guilty people. When I feel part of something greater than my own despicable bones. All the other hours of the day, I’m lost inside my own mind, and what a house of mirrors that is.

      I head to the living room couch, lie back, turn on the TV. I navigate to some random show on Hulu and press Play, knowing I won’t be watching.

      I sip my drink, appreciating the vodka entering my bloodstream. My gaze finds the ceiling, as it often does, while the words from the TV bounce harmlessly within my skull.

      There’s a water stain on the ceiling that’s been there since I moved in. All it needs is a bit of touch-up paint, an easy enough thing to do. But I don’t want to get rid of it. When I look up at the stain in moments like this, I imagine it’s actually a portal. A hole that might just be kind enough to suck me in and sling me to another dimension.

      Usually I’m happy at this thought. But now, though I can feel my anxiety dulling, a heavy sadness kicks in the door, all brash and blustery, demanding to be seen and heard.

      I do not disappear through the water stain and travel to a better place.

      Rather, I go to a place I frequent on a regular basis.

      Exquisite, aching, desperately beautiful loneliness.

    
  
    
      
        Sixteen

      
      Transcript of second live stream episode between Ian Hindley and Poe Webb

      Date of recording: October 31

      
        PW: I think I’m going to be sick.

        IH: That’s the alcohol.

        PW: It’s the fact that you…that you just—

        <<sounds of vomiting>>

        IH: Well, good thing you had that trash bin nearby.

        PW: I hate you. I hate that you hurt him. He…he didn’t deserve that.

        IH: Deserve is such a subjective word, isn’t it? Let’s move on. I want to talk much more about New York. You went there to find a man.

        PW: Yes.

        IH: And his name was Leopold Hutchins.

        PW: Yes.

        IH: You believed this man to be the same person who killed your mother.

        PW: Yes.

        IH: And what were you planning to do once you found him?

        PW: What do you think?

        IH: I want you to say it.

        PW: I wanted to kill him.

        IH: Ah, sweet revenge! So noble, so idealistic. You waited ten years to search for your mother’s killer.

        PW: No. I decided I would find him and kill him the day after my mother’s death.

        IH: Then why wait for so long? Why not search for him immediately?

        PW: I did. Or at least I tried. I started looking when I was thirteen.

        IH: And what did you discover?

        PW: Discover? The only thing I discovered about Leopold Hutchins was that the man didn’t exist at all.

      

    
  
    
      
        Seventeen

      
      October 17

      I wake on the living room couch. It’s still dark. Check my Fitbit, and it says it’s just after five in the morning. I don’t bother to check my sleep stats because I know they’ll be shit.

      I rise, stretch, find Bailey at my feet, dreaming dog dreams. Must be nice.

      My empty cocktail glass is on the floor. I don’t remember knocking it to the floor.

      Ideally, I’d head up to my room and catch another three hours of sleep, but my brain is already redlining two minutes after waking. Despite what my body wants, my mind will override it.

      I fire up the Keurig. I’m a four-coffee-cups-a-day person. Today it might be five.

      On the couch, cup in hand. I sip at my coffee for a few minutes to dust off my brain, then grab my laptop and, for perhaps the millionth time, google Leopold Hutchins.

      Seventeen years ago there was a lot less internet to search, and there were exactly zero results for Leopold Hutchins when I first searched after discovering the name of the man my mother had been having an affair with. I’ve been searching ever since. I’ve only ever found six matching names on Facebook, including, most notably, a semiknown lead singer of an indie band. But in looking at all the photos, I saw none of them were of the man who threatened me with a butcher knife.

      Today I have a new name to research.

      Ian Hindley.

      The name scratches my memory, but it’s so faint it’s hardly there. A song, I think. There’s some song with the name Hindley in it. The Smiths, maybe? I’ll find out soon enough.

      The search results load, and at the top of them all is a Wikipedia article titled “Moors Murders.”

      I click, not wanting to.

      
        The Moors murders were carried out by Ian Brady and Myra Hindley between July 1963 and October 1965, in and around Manchester, England.

      

      Oh, fuck.

      I read through quickly, realizing the man I had on my show created a username based on a depraved couple who sexually assaulted and killed five children sixty years ago.

      What did he call his name?

      An homage.

      Jesus.

      I scroll through the rest of the article, only skimming the details of the killings because, well, I don’t need that in my brain. And there, at the bottom of the lengthy entry, my memory itch gets scratched. The Smiths song “Suffer Little Children” was based on the killings.

      I used to like that song.

      I close the lid of my laptop and lean back into the couch cushions. Kip. I need to call Kip. Well, what I need from him can be handled by text, but I want to hear his voice.

      But it’s too early. I text him, just in case.

      
        Call me when you’re up?

      

      Three minutes later my phone buzzes.

      “I didn’t think you’d be awake,” I say.

      “I wasn’t.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry.”

      “Is this a work or personal call?” he asks.

      I picture him there, lying in bed, staring up at the ceiling as he holds the phone to his ear. Warm sheets, warm skin. And I imagine myself never touching either of those again, and it’s almost too much to bear.

      “Work, I guess,” I say. “But I’m struggling with the idea that we may be over.”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      My heart manages the smallest of leaps. “So let’s not be over.”

      “It’s not that easy, Poe. You know that.”

      “Yeah.”

      He makes the sound he always does when stretching in bed. “So, what work stuff do you need to discuss at this ungodly hour?”

      I force my mind to shift to the current existential horror in my life. “That Hindley guy named himself after a man and woman who killed children in England back in the sixties.”

      “Wow. That’s…disgusting. But it doesn’t really surprise me coming from that freak. How’d you figure that out?”

      “Internet search,” I say. “You said he was pinging you last night, trying to get back on the show. Right?”

      “Yeah, he texted a couple of times asking what had happened. I didn’t reply.”

      “Okay,” I say. “Send me his number, and I’ll reach out to him directly.”

      “I’m happy to contact him. It’s my job, after all.”

      “I got this one.”

      There’s a brief pause on the other end. “Why?”

      If he only knew. “Let’s just say the guy has piqued my interest. If I get him on, great, if not…other fish in the sea and all that crap.”

      This time the pause is longer. “What he said…about your mother. It’s not true, right? He was just fucking with you? Or did he cause your mom’s car accident somehow?”

      I answer indirectly, very much on purpose. “Like you said, he’s clearly some kind of freak. Sorry to wake you, Kip. Just send me his number, and we’ll talk later.”

      “You sure?”

      “I’m sure.”

      I’m absolutely not sure.

      “Okay.”

      “Okay, bye.”

      Seconds later, Kip messages me Hindley’s phone number. I look up the area code, which is San Mateo, California. But I’m sure it’s a burner number; Ian Hindley could be anywhere at this moment. Any-fucking-where.

      It’s still dark outside, so before I do anything else, I go around and turn on all the lights. Then I give Bailey her breakfast and make her sit at my feet afterward.

      “I know you’re old and lazy, but I’m going to pretend you’ll protect me if I need it, okay?”

      She looks up at me with a dopey grin, and I’m pretty sure she just farted.

      Back to the business at hand.

      I punch Hindley’s number into my phone and type out a two-sentence message. My thumb hovers for nearly a minute before hitting Send.

      I exhale loudly as I do.

      
        This is Poe. Tell me your real name.

      

    
  
    
      
        Eighteen

      
      Transcript of second live stream episode between Ian Hindley and Poe Webb

      Date of recording: October 31

      
        IH: You were thirteen years old and looking for your mother’s killer. But you say he didn’t exist? Why, of course he existed.

        PW: If he did, I couldn’t find him. But my resources were limited. I was just a kid. It’s not like I had money to hire a private investigator.

        IH: And you must have been in a very fragile state.

        PW: I was a fucking mess. I couldn’t get the images of my mom’s attack out of my head.

        IH: Did you talk to your father much about it?

        PW: I couldn’t talk to anyone afterward. Literally couldn’t talk. Doctors call it traumatic mutism, and for me it lasted nearly three months. Everyone thought it was because I lost my mother, which might be true. But I think I was so scared by Hutchins’s threats, it physically shut me down. By the time words started coming back to me, after a dozen sessions of cognitive behavioral therapy, I knew I’d never talk about what I’d witnessed.

        IH: But there must have been guilt in keeping your secret.

        PW: I’m surprised you even understand the concept of guilt. But yeah, I had a lot of it. I’d imagine people finding out and then saying, Well, she didn’t even tell the cops. She knew the man’s name, what he looked like, and she didn’t say a thing. Sure, he threatened her to remain silent, but they could’ve protected her family.

        IH: I’m going to stop you for a moment. You keep saying he did this, he did that. You won’t acknowledge that you’re talking to Leopold Hutchins right now. That I was the one who killed your mother. I was the one who told that thirteen-year-old girl not to say a word to anyone or I’d be back to kill you and the rest of your family.

        PW: You aren’t Leopold Hutchins. You’re a bottom-feeding, piece-of-shit internet stalker.

        IH: Let’s continue. There will be time to get you to the truth. You were saying the logical thing to do after your mother’s homicide was to tell the police what you saw.

        PW: I’m saying that’s what I thought people would say if they found out.

        IH: They would have had a fair point.

        PW: But also, fuck those people. They couldn’t know what it was like. Couldn’t possibly know. I shut down so completely, I think I convinced myself what I saw wasn’t real.

        IH: But real enough that you went searching for the man.

        PW: It wasn’t even the searching. It was expecting him to suddenly appear. Every face in every store. Every random dude sitting in Starbucks. Even going out to dinner with my dad, my heart would start racing that our waiter would be Leopold Hutchins.

        IH: Your father. Tell me his state of mind after the killing.

        PW: He was half-gone himself, trying to keep raising me but spending so much time in bed. And when he was awake, it seemed like he was constantly forgetting things. Like the reason he walked into a room. He died when my mom died; it was just a lot more drawn out.

        IH: You vowed never to tell anyone about what you saw. Even your father?

        PW: I only just told him recently. After you showed up in my life.

        IH: And how did that go?

        PW: Well, I learned that day I still had a heart. Because it fucking shattered.

      

    
  
    
      
        Nineteen

      
      Hindley texts back minutes later.

      
        If this is really Poe, then you know my name.

      

      Just seeing his words brings a pang of nausea.

      
        Tell me anyway.

      

      Silence, silence. Then.

      
        Leopold Hutchins. But I think we’re familiar enough for you to call me Leo. And your first name is Dylan. Your mother told me that.

      

      It can’t be. This can’t really be him.

      
        Leopold Hutchins is dead.

      

      He responds immediately.

      
        Now why would you say that?

      

      What do I say to this? That I killed Leopold Hutchins?

      
        Prove you’re who you say you are.

        And how do you want me to do that?

      

      I know the easy answer, but just thinking about it brings forth a host of nightmare images that I’ve worked too hard to repress.

      Still.

      
        Tell me what you said that day. Said to me.

      

      I wait half a minute before he replies.

      
        Well, that’s easy. I told you your mother didn’t say the safe word.

      

      And then the nausea wins, and vomit fills my mouth. I race to the kitchen and spit it in the sink. I stare at the message again, hearing the words in my head exactly as he spoke them to me all those years ago.

      
        Are you there?

        I’m here.

        You know I am who I say I am.

      

      I can barely string two thoughts together, so I just write the first thing that comes to mind.

      
        What do you want?

        I want to be on your show.

        Why?

        Because I think your audience would like me.

      

      I still don’t believe Hindley is my mother’s killer, but I can’t explain how he knows what Hutchins said to me that day. So I go along with his fantasy for now.

      
        No, why NOW? After all these years. Why are you back?

      

      He goes quiet for a moment before responding.

      
        Let’s wait until we have an audience.

      

      And there it is. If I want answers, or any hope of even getting this lunatic thrown in prison, he needs to be on my show.

      
        We can rebook you.

      

      He messages back.

      
        Just one thing. No prerecorded interview this time. We stream it live.

      

      Live? Jesus, really?

      
        I don’t do live shows.

        I think you can make an exception.

        No.

        Then our contact ends here. Until the moment I’m standing over you.

      

      I have only seconds to weigh the risks. Even if he’s a Hutchins imposter, if I don’t have him on the show, he might be psychotic enough to come for me. And my father. But a live show with this man brings a host of risks with it. How much does he actually know about me, and what will he say to my audience?

      I send him a one-word answer.

      
        Okay.

      

      I think that’s it—conversation done. But a couple of minutes later, Hindley sends one final message.

      
        I know what you did in New York.

      

      And then he’s gone.

      I stare at my screen, every muscle in my body tensed.

      No, no, no, no, no.

      He can’t possibly know about New York. Nobody knows about it except me. I’m certain.

      But how certain? Certain as you are that this man is not Hutchins himself?

      I put the phone down and stare out the kitchen window. There’s a light morning fog, and wisps of it cling to neighboring cornstalk carcasses like a parade of ghosts.

      I have so many questions, but the one that floats to the top is this:

      Who the fuck did I kill in New York City?

    
  
    
      
        Twenty

      
      The October day is gorgeous, though my appreciation of it is dampened by the storm inside my head. This part of the country shines in the fall, attracting hordes of leaf peepers. I drive the short distance to downtown Burlington as the morning stretches long. True to form, the trees blaze their colors in a way that almost seems unnatural.

      I park a block down from Muddy Waters. There are over a dozen coffee shops in Burlington—the college kids need their fill—but this one is my regular. The brew is great, and I can bring my dog inside.

      Bailey lumbers out of my Jeep and sniffs her way along the block. I realize I left the poop bags back in the car, so I hope she doesn’t feel the sudden urge.

      Nathan is working the counter. He’s probably my age with at least three more visible piercings than me. I like him because he strikes that nice balance between too upbeat and too aloof. The kind of person who doesn’t give a shit about most things but cares intensely about a few. Genuine, in other words.

      “Hey, Poe, the usual?”

      “Yes, please.”

      Americano, extra shot.

      He rings me up. “Hey, I caught your recent episode. The woman who faked her own death.”

      “That was a first,” I say.

      “Not even her kids knew? That’s so messed up.”

      I tap my credit card and pay. “You just described all my guests.”

      And then there’s this moment where he considers me, a rare instance of prolonged eye contact. “And I guess I never asked you,” he says. “But I’m curious. This podcast thing…is that your full-time job? Like, no other job on the side?”

      “Yup. Full-time.”

      “That’s amazing. How many hours a week do you work?”

      I’ve never really thought about it, but I scan my brain and do some quick math. “I don’t know. Maybe twenty?”

      “Wow. Twenty. You’re really living the dream, you know?”

      Living the dream.

      Is that what I’m doing?

      Hindley’s text flashes in my brain.

      Then our contact ends here. Until I’m standing over you.

      “Yeah,” I say. “I guess I am.”

      He smiles. “Does Bailey want a ginger-ghost?”

      “She’s never refused before.”

      Nathan puts a dollop of whipped cream on a broken piece of gingerbread and hands it to her; she wolfs it down with as much awareness as a whale inhaling krill. It’s no wonder I haven’t felt her ribs since 2016.

      We wrap up our small talk, and I take my coffee to a back table, where it’s darkest. I sit and take a first sip of my coffee, adding more acid to my churning gut.

      I suddenly feel so heavy, like I’m slowly being buried alive in a deep grave. I’m dizzy from fatigue, and the burn of hopelessness is all-consuming. I’ve been quiet for so many years, and now all I want to do is scream as loud and long as I can.

      This feeling lasts perhaps a minute, but it seems so much longer. And it only begins to lift when I have a realization.

      I can’t keep this secret any longer. And the universe knows this as well, because why else would Kip have such a skill at sussing out liars and calling me out for being one of them?

      It’s time to talk. It might be the only thing that saves us. Might be the only thing that saves me.

      I swipe open my phone and text him.

      
        Where are you?

        At my place.

        Can you come see me? I’m at Muddy. It’s important.

        Okay. Be there in 10.

      

      Sitting in the darkest part of this coffee shop—with Bailey at my side, trying to reach the last remnants of whipped cream with her tongue—I’ve made a life-changing decision.

      After seventeen years of silence, I’m going to start telling my story. About what happened to my mom and how I saw it happen.

      And Kip’s going to hear it first.

    
  
    
      
        Twenty-One

      
      As I wait, I search my memory of Leopold Hutchins, finding it watery and incomplete. After all, I never thought I’d have to compare his face to anyone else’s, at least not after what happened in New York. I have no pictures of him, nothing but wisps of years-old mental horror to recreate his image.

      Hutchins’s eyes were bright, that much I remember. But were they green? I had thought they were blue. I don’t recall them being the blazing shade of Hindley’s, but the harder I try to recall, the fuzzier everything becomes.

      Who the hell is Ian Hindley?

      I have to accept the fact there’s the smallest chance he truly is Hutchins. I admit he looks familiar, but I can’t trust anything my mind now conjures. After all, he might look familiar because he works at the bank I go to or waited my table in a restaurant.

      Or maybe he looks familiar because he’s related to Hutchins and has come out of his cesspool to haunt me.

      I chew on that thought for a minute, finding it hard to digest. Why would a relative be after me, and why now, after all these years?

      The simplest answer is usually the correct one. The simple answer is Hindley is a troll or an obsessed fan who’s been able to dig up my past. A committed stalker who takes that extra step of perversion. Maybe that’s his thing; maybe he’s done this with other people. And now it’s my turn.

      I hate not knowing. I want irrefutable proof Hindley isn’t Hutchins, and I have no way how to get that proof.

      I look up as Kip approaches and slides in next to me. We don’t kiss hello, both sensing it’s too early in the armistice for old habits.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey.”

      He smells good. He always smells good.

      “You okay?” he says. “Your message worried me a little.”

      “Actually, no. I’m not okay.”

      “All right,” he says. “If you want to talk about the other night—”

      “I didn’t ask you to come so we could relitigate old arguments.” I reach down and stroke Bailey, grounding myself. “In fact, you and I might come out of this conversation a little stronger.”

      He blinks. Leans back. “Okay.”

      “I need to tell you some things.”

      He says nothing.

      “The Hindley guy,” I say. “I texted him.”

      “And?”

      “And he wants to come back to the show. But he has a condition.”

      “Guests are allowed conditions?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What does he want?”

      I look down at the table. “He wants the show to be live streamed.”

      Kip laughs. “Awesome. Fuck that guy.”

      “I want to do it.”

      “What?”

      “Just this one time. It’s important.”

      “What is the deal between you and this dude?”

      “It’s complicated,” I say.

      “Want to tell me more than that?”

      “Yes and no. Yes, because you deserve to know everything. And no, because I’m scared to talk about it.”

      He chews on that for a bit. “Wow, okay. Let’s focus on the easy conversation first. This live stream. When are we talking about?”

      Good question. “Maybe a week from now?”

      “That’s pretty fast. It’s easy to set up, but you want time to get the word out. Your listeners have never heard you live stream.”

      Kip also does most of my social media. Thank god for him.

      “Can you make it happen?” I say. “It’s important.”

      He doesn’t hesitate. “You know I can. But I’ll need input on it. Like, why this one interview is more important than all others. The listeners will want to know.”

      I close my eyes, wondering what to say. A part of me hopes no one bothers to watch at all, denying Hindley his sick satisfaction.

      “We’ll work out the details,” I say. “But not right now.”

      “Got it. So, you want to talk about why you really called me down here?”

      Bailey is getting an undue amount of attention from my left hand. I wonder if she can sense the anxiety burning up my fingertips.

      “You always said I wasn’t showing you the real me,” I say. “Always thought I was hiding something from you.”

      “I wouldn’t say ‘hiding’—”

      “I have been hiding things from you,” I say. “Been hiding them from the whole fucking world, actually.”

      “Okay…”

      “Do you want to get a coffee or something?”

      “Why do I feel like I need something a lot stronger?” He almost cracks a smile. “No, I’m good. Tell me what you have to say.”

      “It’s about my past,” I say. “About…what happened to my mother.”

      “About the car accident? What about it?”

      I take a deep breath and let it out, feeling out of body as I start talking.

      “Well, for one thing, that’s not how she died.”

    
  
    
      
        Twenty-Two

      
      Transcript of second live stream episode between Ian Hindley and Poe Webb

      Date of recording: October 31

      
        IH: I want to know every little detail of what you did in New York. But I think we need to contextualize everything. You believed the man you killed in New York was Leopold Hutchins. The audience needs to empathize with you, understand why you did what you did. And to do that, you need to take us back to the day in Manchester, when you were thirteen. Will you do that?

        PW: Empathize? Hutchins killed my mother. There’s nothing else anyone needs to know to empathize with me.

        IH: That day, Poe. Tell us about the day your mother died.

        PW: She was murdered. Say it.

        IH: Very well. Tell us about the day I murdered your mother.

        PW: You didn’t do any such thing.

        IH: Tell us, Poe.

        PW: Do you know how painful it is to talk about this?

        IH: As painful as getting a finger severed?

        <<twenty-seven seconds of silence>>

        PW: Okay. Fuck, okay. Our house was on Milton Street in Manchester, just north of Lake Avenue. The house burned down the day my mom died, and Dad and I moved across town right after.

        IH: Was yours a loving family?

        PW: I was close with my parents, but I can’t say they were always close with each other. They didn’t fight much, but by the time I was ten, they were no longer kissing every time they greeted. Or holding hands if we went out. I suppose they’d settled into a comfortable, familiar relationship, their focus on me and not each other.

        IH: You were an only child.

        PW: Yeah.

        IH: A rebellious one or a rule follower?

        PW: Mostly a rule follower. But my parents weren’t the type to discipline anyway. They would scold, but nothing more. I think it’s an only child thing. Like, if they drove me away, they’d have nothing left. But when I around twelve, I started becoming disinterested in them, like all kids do for a period of time. It forced them to turn elsewhere for their needs.

        IH: Forced them where?

        PW: My dad started woodworking. My mother started screwing other men.

        IH: Tragic.

        PW: Who was to blame her? She was only thirty-seven. That’s only seven years older than I am now. She wasn’t ready for a loveless marriage and distant kid. I was part of the problem, and that kills me.

        IH: How did you know your mother was cheating?

        PW: Because I was a master snoop. I knew the log-ins to both my parents’ laptops, and every now and then I’d check their emails, just because I was a little shit with nothing better to do. It was mostly boring stuff. I craved finding something exciting, only to regret it the second I did.

        One email. Just one.

        From lhutchins20@aol.com. I still remember that address. Along with every word he wrote to my mom.

        IH: What did he write?

        PW: You’re really making me do this, aren’t you?

        IH: Yes.

        PW: He wrote, I can’t wait until tomorrow. I need you. I crave you. I want to taste every inch of you. And I’m so excited to try what we talked about. It makes me hard thinking about it. And I promise I won’t get too rough. We should have a safe word. What word should we use? Leopold

        I remember stopping breathing as I read it. Like literally not breathing until I suddenly had to. And I knew what they were talking about. No thirteen-year-old didn’t understand that some people liked to have rough sex. After I read the email a dozen times, I checked her Sent folder. She had messaged back. Just one word.

        Gentle.

        That’s the worst part of all. Her safe word was gentle.

      

    
  
    
      
        Twenty-Three

      
      “I’m not sure I can do this,” I tell Kip, after having only gotten to the part where I uncovered my mother’s affair. My whole body is hot, just like it was that day. Feverishly hot, like a virus bursting through my bloodstream, searching for bits to feast on. “Give me a sec.”

      I leave my seat, head to the restroom. There are two. First door is locked, but the second is mercifully open.

      Inside, I splash cold water on my face. When I look in the mirror, I see an older version of the girl Hutchins saw that day. I wonder if my face imprinted on his memory as much as his did mine. And if that imprint was false.

      I leave the bathroom and go back to Kip.

      He pushes back against his chair and runs both hands through his thick hair. “I feel like an asshole.”

      “Why?”

      “I just had no idea about any of this.”

      “How would you?”

      He wears regret on his face. “I’m just sorry I couldn’t get over my fixation with you holding back from me. So stupid. Of course, people are allowed to have secrets.” He taps his fingers on the tabletop. “And now I’m making it about myself. Sorry, continue.”

      I’ve already decided not to tell him the rest of the story because it occurs to me that he doesn’t deserve to be the first person to hear this.

      “I’m not sure I can.”

      “I understand,” he says. “It sounds incredibly painful.”

      “It is. But that’s not the reason. I want to tell you everything. I will tell you everything. But…but I haven’t even told my dad everything I know. I feel like he should know first.”

      “Yeah, of course.” Kip’s eyes search my face. “He doesn’t know your mom was having an affair?”

      “I don’t think so.” Nor does he know I was there to watch my mom die, I think. And the events that happened afterward. Kip might not be so understanding when I finally tell him everything.

      “Your poor dad,” Kip says.

      “I know.”

      My mouth feels like I’ve been chewing tinfoil. My stomach bubbles with coffee and acid.

      Kip lets me sit in silence, not pressing me to talk. And I do just that. Drinking coffee, petting Bailey, and staring down at the table. At one point Kip reaches over and lightly strokes the top of my right hand, and the gesture nearly makes me cry.

      Fifteen minutes later he heads back to his place, asking if he can come over tonight. I tell him I won’t be at home. That I’m going back to Manchester to see my father for a day or two. We kiss goodbye and it feels hopeful. I’ve been needing a little hope.

      I don’t go straight to my car, choosing to walk downtown a bit, burn some nervous energy, trying to enjoy the fleetingly good weather.

      But my brain keeps racing. Thoughts of death. So much death.

      Bailey and I reach City Hall Park, head into it. Lots of walkers, nearly as many bikers. Brilliant orange, yellow, and red leaves shed themselves and fall to the ground like memories, slowly fading to nothing. I stray off the concrete path and into the grass, my feet crunching with every step.

      I want to be meditative. To find my center. To think about the now and not the past or the future.

      It doesn’t work. The only thing I can think of are all the places around me, all the trees, all the buildings, all the cars parked on the street. And how Hindley could be hiding behind any of them. Watching, waiting.

      Planning.

    
  
    
      
        Twenty-Four

      
      Transcript of second live stream episode between Ian Hindley and Poe Webb

      Date of recording: October 31

      
        PW: Tomorrow.

        IH: Tomorrow what?

        PW: That’s how Hutchins ended the email. My mother told him the safe word she wanted was gentle, and Hutchins simply replied, Tomorrow.

        IH: July 12. That was the tomorrow. Walk us through that day, and don’t be shy.

        PW: I’m not shy. I’m still fucking nauseous.

        IH: Maybe you’ve had too much to drink.

        PW: Maybe you should walk in traffic.

        IH: July 12. Tell us. Take your time.

        <<thirty-seven seconds of silence>>

        PW: It was hot that day. I was nervous all morning, knowing what my mother had planned. Dad was at work—I’d tried to convince him to take a sick day so we could have family time. Must’ve sounded like a bizarre request coming from his teenage daughter. He politely said no and kissed me on the head.

        He didn’t kiss my mother goodbye. I remember that very specifically.

        She was at home all day. She also seemed nervous, overcleaning the house until I thought her fingers were going to bleed. I should have said something. Told her I knew. Confronted her. But I couldn’t.

        IH: Do you regret—

        PW: Would you shut the fuck up? I can only do this without you interrupting with your stupid psychoanalysis questions.

        IH: Apologies. Please continue.

        PW: I was scared. Sad. Angry. Helpless. That’s the thing I hated the most. That she’d already cast her die, and I couldn’t change any of it. Sure, maybe I could stop the two of them from meeting that day, but not forever. My only real power would have been to tell my dad, but, Jesus, how could I have done that?

        It was just before three p.m. that she suggested—kind of insisted, really—I go hang out with Effia, who lived only two blocks away. Kept telling me school would be back in session before I knew it, and wouldn’t I regret it if I spent the summer in the house doing nothing?

        Regret.

        I remember her using that word.

        It was time.

        She wanted me out of the house.

        And I didn’t protest. Over the course of that day, I’d finally convinced myself the affair was meaningless, and if it kept her happy, then our family would go on. Anything to keep the status quo alive. This reasoning made zero sense, of course, but I clung to it.

        Still. I should have said no.

        My mother might still be alive if I’d just told her no. If I’d told her I was staying in the house and that was that.

        But I loved her, so I went. And my mother died.

        <<one minute and twelve seconds of silence>>

        It was just after four. I’d only been gone an hour, but Effia had an orthodontist appointment, and I didn’t want to hang out alone in their house while they went. Well, that’s not quite true. I wanted to go home. I had the sudden realization that if I caught her—caught them—in the act, she would be so full of shame that she’d run back into my father’s arms.

        It would be a horrible moment for everyone, of course. And one that would leave me forever scarred. But, in my little ignorant mind, I figured I could take that hit in order to save my family.

        Of course, in that moment, I had no idea how deeply a mind could be truly scarred. See, that’s the thing about trauma. You never get to quit it. You never get to walk away from it and rediscover the innocence and joy you felt just before The Thing happened.

        It’s just always there, an unwashable stain that you eventually grow to live with because you have no other choice. I’ll never have a day where I wake up and the events of my past simply never occurred. I’ll never wake and be thankful all the horrors were just a bad dream. The things that happened will always have happened, and that’s just that.

        And when I think this way, it’s easy to start spiraling into self-pity.

        That’s when I think about my dad, and what he went through, and what he continues to go through. My parents had grown apart, but she was still the love of his life.

        And then I think of my mother.

        All she wanted was a spark in her life. Something to remind her about how joyous it could all be.

        What she got for her efforts were fourteen stab wounds and a throat gash so deep, it nearly took her head off.

        That’s when I stop feeling sorry for myself.

      

    
  
    
      
        Twenty-Five

      
      I head back home, throw a few things in a duffel, grab supplies for Bailey, arm the house, and get in my Jeep, destination Manchester.

      There’s no music as I drive the two and a half hours. Instead, I focus on the things I think are under control.

      The podcast has eight episodes in the queue, so I can take off a few weeks without it mattering. Kip will organize the live stream interview with Hindley. And…

      Well, hell, that’s about it.

      My brain then summons all the uncertainties. All the questions I don’t really want to face.

      I’ve heard a million times that worrying is a waste of energy, but I still haven’t figured out how to avoid it. I’ve tried meditation, medication, distraction, cannabis, alcohol, sex, and petting my dog; the dog one keeps worry at bay the longest. But it always comes back, eating away at me more and more. And how it feasts on me now.

      I thumb to YouTube on my phone, launch a three-hour white noise video, and let it hiss at me through my speakers. I do my best to lose myself to I-89, to the fiery trees lining the interstate, to the gunmetal clouds weighing down the sky. After a while, it works, and while I never feel sleep pull at me, I fall into a driver’s trance, and when, nearly three hours later, I arrive in Manchester, I hardly remember the drive at all.

      Then it occurs to me: I never called my dad to tell him I was coming.

      It’s just before noon. I stand on the doorstep of a house I never really liked. But we had to find a new place after our last house burned, and this was the best one on the market at the time.

      Dad’s car is in the driveway. Since he retired, he doesn’t get out much.

      I knock.

      No answer.

      Knock again.

      No answer.

      Try the door. It’s locked.

      I call him on my phone.

      “Ayup.”

      “Where are you?” I ask.

      “Watching the Sox lose their asses.”

      “Where?”

      “They’re away in Camden.”

      “No, where are you?”

      “Huh? I’m in my den.”

      “Then answer your front door.”

      “How do you know someone’s at my front door?”

      “I’m at your front door, you old coot.”

      Dad’s only sixty-six, but still.

      “Hell, you are? Be right there.”

      Half a minute later, the door opens.

      Dad.

      He smiles, inasmuch as he ever smiles.

      As always, seeing him makes me melt a little and freeze a touch. Those two things form a mushy kind of love, a love that reminds me of happiness and despair, never allowing me to fully experience one or the other.

      “Good to see you, Firefly.”

    
  
    
      
        Twenty-Six

      
      Manchester, New Hampshire

      Dad used to call me Firefly growing up because of how much I loved sitting outside and watching those bugs in the summer. I don’t think he’s called me that name in years. I like that he just did.

      “Hi, Dad.”

      He furrows his brow. “You okay? What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing’s wrong. I just wanted to see you.”

      “You drove all this way to say hi? Not buying it.”

      “We’ll talk later.”

      He shifts his weight, crinkles his forehead, squints for a moment. Then his face settles into a deep, warm smile, and he steps out to hug me. Bailey tries to jump in between us, create a group hug, but my father and I hold each other too tightly for that.

      “Good to see you, sweetie.”

      I smell the same Brut aftershave he’s worn his whole life. Since he hardly goes out, I wonder who he wears it for. For his memories, I suppose.

      He’s tall and lanky, been naturally thin since he was a kid. A day or two of white stubble ashes his cheeks.

      Put my dad in a lineup with a few men ten years older, and I don’t think anyone would pick him out as the young one. And really, it’s not the typical telltale signs of aging. Not the wrinkles, not the slight stoop, not the hair color. It’s the eyes. The eyes that look like they’ve seen too much. Eyes that look like they’ve seen enough.

      “Well, come on in.”

      I do, disappearing into this theater set of a house. Nothing has changed in seventeen years. Every picture on every wall frozen in time. Same living room couch, remarkably unaged. Same forks and knives in the drawers. Same New England Patriots beer glasses in the top-left kitchen cabinet. The only things that seem to change from time to time are his TVs, one in his bedroom and one in his den, each upgraded every few years.

      Oh, and the cat.

      Grimm.

      I look over and there he is, perched on the dining room table, probably the only creature to use it.

      My dad got Grimm eight years ago.

      This cat is an incredible piece of shit.

      Bailey runs right up to Grimm and, in her beautiful stupidity, offers her snout. Grimm swats it with the speed of a champion middleweight, but in this case, the gloves are off, and the fists have razor-sharp claws.

      Bailey howls, retreats.

      “Guess she didn’t learn from last time,” Dad says.

      “Guess he hasn’t adopted a friendlier disposition.”

      Dad shrugs. “Why would he? He gets everything he wants without having to be nice. Wouldn’t expect him to start now.”

      I consider walking over to pet him, just to seek some thrill that he’ll let me and make me think I’m some kind of cat whisperer. But I’m not as dumb as my dog. I stay put.

      “He’s knows he’s a dick, though, right?”

      Grimm and I lock gazes. I’ve heard if you blink slowly at a cat, that shows affection. My eyelids remain glued open.

      “Why are you here, honey?”

      “Aren’t I welcome?”

      “Welcome anytime,” he says. “And for as long as you want.”

      “Thought I’d stay the night. Maybe two.”

      “Well, then, that warms my heart right up.” And he does look happy, but he also gazes upon me with wariness. Fair enough.

      “I’m cooking for you tonight,” I say.

      “That sounds perfect.”

      “Chicken parm?”

      “I might just die and go to heaven.”

      “No need for all that fuss.”

      “I suppose.” He turns and starts walking down the hall. “Lemme fix up the guest bedroom. Though it hasn’t been touched since I fixed it up after the last time you were here. Maybe I’ll just make sure the cat didn’t crap on the pillows.”

      “That would be appreciated.”

      He disappears into the guest room, and the house falls silent.

      I look back at Grimm, whose gaze is fixed on me.

      I give him a long, slow blink. I think I might even have smiled.

      His eyes remain glued open.

      Touché, fucker.

    
  
    
      
        Twenty-Seven

      
      After an afternoon trip to Hannaford Market to get food and two bottles of red, I cook for my father. It feels good.

      I enjoy time in the kitchen, even on the many nights I’m cooking only for myself. But being able to give back something to my father, even if it’s just chicken parmesan, is meaningful.

      Halfway through dinner we’ve already polished off the first bottle of wine, and I uncork the second.

      “You should move out to Burlington so we can be closer.”

      “Ayuh,” he mumbles. “And here I was thinking you should come back home.”

      “You know I don’t want to be back here.”

      “I know. Just sayin’.”

      “And I’m just saying.”

      “Okay.”

      The dinner moves on, the weight of the unspoken getting heavier by the moment. At least to me.

      Bailey is under the table by my feet. Dad had the courtesy to lock up Grimm, who otherwise would have been “picking our teeth clean as we ate.”

      Here I go.

      Here I go.

      I take another bite, and it’s suddenly flavorless. I feel like I’m standing on the edge of a cliff, being coaxed by friends to leap forty feet to the lagoon below. Were that the situation, I’d count to ten and force myself off.

      So I start.

      One, two, three…

      My mental countdown is interrupted when I get to six.

      “They’ve figured out the earth weighs six septillion kilograms,” Dad says. “And by the looks of it, it’s all sitting right on top of those bony shoulders of yours.”

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “That’s right. So, tell me, what is it you have to say? Why did you really come here?”

      Seveneightnineten—

      Jump.

      “It’s about Mom.”

      His face loses two shades of color. Maybe three.

      “I thought you were gonna tell me you were marrying Kip.”

      “Oh, god, no. I mean…I don’t mean to say it like that. But marrying anyone is the last thing on my mind.”

      “Okay. So what about Mom?”

      Seventeen years.

      It’s the biggest thing I’ve kept from him.

      That the woman he loved was having an affair.

      And I know who killed her.

      And was there to witness it.

      I close my eyes before I start talking.

      Because this is going to rip him open, and I just can’t stand to watch as it happens to my one remaining parent.

    
  
    
      
        Part II

      
    
  
    
      
        Twenty-Eight

      
      Transcript of second live stream episode between Ian Hindley and Poe Webb

      Date of recording: October 31

      
        IH: I have a request.

        PW: You’re supposed to shut up and let me finish.

        IH: I will, I promise. But since you’re getting to the good part, I want you to tell it a specific way.

        PW: I’d rather cut your dick off.

        IH: That won’t be necessary. Here’s my request: I want you to really go back to that day, tell us what you saw, what you heard, what you smelled. What you felt. Tell us about your mother’s death like you’re finally telling your trusted therapist after years of holding back. Tell us like you’re experiencing it all in the moment. Like you’re there. Right there.

        PW: I’m not sure I could get the words out.

        IH: I believe you can do anything you set your mind to. Do you want me to find a matching pinky finger so you can have a complete set?

        PW: No.

        IH: Good, then do as I say. Your ratings are going to be huge.

        <<seventeen seconds of silence>>

        PW: Okay. Jesus. I hate this. Like I’m there?

        IH: Like you’re there. It might help to close your eyes.

        <<thirty-four seconds of silence>>

        PW: It’s just after four in the afternoon, and I come back home from Effia’s house early, hoping to catch my mom in the act. Hoping to shame her into going back to my father.

        I enter the house through the sliding-glass door next to the kitchen. When someone is home, it’s always unlocked. It makes that smooth rolling sound, so quiet, and I have the distinct sense of being an intruder in my own house.

        The energy is different. Probably just me knowing what might be going on in the master bedroom, but there’s an electric thickness in the air.

        And the silence.

        The silence.

        I strain to listen, but it’s so quiet, it could be a dream. And then the automatic ice machine in the refrigerator dumps out a fresh set of cubes into the bin, nearly making me jump.

        My heart races in the worst kind of way. I suddenly don’t want to be here. Don’t want to catch them in the act. I just want my childhood back. Jump rope. Bedtime stories. A family car trip. All I want in this moment is to be a little girl again. All I want is my parents taking care of me.

        Don’t be weak, I tell myself. You’re doing this to save your family. So I keep going.

        Step by creeping step.

        Through the kitchen. Past the living room. Across the foyer.

        Down the hallway.

        At the end of the hallway, my bedroom.

        I peek in, a momentary horror of thought. What if they’re doing it in there?

        They’re not.

        I spy my camera on the bed, a beat-up Nikon I’m borrowing from school for yearbook class. I consider it for a moment. Maybe I don’t even have to confront them. If they’re in my parents’ bedroom having sex, maybe I can just crack the door, take a picture, corner her later about it when we’re alone.

        The thought makes me sick.

        This all makes me sick.

        Why do I have to be the grown-up here? I’m not ready to make these decisions.

        I dismiss the camera. The idea’s too messed up.

        Back in the hallway. Ahead is a bathroom. Directly to my left, a set of stairs.

        Stairs that lead to the main bedroom. Brown carpet wrapping the treads, absorbing all sound as I begin to go up. The stairs have walls on each side, making me feel suddenly claustrophobic.

        The door at the top is closed. Of course it’s closed.

        One, two, three, four, five.

        On the sixth step, I stop because I hear them for the first time.

        I fucking hear them.

        She giggles, so recognizable. More giggling, and then a moan. I don’t hear him. I hear her. I hear my mother having sex with another man. A man named Leopold Hutchins.

        I don’t think I can do this.

        I have to do this.

        I have to catch them. Otherwise, there’s wiggle room for denial.

        She has to see me. Her heart has to break for me.

        It’s the only way.

        Seven, eight, nine, ten.

        I start to gag, press it down. I can’t make any noise.

        Squeeze my fists, feel the sweat in them.

        At the top of the landing, I hear my mother gasp. Gasp in disgusting pleasure.

        My hand on the brass doorknob. It’s a thousand degrees.

        And, it hits me, I don’t even know what to say. Hadn’t even thought about it. Like, what?

        Ah-ha! Caught you!

        It’ll come to me. Whatever I say when I open this door will be the absolute right thing to say. Because it will be pure reaction to whatever I see. It doesn’t have to be planned. It will just…be.

        I swallow searing bile, turn the doorknob. Turn it, open the door just a crack, not enough to see through. I’m steeling myself one last time.

        And then.

        Then the screams.

        The most horrible thing I’ve ever heard. The most horrible thing anyone’s ever heard. Like a rabbit shrieking as a coyote’s dull teeth pierce its flesh. Over and over.

        That rabbit is my mother.

        The door opens. I’m not sure if I actually pushed it open or it somehow opened on its own. It doesn’t matter. What matters is what’s happening in my parents’ bed, fifteen feet in front of me. There’s a man, a naked man, lean, sinewy. He’s…it’s hard to say what he’s doing. Pouncing. Yes, pouncing. He’s jumping on his hands and feet on the bed, frolicking like a puppy playing with a littermate. But there’s screaming. And this man. This man has a knife. I see it in flashes, fixed tight in his right hand. Up for a moment, down again. Down into the purple comforter, the one my parents have had forever. Down into the matching pillowcases. Down into my mother. The blood spray. Rising from the arc of his hand as he brings the knife up again and again. Wetting the headboard. Soaking the sheets. Painting this naked man into a crimson warrior. Painting him as a jackal.

        I can’t move. For all of me, I can’t move. This is a dream. I’m dreaming that I’m watching my mother being torn to pieces, and because it’s a dream I can’t move.

        But it’s not. It’s not because I can smell it.

        I don’t know how much time passes. But I’m there watching him stab her, over and over, and the screams, they die. They die right before she does. After the screams are gurgles, then a rasp, a desperate wet rasp, and then nothing. I never see her face, and she doesn’t see mine, and all I can think is I’m standing here doing nothing. Not trying to save her. Not screaming. Not calling the police. I’m just fucking standing here.

        And this naked man. Hunched over her body, deep wheezes of heavy labor, and I can count his vertebrae through his tight paper-white skin.

        And he turns.

        Turns as if someone whispered to him that he was being watched. His face flat. Flat and plain. And he’s ugly, so ugly. And in the recesses of my denying mind, I can only think this is an intruder, not my mother’s lover, for she would never be attracted to this man.

        Then he smiles.

        His face is covered in my mom’s blood.

        He creeps out of bed and toward me. So slow. As if he knows I’m unable to command any movement from my legs. I want to cry. I want to die. I think both those things may happen as he comes toward me.

        The man is thin. Strong, but thin. A greyhound.

        Fuck.

        He’s still erect.

        I hear myself fighting for breath, hoping I’ll lose.

        The man who killed my mother stands three feet in front of me, and this is when I take in his eyes. Cold, fierce, jaded.

        The knife now hangs loosely at his side. Blood drips onto the carpet.

        Moments from now he’ll threaten to kill my father and me if I say anything. Moments from now Leopold Hutchins will turn into the boogeyman who will haunt me until the day I kill him.

        But now. Right now.

        He just says one thing.

        “She didn’t say the safe word.”

      

      
        Clip #1: bit.ly/Case_J4-3125A47_Recovered_Clip_1

      
    
  
    
      
        Twenty-Nine

      
      I’m talking fast but can’t seem to slow down. I tell Dad what happened next. How Hutchins threatened to come back for us if I said a word. How I wondered in that moment why he didn’t just kill me right then and there, then realizing the sociopath delighted in the idea of me living in perpetual fear.

      I tell him how Hutchins zip-tied my wrists and locked me in a closet. Dad starts to cry at this point in the story. I keep going, telling him how Hutchins came and got me ten minutes later, told me how he wiped down all his prints but planned to burn the house down just to be safe, and how funny it’d be to see our lives burned to the ground. How he found a can of gasoline in our garage and poured it all over Mom’s body and the bed. How strong the stench of gas and death was.

      “He started the fire with you watching?” Dad asks.

      “No,” I mumble. “He made me wait at the bottom of the stairs. Told me if I moved an inch, he’d burn me next.”

      “Sweet Jesus.”

      I tell Dad how, after starting the fire in the upstairs bedroom, Hutchins came down, cut off my zip ties with the same knife he’d used on my mother, then told me to wait outside. To pretend like I’d just come home and seen my house on fire. He told me to go to the neighbor’s house for help, but not to mention anything about him. Or else.

      “He said the first thing he’d do was cut off my tongue for telling.” Now my tears join Dad’s.

      My father is shaking his head in disbelief. “So this is why you didn’t talk for three months.”

      “I think I was so scared to say anything, my brain shut down my ability to speak. A defense mechanism.”

      And yet every word I say now is a cut into my father’s flesh.

      “You saw him drive away?” he asks.

      “No. If he had a car, he must’ve parked it a couple of blocks away. He ran off.”

      “Covered in blood?”

      This is all so awful. “He’d changed into some of your clothes. Washed his face.”

      I go on to describe what that fear—and guilt—felt like for the first few years after her death, how I struggled to get out of bed in the morning and how scared I was to close my eyes at night.

      At some point I shut my mouth, even though I could go on for hours. There’s such relief in finally confessing this, but it’s not without pain. Like vomiting shards of glass.

      In silence he stands. Stands and walks to the kitchen cabinet and grabs a fifth of Maker’s Mark bourbon, his regular.

      “I’m drinking this whole thing,” he mumbles. Then he pours two fingers, neat. “Or you can join me if you like.”

      I nod.

      He grabs another glass and sits back down, bringing the bottle with him. Studies me intently. Then his eyes soften, and he says, “I feel sick that you went through that. I don’t even know what to say. It’s like my brain can’t process this. But my heart…Jesus. My heart is broken all over again.”

      “I know.”

      He sips, slides the empty glass to me, sets the bottle between us. I don’t hesitate.

      The bourbon burns in a wondrous way, like penance. Not going to mix well with wine, but that’s a thought best reserved for tomorrow morning.

      “All this time I thought she was raped and killed by a random psychopath who burned everything to the ground. But she knew him. She knew her killer.”

      “Yes,” I say.

      “But the cops went through her email. How did they not find what you found?”

      More confessions. “She didn’t use her regular account, and her laptop burned in the fire,” I say. “She had a Yahoo account that I knew about and no one else did. I logged in and deleted the emails.” It’s now hitting me how awful my silence back then was. “I’m sorry. I can’t believe I didn’t say anything. They might have caught him if I did. But…but I thought if the police started getting close to finding him, he’d come after us. After seeing what happened to Mom, I couldn’t bear something happening to you. I just couldn’t. I know, it doesn’t make any sense, but—”

      “You were thirteen and traumatized. Sense has nothing to do with it. And you didn’t know who he was? You didn’t look for him?”

      “I looked online for anyone with his name at the time. Didn’t find anything.”

      “And those emails you deleted…was there anything in them to give you an idea of who he was or where he was from?”

      “No.”

      This isn’t true. In one email Hutchins told my mother to come join him for a weekend in New York City, a place he was “considering moving to.” That singular email was my impetus for moving to New York in my twenties on a quixotic quest to find him. But I don’t want to talk about New York with my dad, not yet.

      Dad’s gaze is fixed on the wall behind me, but I doubt he’s seeing anything at all. “Most famous murder case in Manchester until that Mister Tender nightmare.”

      “I know.”

      “He killed my wife.”

      “I know.”

      “Burned half our house down.”

      “I know.”

      “They couldn’t find him. Nobody could find him. Whole town was in a panic for at least a year.”

      “I know.”

      He sits quietly for a full minute or so, blank-faced, with tears streaking from his eyes. Finally he looks at me and says, “What else?”

      So much else. But I shake my head and remain silent.

      “Why now?” he asks another minute later. His glass is already empty. “After all this time, why are you telling me now? Did you just finally need to unburden yourself?”

      I drink more. “No. I’ve become numb to keeping secrets.”

      “So what, then?”

      Bailey shifts her weight under the table, nudging into my ankles. Her weight is warm, comforting, and completely dissonant to the moment. I’d give anything in the world to be a dog asleep under a kitchen table.

      I utter two words that are harder to say than all those already spoken.

      “He’s back.”

    
  
    
      
        Thirty

      
      Transcript of second live stream episode between Ian Hindley and Poe Webb

      Date of recording: October 31

      
        IH: That was perfect. Thank you for such a captivating recounting of that day. I think we can now all appreciate the true horror of what you went through.

        PW: I can’t get those images out of my head. The sounds.

        IH: The horrible dreams you must have. It’s a wonder you can sleep at all.

        PW: As far as I can remember, I’ve only had one good dream in the past seventeen years.

        IH: Tell us.

        PW: Seriously?

        IH: Who wouldn’t want to know the dreams of Poe Webb?

        PW: It was such a basic thing. I was in the middle of an endless field blanketed by wild grasses, the sky sea blue. Endless.

        And there. Not far from me. A solitary tree. A massive oak, gnarled and noble, like a soldier who’s survived a thousand battle wounds only to become invincible because of them.

        And in this dream, I walked through those grasses and sat under that tree. I did nothing else. Just sat there and stared straight ahead for what seemed like hours.

        I woke the next morning and felt filled with light. I was happy because I hadn’t woken with that constant sense of dread in my chest.

        I felt free, simply because I didn’t feel miserable.

        I’ve been chasing that tree ever since.

      

    
  
    
      
        Thirty-One

      
      October 18

      I wake, and for a few seconds, I’m disoriented enough to feel good. Then I remember where I am, forcing me to replay telling Dad everything last night. I’m hit by the wisps of a nightmare, something that had to do with my being underwater and running out of air. There may also have been eels.

      I stretch, shift my feet beneath the comforter. Suddenly there’s a weight on my legs, scaring the shit out of me. I look down and Grimm is attacking me through the blanket. I yell, kicking him as best I can, and he hisses at me. I hiss back, feeling equal parts triumphant and stupid.

      He skulks away.

      I look down at Bailey, who watches from the floor, with trepidation in her eyes.

      “Why’d you let him in here? You’re literally five times his size. Do your job.”

      She says nothing.

      I go to the kitchen to make coffee, then remember Dad only has the instant stuff. So I dress, brush my teeth, then find him on his ratty chair in his study, his face scrunched in confusion as he stares at his phone.

      “Morning,” I say.

      “Morning.”

      “Whatcha up to?”

      “Fucking Wordle.”

      “Hope it’s consensual.”

      He looks up. “Ha.”

      By the looks of him, I think I already know the answer to my next question. “Get any sleep?”

      “Maybe an hour. But it wasn’t a pleasant hour.” He sits with his thoughts for a moment. “I just…I feel devastated by what you told me. By the secret you’ve had to keep for so long. I’m so, so sorry.”

      “You have nothing to be sorry about.”

      “I was thinking, during the night…we need to go to the police.”

      “Like I said, I don’t even know if it’s him.”

      We talked late into the night yesterday. I described my GoPod session with Hindley, what he said about the flies and then how he claimed to have been Mom’s killer. How he seemed familiar but that I didn’t believe he was the same man as Hutchins.

      Then I told Dad about the text conversation and Hindley’s stunning revelation about knowing the exact words I exchanged with Hutchins the day Mom died. And then his insistence on a live stream podcast in just over a week from now.

      Dad’s thinking Hindley could truly be Hutchins and that maybe I should do the live stream in order to help find him. What he doesn’t know is the last thing Hindley said in that text conversation. About him knowing what happened in New York. That one sentence makes me extremely hesitant about having an open conversation with him in front of tens of thousands of listeners. Or going to the police.

      “If it is him,” Dad says, “he needs a date with a lethal injection. And if it isn’t him…well, he still needs to be arrested.”

      “For what? As far as I can tell, he hasn’t done anything illegal. He’s just a top-shelf troll.”

      We went ’round and ’round with this last night. Dad wants to go to the police. And if they can’t track him down, he wants to do it himself. Then put a bullet in his head. It’s as if the possible emergence of his wife’s killer has given him a singular purpose in life, which makes all the sense in the world to me.

      But things are more complicated than he knows. I need to tell Dad about what I did, but I’m not ready yet.

      “We’ll talk more later,” I say. “I’m going out for coffee.”

      “Ayup. Figured you wouldn’t want Folgers.” He clears his throat. “You headed home today?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Stay another night. I’ll take you out to dinner.”

      My synapses fire, and I have sudden memories of my parents taking me to Benny’s Pizza as a child. They had Skee-Ball there. Place closed probably twenty years ago. “Deal.”

      I leave him to his Wordle, and Bailey and I head to downtown Manchester. Along the way I stop at Pine Grove Cemetery, where my mother is buried. I used to come here in the years after her death, all throughout high school. There were times I’d go and not even visit her grave. I just liked being here, always managing to find peace in the fields of death.

      I decide not to visit Mom’s grave, not today. Sometimes it’s too much, too difficult, but she knows when I’m in the area. Sometimes just being close by is enough for both of us.

      I drive at a walking pace through the massive cemetery, taking in all the angles and colors. It seems every square foot is covered by fallen leaves, dead upon dead.

      When I lower the window, I’m greeted by cold, musty air, the heady aroma of fall’s natural decomposition. I stop the car but don’t get out, not feeling the same urge to wander among the tombstones as I did as a teen. Back then there was something romantic about stopping at a grave marker and reading the name, then creating a story about that person’s life. Back then it was like discovering a new poet every five minutes. Now it just feels…distant. And I suppose that sums up childhood better than anything else: a time when things feel important.

      Bailey clearly wants to get out of the car, but I disappoint her, leaving Pine Grove and heading back to our original destination.

      I wouldn’t call downtown Manchester vibrant, but there is a sense of community. I don’t even know how to define it, but I feel it. Maybe it’s because I grew up here and everything is some kind of marker of my past, but it always feels like people want to be here, whether they’re happy or not.

      I spot my destination. I’ve been to this coffee shop a handful of times since it opened well over a decade ago.

      The Stone Rose.

      Good atmosphere, great coffee, dog friendly, and a perpetual ’80s soundtrack playing. Sure enough, as soon as Bailey and I enter, we’re greeted by the Pet Shop Boys. I forget the name of the song, but it’s about making lots of money.

      I look around. Ten, maybe twelve people here. Two baristas behind the counter. But I don’t see her.

      The owner.

      Alice Hill.

      I don’t even know if she still owns the place. She did at least up to a half dozen years ago, when her name burst into headlines around the world.

      Alice Hill was born Alice Grey, and that name became famous when, at fourteen, she was stabbed nearly to death in a London park. Her assailants were two twin sisters—just girls like Alice—who attacked Alice out of a delusional and deranged tribute to the graphic novel character Mister Tender. A graphic novel character created by Alice’s own father.

      Alice lived. Just barely.

      Her family moved to the States, to Manchester, and Alice changed her name. As an adult, she opened the Stone Rose, likely hoping to eke out a simple life of anonymity.

      But then, and I don’t quite remember all the details, she started being stalked again. Someone—maybe several people—knew who she was, and the obsession with Mister Tender bubbled up again. It reached critical mass on Halloween, six or seven years ago, and Alice nearly died, again. It was in the news for weeks. They never found the assailant, a guy named Jack. Like my dad said, that became the biggest cold case in Manchester since my mother’s killing.

      Seems like all Alice wanted was to be left alone. But her past seized her by the throat and wouldn’t let go.

      Yeah.

      I order my Americano with an extra shot, then find a table. Bailey slumps on the floor next to me, wondering when we’re going to do something fun.

      “This is fun,” I tell her. “You just don’t realize it.”

      A minute later the barista calls out my name, and I notice a woman look up from the table at which she sits alone. She’s about my age, a little older maybe. Beautiful in a haunted kind of way, blazing wide eyes set against the palest of faces. And there’s something familiar about her.

      I grab my coffee, and then it hits me.

      Holy shit.

      That’s Alice.

      It’s absolutely her. I read enough articles about her after the incident. Articles with photos.

      Here is a woman who has more than earned the right to be left alone.

      Still.

      I approach her, and as I do, I see the scar on her right forearm. Must be four inches, easily. Strawberry red on alabaster skin. I think there are many, many more of those scars.

      “Sorry, you’re Alice Hill, right?”

      There’s hesitation in her eyes. What a shade of green they are. Almost reminds me of Hindley.

      “What do you want?”

      What do I say? That I’m a fan? And what the fuck does that even mean?

      “Nothing,” I say. “I’m just…well, I guess I know about you from all the press.”

      “You and the rest of the world.”

      Her tone isn’t inviting, but it’s not entirely dismissive either. Guarded.

      “You looked up when the barista called my name,” I say.

      She nods. “Poe. Not a lot of people with that name. There’s a well-known Poe from Manchester. Doesn’t live here anymore.”

      “There’s a much more well-known Poe from Baltimore. That’s who my father named me after.”

      And there. The slight softening of her expression. “You’re Poe Webb.”

      “At your service.” Jesus, why did I say that? Ugh.

      “I listen to your podcast. It’s great.”

      “Wow. Thank you.”

      “The heart of the show is you interviewing them after they confess. How you let them sit with their vulnerability. That takes skill.”

      “I try to put myself in their shoes. It’s not always easy.” Though easier than I’d prefer.

      “I can imagine. And now I know why you came over here.” She pulls her sleeve down, hiding the scar. “Makes sense that a true-crime podcaster might be interested in me.”

      “No, no, it’s not like that. I mean, kinda, I guess. But it’s not like I was stalking you.” Damn it, why did I use that word with her? “I’m just here visiting my dad for a couple of days. I live up in Vermont.”

      “Yes, I know.”

      “I just…I saw you and just felt compelled to say hello.”

      She sits back in her chair. “Why? I mean, I know the easy answer. I’m a freak, a survivor of multiple stabbings. People always want to meet freaks. But I’d be sorely disappointed to know that was your motivation.”

      I restrain myself from the massive temptation of pulling out the other chair at the table, sitting across from her, and spilling my guts.

      “I’m going through some stuff,” I say.

      “That can mean anything.”

      “Bad stuff,” I add, like an idiot. “And I saw you, recognized you. And you’re just sitting here. This person who went through unimaginably bad stuff. And you’re…well, still here. You fought and you survived. You’re sitting in your coffee shop and doing just fine.”

      “Dangerous and ignorant to presume my state of mind.”

      She’s totally right. “Okay, you appear to be doing fine.”

      “I’m doing fine.”

      I smile. “That’s good to hear.”

      “So you’re not pitching me to be on your podcast?”

      “Oh, god, no.” And then I think, Shit, that would be amazing.

      “Good. Nothing personal. I just don’t do any of that.”

      “Totally get it.”

      She peers around to my table. “Your pup looks sweet.”

      “She is.”

      “She’s looking rather longingly in our direction.”

      “I should go,” I say. “It was…I’m just glad I met you. I don’t say this lightly. And I don’t think I’ve ever said this to anyone, because it sounds stupid and clichéd. But. Seriously. You’re an inspiration.”

      She smiles, and it’s stunning. I suspect few get to witness it.

      “It doesn’t take a hero to be nearly stabbed to death.”

      Jesus.

      “Okay.”

      “Okay.”

      I turn to walk away.

      “Poe?”

      I pivot back.

      “Your ‘bad stuff.’ How bad is it?”

      I think for a moment. All the different things I could tell her.

      I land on this: “Listen to the show next week. It’s going to be live.”

    
  
    
      
        Thirty-Two

      
      Transcript of second live stream episode between Ian Hindley and Poe Webb

      Date of recording: October 31

      
        IH: So now we’ve set the stage, haven’t we? Our heroine witnessed her mother’s brutal slaying at the age of thirteen. Rendered mute for several months by the trauma, and forever afterward bound to silence for fear she’d end up the next victim. But she wasn’t going to merely accept her mother’s fate. She searched and searched for the boogeyman known to her only as Leopold Hutchins, to no avail. A scarred Poe Webb then left the house at eighteen to attend college, and also to leave her sad and desperate home behind.

        PW: Is there a question here?

        IH: She moves to New York after school for a dead-end job, still haunted by the ghosts of her past. And yet it’s there, during her two years in New York City, that she finds the white whale she’s been chasing—or so she thinks. That time in New York was a moment of decision, an inflection point, a singular burst of action that will redefine the rest of her life.

        PW: He was the white whale. I found Leopold Hutchins.

        IH: And yet, on this very live stream, you confessed to not being absolutely certain he was the very same man who killed your mother.

        PW: He was who I thought he was. I’m certain. I don’t know why I said that earlier.

        IH: Because you were being honest. Walk us through how you found this man you believed to be Leopold Hutchins and describe what, exactly, you did to him. Then your faithful listeners can choose to believe if you are a hero or a villain.

        PW: I don’t want to.

        IH: I know, but you have to. You know you have to.

        PW: You have to promise me you won’t let him die. I swear to fucking god.

        IH: Which god is that, Poe?

        PW: Whichever one can help me.

        IH: Only you can help yourself right now. Now, please continue. Why did you choose New York City? Was it just for the job?

        PW: Because there was an email from Hutchins to my mom—one of the many emails I deleted from her account—that mentioned New York as a place he wanted to move to.

        IH: Bit of needle in a haystack, finding one man in all of New York City.

        PW: It was the only haystack I had.

        IH: Quite the determination.

        PW: A determination I didn’t have until my twenties. All that fear had finally turned into pure rage.

        IH: Not a cheap place to live. What did you do for work?

        PW: A friend from school got a job in Manhattan blogging for a new clickbait site called Runder, a kind of wannabe TMZ pop-culture website. They were hiring a crazy amount of “content creators.” I was a lowly blogger. But I wasn’t there to establish my career.

        I was earning twenty bucks per three-hundred-word post, sharing a postage-stamp apartment in Queens with another woman. By day I’d write posts about how “you won’t believe what these child stars look like now,” and by night I’d walk the streets of Manhattan, just hoping to see his face.

        IH: A long shot.

        PW: I didn’t know what else to do.

        IH: And how long did this pattern repeat? Blogging and searching?

        PW: About a year. A year, then I knew I had to do something different. And that’s when I realized I wasn’t manifesting Hutchins into my life.

        IH: Meaning?

        PW: Meaning I was just hoping to run into him. I wasn’t preparing to find him. I was still approaching things as a victim.

        IH: So what did you change?

        PW: One day a voice in my head says, Get in shape. Find purpose with your body. And not the kind of shape that just looks good. Get into practical shape.

        IH: Practical shape?

        PW: Yeah. Useful shape.

        IH: Useful meaning what, exactly?

        PW: Useful in the sense you could do some damage to another human, should the opportunity arise.

        IH: And that’s all it took to manifest him?

        PW: No.

        IH: What else?

        PW: The most important thing: I had to stop being scared of him.

        IH: A hard thing to do, I imagine.

        PW: Not when I stopped thinking of him as the boogeyman. After years of fear, all it took was to reframe how I saw him when he appeared in my mind.

        IH: And what’s that? What did you see Leopold Hutchins as when you thought of him?

        PW: As my prey.

      

    
  
    
      
        Thirty-Three

      
      At three in the afternoon, Dad walks into the living room. I’ve been sitting on the couch for the past two hours, reading a book I found in his office. It’s what my mom would have called a ripper—a book so thrilling, you’re nearly ripping the pages off as you turn them.

      It’s been years since I’ve read a book for two hours straight. It’s also the longest I’ve gone without thinking about Hindley since he came into my life.

      “I decided on where I’m taking you for dinner,” Dad says.

      “Where?”

      “Trattoria Delia. I’m craving Italian.”

      I put my book down, fearful that early-onset dementia has visited my father.

      “Did they open one here?” I ask. “The only one I know of is in Burlington. And I don’t think it’s a chain.”

      “I’m talking about the one in Burlington.”

      I blink hard. “You want to drive two and a half hours to dinner? And then, what, drive back home?”

      “Nope,” he says. “I want to drive two and a half hours and stay.”

      “I don’t understand. Stay the night at my place?”

      “More than the night.” He takes a few more steps into the room, his expression one of fatherly-determination. “I want to move in with you for a little while. Until all…this…gets sorted out.”

      “Dad, I don’t think that’s—”

      “No, no, you don’t get to argue this. I could debate several points, including the fact that I’m just rotting away here by myself. I’m so damn lonely. And I suspect you’re a bit lonely yourself, despite Kip and your wild popularity in the podcast world.”

      We both let that sit there.

      “Truth is,” he continues, “you don’t understand what it means to be a daddy whose little girl is in trouble. Not saying I can save the world, and most likely you’ll be a hero before I will ever be, but I sure as hell won’t stand by with this fucking demon threatening you. Threatening us. Whatever happens, we’re gonna be together, and I’m sorry if that’s an inconvenience or if it puts on a burden on—”

      “Stop,” I say, putting a hand up. “Just stop.”

      He does. Puts his hands in his pockets. “Okay.”

      Now I’m crying, but I’m pretty stealthy about it, so I’m not sure he notices.

      “Of course you can come. Yes. Please. Thank you. All that. Stay as long as you want.”

      “Okay, then.”

      “Okay, then.”

      “Haven’t been there in over a year,” he says. “Assume you still have that fancy guest room?”

      “I do.”

      “That’ll be just fine.”

      A thought hits me.

      “What about the cat?”

      Dad’s eyes widen. His fists burrow deeper in his pockets. “Well, hell, didn’t think of Grimm at all. I mean, I think there’s a kid in the neighborhood that does pet sitting, but that’s usually for a quick vacation or such. Kinda seems outright mean to just let him fester here with one visit a day while I’m away for what could be…I don’t know…couple of weeks? Maybe longer?”

      And there I see it, the emotion on his face. He really does love the goddamn beast.

      “Fine,” I say. “But you’re dealing with the litter box, and if he razor-blades Bailey, I’ll set him loose in the field when you’re sleeping.”

      “Wow. Kinda harsh.”

      “I love you, Dad. But I really don’t like your cat.”

      He gives me half a grin and my entire childhood washes over me. “Deal,” he says.

      And just like that, my dad and I will be living under the same roof again.

      It’s nice. It’s also scary as hell.

      It makes me suddenly protective of my personal space, a feeling I have more often than I care to admit. The thing is, I don’t want to be alone. But I’m realizing in this moment that being alone is a hell of a lot easier than letting someone see the real me.

      I suspect I’m at the point of no return.

      Soon, Dad will know everything about me.

      And, maybe, the world will, too.

    
  
    
      
        Thirty-Four

      
      Burlington, Vermont

      I get back to Burlington, Dad a few minutes behind me in his own car. Dusk weighs like a closing coffin. A mass grave of brittle leaves covers my walkway, and their little bones crunch beneath my sneakers as Bailey and I make our way to the front door.

      Inside. Alarm off.

      “Siri, lights on.”

      The house comes to life.

      “Siri, cocktail time.”

      The lights in the living room soften, and light jazz begins playing through the TV soundbar. These commands are so stupid, but I never stop getting a kick out of them.

      Siri, make all this shit go away. Siri, turn back time, say, eighteen years.

      I put things away, get Bailey her dinner, then fix a drink for Dad and me. Something to freshen us up after the long drive and before we head to dinner.

      I show Dad to his room, as he did with me just last night. He’s only got one suitcase and his cat, along with all the necessary cat supplies. He sets everything down on the floor of the guest room, then lets Grimm out of the carrier. The thing belly crawls right under the bed, making these weird waw, waw, waaa sounds along the way.

      “Doesn’t much like change, I’m guessing,” Dad says.

      “Sucks for him.”

      “Have a little compassion. You weren’t always this way, were you?”

      I lean down and contemplate giving Grimm a pet, then don’t. “The second I show compassion, this thing will come steal my breath in the middle of the night.”

      “That’s why you shouldn’t brush your teeth at night. Repel him with halitosis.”

      This makes me laugh. I like when Dad does that.

      We finish putting things away, enjoy our drinks, then head to dinner. Last time I was at Trattoria Delia was when Kip and I started dating. It’s a great place, and sitting here with my father makes me wish I went out more often. I always convince myself that I love to cook more than I enjoy going out, but of course that’s bullshit. I just don’t particularly enjoy being in a packed, noisy environment, with movement all around me. I don’t know what the issue is, exactly, but the first word that comes to mind when I contemplate this particular anxiety is variables.

      Too many variables.

      But, at least for tonight, it feels good to be out in the world.

      This feeling is buttressed by the fact we keep our conversation light and breezy. Dad doesn’t dig into the many layers of emotions he certainly must be feeling after what I told him last night. And I don’t tell him the thing that would certainly heap enough worry on him to maybe crush him altogether.

      Soon, though.

      I need to tell him soon.

      Back home, just after nine p.m.

      Inside. Alarm off.

      “Siri, lights on.”

      “Aren’t those devices recording you all the time?” Dad asks.

      “Maybe.”

      “You don’t know who’s listening.”

      I toss my keys on the kitchen counter as Bailey comes up and licks my hand. No sign of Grimm.

      “Whoever it is, they’re bored as shit,” I say. “The only thing interesting in this house is my podcast, and anyone can listen to that anyway.”

      Dad offers a disapproving low “mmmmm-hmmmmm.”

      “I’ve got to get some work done,” I tell him. “You planning to stay in for the night?”

      “As opposed to what?”

      “Barhopping?”

      “I think I’ll stick with some TV.”

      “Okay.” I arm the security system to Stay.

      Then it hits me.

      “The dog door,” I say.

      “What about it?”

      “Well, it’s locked closed, and it unlocks when Bailey stands next to it. It’s a thing on her collar. She goes out at night sometimes.”

      “Okay.”

      “I’m just wondering if Grimm will follow her outside. It relocks in a few seconds, but maybe he’ll figure out he can hitchhike behind her.”

      “Huh.” He glances around the living room. “Hadn’t thought about that. I mean, no one ever accused that cat of being a genius, but I suppose he could figure it out. Now I’m a little worried.”

      Dad leaves and heads to the bedroom. Seconds later he calls back out. “He’s still under the bed.”

      “Okay, good.”

      Dad returns. “Maybe take Bailey’s collar off tonight so it can remain locked? Until we figure out a system?”

      “Sure. Of course.”

      “Okay. You go get your work done. Gonna feed Grimm and watch TV in bed.”

      I walk up to him and give him a hug. Even though I was always close with my parents, we were never a hugging family. Even after my mom died, it just wasn’t a thing my dad and I did. But the deep grooves of the past don’t have to chart the course of the future. Starting tonight, we hug.

      “I’m glad you’re here.”

      “Me too,” he says.

      He disappears to his room, and I head to the kitchen and pour myself a glass of Malbec. Then Bailey follows me upstairs to my office, where I take a seat at my desk. I work on an email to Kip, coordinating the live stream. My stomach knots up as I type, because I’m not dealing with normal podcast shit. Sure, I have to coordinate the details as I would with any episode. But this one? This one is the motherfucker of all. This is the one that potentially affects the rest of my life, however long that may be.

      After I hit Send, I do something I’ve been avoiding. Something I haven’t done in quite some time. I need to see if there’s any information about the years-old disappearance of a specific man in New York.

      I knew him as Leopold Hutchins when I was thirteen. By the time I was in New York, he was going by the name Leonard Avery.

      I reach into my desk and unearth an old laptop of mine. It’s been wiped totally clean and never gets used except for this very occasion. Aside from the operating system, the only software loaded is a VPN service that masks my IP address.

      I connect to a Dallas VPN server. Then I download a secure web browser and start searching for anything I can about Leonard Avery. After fifteen minutes I find nothing more than what I’ve found in the past, namely a brief article in the New York Post about “Brooklyn Man Missing” that was published right after my second date with Avery. There’s nothing else, at least not that I can find. Just the same hundred-word article that reads like an afterthought. As far as I can tell, no one seemed bothered by the fact Avery simply disappeared one day, and I continue to remain optimistic that the cops hardly followed up on the whole thing, having the rest of New York City crimes to deal with.

      Which begs the question: How the hell does Hindley know what happened in New York? Even if he’s mostly bluffing, he has to know something.

      I disconnect from the Wi-Fi and remove the browser entirely from my system. I place the laptop in the back of my desk drawer, then sit up and pour more wine into my glass.

      And that’s when I see it.

      My bookshelves on the far wall are floor to ceiling, three columns of nine shelves each. On the center column, fifth shelf from the bottom, I have one framed photo next to some books.

      It always faces perfectly straight. I have a thing about lines and angles, and my photo frame is always dead-on, like a soldier in military formation.

      But now. Now this one photo. The one of my mother. It’s a picture of her grinning, standing in front of the ocean in a low-cut blouse, a shot my dad took on a family trip a year before she died. It’s my favorite picture of her because it’s the most natural I’ve ever seen her. Well, naturally happy.

      And this photo. It’s not straight. Nor is it casually off angle, as if accidentally bumped into.

      Her picture is turned precisely ninety degrees.

      And I have no idea what to think about that.

    
  
    
      
        Thirty-Five

      
      Downstairs. I check all the locks, then grab a flashlight and sweep the beam through the kitchen window and into the backyard. Nothing.

      I walk through the other rooms of the house, my steps cautious, looking for something. Anything. Some other little sign.

      Because two little things would be meaningful, right? My brain wants to dismiss the picture frame as just…I don’t know what. A happenstance. Not that I can explain it, but one small thing out of place is something I could chalk up to the universe hiccupping. That doesn’t make sense, but we do anything to rationalize ourselves though panic, I suppose.

      But if I find another thing out of place, I’m going to freak the fuck out.

      I look through all the rooms and find nothing. The only one I don’t check is my dad’s, whose door is closed.

      Grimm.

      Maybe that’s it.

      Maybe Grimm checked out the house when we were at dinner, jumped up on the bookshelf, and knocked the picture frame perfectly askew.

      Maybe?

      Though when we left, he was under Dad’s bed, and he was there when we came back.

      Maybe I should get indoor security cameras.

      I stop in the kitchen, rest my elbows on the countertop, and launch my security system app. Scroll through the history, checking for system activity when I was in Manchester. While armed, the alarm would have sounded at any door or window opening, or any motion on the main level, but I check the detail just in case.

      Nothing.

      “Whatcha doing?”

      I nearly scream at my father’s voice. I turn around.

      “Didn’t mean to scare you,” he adds.

      “I know.”

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah. Just closing things up down here. What’re you doing?”

      “Just getting a bowl for water for Grimm.”

      “How’s he doing?”

      “A bit on edge. Like you.”

      “I’m good, Dad.”

      “You sure?”

      “I’m sure. Thanks.”

      “Get a good sleep, then.”

      “You too.”

      He gets a bowl, runs it under the tap, and gives my shoulder a little pat as he heads back to his room.

      “Things’ll be okay,” he says.

      I nod, not believing it.

      “I’m glad you’re here,” I say again. I hesitate for a moment, then ask, “By the way, you haven’t been in my office at all since you got here, have you?”

      His forehead scrunches up. “No. But am I not supposed to?”

      “No, you totally are. I was just wondering.”

      “Wondering what?”

      “It’s nothing, really.”

      He doesn’t buy it, but he gives me my space on this. I tell him good night again, and he disappears into his room and closes the door, leaving me to myself.

      I love the dark. Sometimes crave it.

      But tonight, the lights stay on.

    
  
    
      
        Thirty-Six

      
      Transcript of second live stream episode between Ian Hindley and Poe Webb

      Date of recording: October 31

      
        IH: So you’re in New York and you have this epiphany about seeing the boogeyman as your prey rather than fearing him. What did you do next?

        PW: I spent months working out: self-defense classes, personal trainers. Racked up serious credit card debt, but I was determined not only to be able to defend myself, but to attack.

        IH: But getting in attack-ready shape means nothing if you can’t find the man.

        PW: I kept googling him but found nothing, just like always.

        IH: So what else did you do to locate him? For all you knew, he wasn’t even in New York.

        PW: Something occurred to me. My roommate, Clara, had profiles on several dating websites. I doubted dating profiles would turn up in search engine results, so maybe that was something I needed to investigate.

        IH: Intriguing.

        PW: I went to every dating site I could find, created a basic profile so I could search, then typed in the name I doubted was even real. But it turns out you can only search usernames, not real names, and there were no results that came anywhere close to Leopold Hutchins.

        IH: Back to square one.

        PW: Not exactly. I closed my eyes, tried to see him in the darkness behind my lids. His bloody face. The way his lip curled as he smiled. His naked, wiry frame. And I think, Predator. He’s a predator. Of course that’s obvious, but maybe he’s a predator on a dating site. Making a nice little profile that would lure in an innocent woman.

        That’s when I realized I was going about this all wrong.

        IH: How so?

        PW: I didn’t need to find him.

        IH: What did you need?

        PW: For him to find me.

      

    
  
    
      
        Thirty-Seven

      
      October 23

      Burlington, Vermont

      Five days pass, and Burlington inches closer to Halloween.

      I’ve always had a fraught relationship with the holiday. As a child, like every other kid, I loved it. Maybe even more than most kids. My dad always went all out, so not only was the house always festively creepy on the outside, but he also decorated the inside as well. There were, of course, the campy decorations, the goofy spiders and witches and cartoonish ghosts wishing me a spooktactular Halloween. But then he’d put out a smaller and more curated collection of darker trinkets. The rubber severed finger on top of the toilet tank. The very realistic Peeping Tom face looking through our living room window. The old-timey portraits of various nineteenth-century figures whose faces changed from severe to mutilated when you walked by.

      I liked that shit. Thought it was edgy. It excited me in an unexplainable way. Maybe it was because I could explore the dangerous without the real threat of danger. And perhaps that same thrill drove me to horror movies at an early age. Light stuff to start, like Sixth Sense. But then quickly moving to the darker classics. Blair Witch, Night of the Living Dead, and The Exorcist.

      But then Hutchins murdered my mom, and my last visual was far worse than any scene from those movies. Her blood and gore was very real, as was my horror.

      Every Halloween I spent after that, I did so in the house, with my father, outside lights off, ignoring the doorbell chime and the knocking.

      Tomorrow is one week until Halloween and a week since I told my father that I witnessed what happened to Mom. Now I have something else to tell him, and I’m not sure how he’s going to take it. He’ll be the only other person to know this particular truth. That is, unless Hindley wasn’t bluffing with me.

      I haven’t heard a peep from Hindley, and my live stream with him is two days from now. I swear to god, I don’t know if I’ll make it through October.

      And if I do, I’m not sure I’ll be glad I did.

    
  
    
      
        Thirty-Eight

      
      We drink.

      That’s what my family does.

      I’m mostly casual about it, a couple of drinks each night. My dad? I don’t know. Maybe more.

      It got worse after Mom, but the disposition had always been there. I never wake hungover, and drinking rarely keeps me from getting my shit done, but still. It’s there.

      I think about stopping.

      And then there’s tonight.

      “Special occasion?” Dad surveys the kitchen counter lined with take-out Chinese and his favorite bourbon.

      “Yeah,” I tell him.

      “Which is?”

      I’m not a bourbon drinker, but I sure do like vodka. I take my bottle of Grey Goose out of the freezer, then splash it and some lime juice and simple syrup into a martini glass. I take a sip, and it chills and warms me at the same time, like the best of lovers.

      “There’s something I have to tell you.”

      He gives me a look. I know this face. He wants the weight to be taken off me, but he’s not sure he wants it on himself.

      “Is this a two-drink kind of conversation?” he asks.

      I lean forward and slide the bottle of bourbon toward him.

      “I see.”

      We each grab food in silence, sit at the table, and polish our plates off quickly. I down two glasses of water, knowing that’ll help later.

      He cleans our plates, then pours his first bourbon. “Where do you want to do this?”

      “Living room,” I say.

      “Okay.”

      We settle into a couple of La-Z-Boy chairs. I’m tempted to recline mine, but that feels too much like therapy.

      Grimm skulks into the room, jumps to the top of Dad’s chair, and perches. Bailey, at my feet, eyeballs him.

      “Before you tell me anything,” he says, “I need to ask. Are you sure what you have to say needs to be shared? Are you going to be in trouble by sharing it?”

      “I don’t know how to answer that.”

      “Are you telling me because you need to or want to?”

      Complicated. “I think both,” I say. “It’s something I’ve been wanting to tell you for seven years, and there’s a chance it might be coming out anyway. I wanted you to hear it directly from me.”

      He does the math. “You were living in New York seven years ago.”

      “That’s right.”

      Dad sits up a bit. “I always hated it when you lived there. Did somebody…hurt you?”

      “No.” I take a sip of my vodka and realize I’ve let the ice melt too much, and it’s too watered down. I need it to bite me. So I get up, splash another ounce in, and lean back into the chair.

      “Actually,” I say, “it was me who did the hurting.”

    
  
    
      
        Thirty-Nine

      
      I’m out of my body as I talk, and in the distant corner of my consciousness, I’m vaguely aware that I am, in this moment, a guest on my own show. I’m the one confessing. The one with a sheen of forehead sweat and the occasional stammer. Eyes shifting back and forth, struggling to look at him directly.

      By the time I finish my first drink, I’m up to the part where I’ve created profiles on the various dating sites.

      He gets up and fixes me another cocktail, and the only time he’s said a word so far is to ask me how I like my drink made. When I take a sip, I realize he’s made it stronger than normal, which I’m assuming is his way of soothing me. Like giving a dying soldier a healthy dose of morphine, just to ease those final minutes.

      “I used the name ‘Maggie’ instead of ‘Margaret,’” I say. “But otherwise, my profile was Mom. The profile picture I selected was the one of her from our trip to Martha’s Vineyard.”

      The same picture, it occurs to me now, that’s in the frame on my office bookshelf. The one that had been moved ninety degrees.

      Dad nods. He knows exactly the photo I’m talking about.

      “I put the same profile up on every site I could find. Not a ton of information, and I made the age a few years older than she was in that photo. I figured if this guy was out there, out there preying on other women, then maybe he’d find it. Then he’d see it and think it was a ghost. Or some horrible joke. But he would have to reach out. Contact me. Just to see what the hell was going on.”

      Dad breaks his silence with one word:

      “And?”

      I take another sip, which turns into a gulp. I need to pace myself, but damn does the anesthesia help.

      “Three days,” I say. “It only took three days for that motherfucker to contact me.”

    
  
    
      
        Forty

      
      Transcript of second live stream episode between Ian Hindley and Poe Webb

      Date of recording: October 31

      
        IH: So you created fake profiles on dating sites using your mother’s photo and bastardized name. Very creative.

        PW: I don’t care what you think.

        IH: Did you attract much attention?

        PW: Of course I did, because my mom was hot and the guys on those dating sites are trolls. I’d get dozens of connection requests a day across the various platforms. Every time my phone buzzed, I’d stop breathing. Then I’d check the profile of the requester. Never the name Leopold Hutchins. Never a photo that looked remotely like the man I’d seen in my parents’ bedroom that day nine years earlier.

        IH: Of course, maybe he was using a fake photo.

        PW: Maybe, but I couldn’t set up dates with all these guys just to find out. I didn’t reply to any of those requests, and by day two, I told myself I’d give it a month. Keep the profile up for a month, and if there were no requests with even the slightest sense of being him, I’d try something else.

        IH: Did the whole month go by?

        PW: Day three. Just after nine a.m. Phone buzzes on my desk. eHarmony. Someone requested to connect. There’s usually some kind of bland greeting attached, like interested in meeting? Or how about some coffee? Sure, there were a few pervy ones, including married but wifey is cool with it. But this one? This one was just three words.

        Hello, Margaret McMillian.

        IH: He used her real name. He knew the name of the woman in your profile photo.

        PW: Then I checked his name. Leonard Avery. Leonard…Leopold. Holy shit, I thought. Holy fucking shit. Then I looked at the profile picture and…disappointment. Guy looked way different than Leopold. Plus, the picture itself looked older, like maybe from the eighties or something.

        IH: But it clearly could have been a fake photo. Like yours.

        PW: I clipped the photo and uploaded to Google’s reverse-image search, hoping to find out more about this guy. And then. Bam. Hundreds of results, all pointing to the same person.

        Randy Steven Kraft.

        There was a Wikipedia entry on that name, so I clicked on it.

        IH: So the photo in the eHarmony profile was of a person who had their own Wikipedia article?

        PW: Not just any person. Randy Steven Kraft was a California serial killer, who committed his murders in the seventies and eighties. Had a few nicknames. Scorecard Killer. Southern California Strangler. Freeway Killer. Convicted of sixteen deaths of young men. Suspected of sixty-seven. Still alive, on death row in San Quentin.

        IH: So you figured this must be Hutchins.

        PW: All I knew was this guy named Leonard connection requested me, and he knew my photo was really of my mom, Margaret, and his profile image was that of a serial killer.

        IH: Leading you to think what?

        PW: Leading me to think, Hell, yeah.

        Hell, yeah, you piece of shit.

        Let’s meet.

      

    
  
    
      
        Forty-One

      
      “Poe,” Dad says, his voice heavy as concrete blocks dragging me to the bottom of the ocean. “What did you do?”

      You know that moment where the booze in you puffs its chest and starts beating the shit out of you? That’s happening now. I’ve been sipping vodka like water, and it felt great until it suddenly became horrible.

      “Daddy, I don’t know.” I’m slurring. Am I slurring?

      “It’s okay. It’s okay. Just tell me what happened next.”

      “We…well, we met.”

      “And?”

      My head is spinning. Not a lot, but like I’d taken a couple of trips through a revolving door.

      “It was him.” I slump back in my chair.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Sure?”

      “Yes, Poe. Are you certain it was him?”

      I eye my drink. There’s nothing left. I don’t pour another, but not out of common sense. The bottle’s out of arm’s reach.

      “Sure enough to kill him,” I whisper.

      All the blood drains from his face. “I was afraid you were going to say that.”

      I start to cry, and I hate it. Not because of what I’ve just told my father, but because of what I haven’t told him. The worst part.

      “It’s okay, honey.”

      “It’s not.”

      “It’s been seven years. That’s a long time not to get caught.”

      “I know,” I say, trying to gather myself. “But it’s just that…just that…”

      “Just what?” He reaches over and rubs his hand on my back, just as he did for hours and hours and hours after Mom died.

      I feel nauseous, as if the vodka is rebelling. I push down the urge to puke as much as I can, but it might not last.

      “It’s just that I may have killed the wrong person.” I can’t even look at him as I speak.

      “Because this Hindley person is claiming to be Hutchins, and now you have doubts.”

      “Yes,” I say.

      “Think for a second here,” he says, his hand now off my back. “Ten years after Mom, you…did what you did in New York, and you said you were sure it was the guy. Now, seven years after that, this Hindley creep surfaces. You said he seems familiar, but it doesn’t sound like the same certainty about him being Hutchins that you had about that Avery person in New York.”

      “No,” I say. “Not the same certainty. Hindley kinda reminds me of Hutchins, but he’s so much skinnier. It’s like when an actor loses so much weight for a role that they’re nearly unrecognizable. So it could be him. I don’t think it is, but I honestly don’t know.”

      I feel him leaning back against the couch next to me. “Jesus, this is a lot to process. I need to talk this out loud.”

      “Okay.” The room starts to wobble.

      “A man calling himself ‘Leopold Hutchins’ had an affair with Mom, and you saw it. You saw him, up close that day.”

      “Yes.” It feels so strange to hear someone repeat this story back to me.

      “A decade later a man calling himself ‘Leonard Avery’ connected with you in New York on a dating app. You met him and were so certain he and Hutchins were the same person that you…that you…”

      “Murdered him.”

      “Christ, okay.” He lets out a large exhale. “Now a man calling himself ‘Ian Hindley’ pops up and claims to be Hutchins. He seems familiar to you but not enough for you to believe what he says.”

      “Right.”

      “So Hindley is an imposter,” Dad concludes. “He has to be.”

      Now I turn and look at him. “Except he knows things.”

      “What kind of things?”

      I swallow. “He knows exactly what Hutchins said to me that day. And he texted me ‘I know what you did in New York.’ How the hell would he know any of those things if he weren’t Hutchins?”

      He looks down, digests this. “I don’t know.”

      I can’t go on right now about who the fuck Hindley actually is; I need to finish my story. Because I don’t think I’ll ever have the strength to repeat it again.

      “I need to keep talking,” I say.

      “About what?”

      A simple, purposefully ignorant question. He must know what I need to say. But I clarify it anyway.

      “I need to tell you how I killed him.”

    
  
    
      
        Forty-Two

      
      Transcript of second live stream episode between Ian Hindley and Poe Webb

      Date of recording: October 31

      
        PW: See, this is the point I’ve been trying to make, and now maybe everyone believes me. This man who contacted me on eHarmony, he knew everything. Knew my mom’s real name, recognized her picture, and used a serial killer’s name as his own. You telling me this wasn’t the man who murdered my mother?

        IH: Like you said, there are many trolls out there.

        PW: Don’t I know it.

        IH: So you agreed to meet him?

        PW: I did.

        IH: You know we have to hear everything, Poe. Every little detail. You have to confess to everything. I’m wondering if it’s necessary to give you some more motivation.

        PW: Don’t you touch him again.

        IH: I’m worried you’ll hold back.

        PW: I won’t.

        IH: Pinky swear?

        PW: Fuck you.

        IH: Tell us about your date with Leonard Avery. I’ll do my best not to interrupt.

        PW: I have to pee, and then I’m getting another drink.

        IH: Suit yourself.

        <<2:49 minutes pass>>

        PW: We’d set the “date” for three days later, and in the interim, I devoured a book about acting. Because, hell, I needed to act like I didn’t know who this person was. I needed to push all my trauma down to a point where it wouldn’t gush up the moment I laid my eyes on him.

        We met in a TGI Fridays, and I’ve never been able to go back into one. To this day, even seeing a Fridays commercial is enough to make me start sweating.

        I arrived early. Got a booth where I could keep my gaze on the door. Recited all the acting tools I learned over and over in my head. Controlled my breathing as best I could, but it was hard.

        That front door opened over and over, but it was always couples or families. The only individual who came through was a woman, who went straight to the bar.

        And then.

        Ten minutes after our arranged time, he arrived.

        I nearly swallowed my tongue as he chatted with the hostess. From thirty feet away, I only had a sense of him. The build seemed right, but that’s all I could tell. Could I really recognize someone I’d only known for seconds a decade earlier?

        The hostess brought him over. She gestured to me, and I forced myself to smile, and he smiled back.

        That was the giveaway.

        That smile. Sure as a fingerprint. He’d smiled at me when he told me my mother hadn’t used the safe word, and those teeth came back to me in an instant. Not the eyes. Not the jawline. Not the way he walked.

        His smile.

        Strangely, nothing else about him resonated the same way with me. If I were an eyewitness to a crime and being cross-examined on the stand, I couldn’t swear it was the same person. Moreover, I didn’t know how much of my brain was working overtime to convince me it was him, because I so fucking badly wanted him to be.

        <<thirty-nine seconds of silence>>

        IH: Keep going, Poe. You’re doing just fine.

        PW: I remember our conversation perfectly.

        “You’re not the woman from your photo,” he said, still smiling. And the voice? I don’t know. Wasn’t distinct.

        “And you’re not a Californian serial killer,” I told him.

        “Ah, so you figured that out.” He slid into the booth across from me, smooth as a ghost.

        “Not hard to. It’s kinda fucked up.”

        He nodded. “I agree. Everyone reverse searches that photo. I find myself drawn to women with dark senses of humor. I don’t get a lot of dates, but when I do, they’re always interesting.”

        “And I’m guessing those dates usually don’t blossom into relationships.”

        He smirked. “I haven’t found the one yet, no.”

        Our server popped over, did her routine. Leonard ordered a Heineken, which somehow didn’t seem like the correct drink for a killer. I expected something sugary, for no reason I can explain. I ordered water. Definitely needed my head unclouded.

        I asked him how he knew my profile photo was of Margaret McMillian.

        “You’re not the only one who knows how to search an image on the internet,” he said.

        My brain kicked into high gear. How the hell would that photo be on…? And then I remembered. It was the same photo we used for the obituary. I hadn’t thought of that. I should have used a different picture. That meant he didn’t necessarily know my mom—just found her obit online.

        “We seem well matched,” he said. “I chose the photo of a killer, and you chose one of a murder victim. Perhaps this was meant to be.”

        “She was my mother,” I said.

        His expression remained unchanged, not even giving the smallest tell. “I suppose that makes sense,” he said. “Now I see the familial resemblance. I’m sorry for your loss.”

        I took a chance, hoping to find a crack in his veneer. “You shouldn’t be sorry. It wasn’t your fault.”

        Nothing. No crack. Not even the smallest of fissures.

        “It’s what people say, Maggie,” he said. “Or is your name even Maggie? I suspect it’s not.”

        “It’s Poe.”

        “Poe?”

        “Like the writer.”

        The server dropped off our drinks, asked us if we had any questions about the menu.

        “A few more minutes,” Leonard told her. “I suspect my friend here is still deciding if she wants to dine with me.”

        I didn’t like that he was reading me and I couldn’t get a bead on him at all.

        When the server left, Leonard said, “Poe, like the writer. That’s rather wonderful.”

        “Is your name actually Leonard?’”

        “You can call me ‘Leo.’”

        Leo. Leo was also short for Leopold.

        “Okay, Leo,” I said. “Why do you think I might not have dinner with you?”

        He took a long sip of his beer. “Any woman on a first date with a man whose profile picture was misleading will spend the first ten minutes of the date churning that decision over in her head.”

        “You mean having a flight-or-fight response.”

        Then that smile again. “Yes. Flight. Fight. Or stay put and enjoy some dinner.”

        My initial response was none of those three options. My brain was instead very much occupied with a complex equation revolving around who knew what. I sipped my water to buy me some processing time, and Leo seemed comfortable enough with a bit of prolonged silence.

        Whatever I decided, I needed to take my emotion out of that equation. That didn’t mean I couldn’t trust my instincts—given the lack of real evidence, I would likely have to rely mostly on them. But I couldn’t conclude this was the guy just because I wanted it to be.

        So I asked him what his hobbies were.

        He said, “I try to carve time out of my day for many things.” Then he went on to list a few of his hobbies. Nothing telling, just generic things. Working out, volunteering at a food bank, that kind of shit.

        But the word that caught my attention was carve. When I ran that word through my instincts, my instincts came back with a flashing high-alert sign. It wasn’t proof of any kind, but given all I’d seen and heard so far, it was enough.

        In that moment I decided. For better or worse, I decided.

        The man was Leopold Hutchins. My mother’s killer.

        But did he know I suspected who he was? I guessed he didn’t. This guess was a huge gamble, but I also assumed his ego was huge and he wouldn’t feel actually threatened by me.

        The server checked in on us again.

        I ordered a burger, and both the server and Leo smiled. I would be seeing this first date through. It was a short date filled with small talk. I told him lies about myself: big family from the Midwest, parents were teachers. He told me what I assume were lies as well: one brother, grew up lower-class in New Hampshire, dad left when he was little. All meaningless chatter, neither of us willing to show our hand.

        And in my mind, all I could think was, Second date.

        We needed a second date.

        That’s when I would do it.

        IH: Do what?

        PW: You know what.

        IH: I need to hear you say it, and then you’re going to tell all of us every little detail about what you did.

        PW: Once I say it, there’s no going back.

        IH: No, there isn’t. What did you plan to do on your second date?

        PW: Please don’t make me say it.

        IH: Here. Have a good look. This is my favorite knife, and it still has his blood all over it. He’s suffering. He needs medical help. Only you can save him. So it’s time to put the lives of others before yours, Poe. It’s time to stop being so fucking selfish and be the scared, vulnerable confessor who’s usually on the other end of your conversations. I’m going to ask you one more time before I use this knife again. What were you planning to do on your second date with Leonard Avery?

        <<fourteen seconds of silence>>

        PW: Kill him.

      

    
  
    
      
        Forty-Three

      
      “I don’t think I can listen to this,” my father says. “I just don’t know if I can handle hearing about what you did to him.”

      I want it done. I want to say everything once, just this one time, and never breathe a word about it again.

      “I need to,” I whisper.

      “I can’t, Poe. I just can’t.”

      “Are you worried…you know, about being…?”

      “I believe the term is ‘accessory after the fact.’” He pours himself another heavy splash. “And no, I’m not worried about that. Maybe I should be, but that’s not the issue.”

      “Then what is?”

      He drinks and then starts to weep. After a minute of this, he stops, trying so hard to keep it all in, then begins talking in a slow, deliberate cadence. “After your mother died, it felt like every room I walked into suddenly had the air sucked out of it. I just couldn’t seem to breathe, everywhere I went. And that lasted for years, Poe. For fucking years. And hearing you…hearing this…hearing what you already told me about you watching her die. I feel it all over again. And I believe…I really believe…if you tell me in detail what you did, it might be the end of me.” He finishes what’s in his glass, and I can tell he’s as serious as a heart attack. “I don’t mean to make this about me. You deserve to confess. But I…I feel like it might just destroy me.”

      I take it all in but still can’t resist pleading my case. “If you had found him, you would have done the same thing.”

      “That’s true,” he says. “And if you had found him, I’d want you to tell me every last detail. But at the beginning of this conversation, you said it might have been the wrong person.”

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s the thing. If you killed an innocent man, I don’t want to know the details. I just can’t.”

      “Let me just start,” I say. “And if you really can’t deal, I’ll stop.”

      “Poe, I don’t—”

      “Avery and I agreed to a second date,” I begin. “I wasn’t sure where we should meet up, because—”

      “STOP TALKING!” Dad stands and throws his glass against the brick fireplace facade, where it shatters into what seems like dust. Grimm scatters to another room, Bailey leaps up and howls.

      I want to yell at him, tell him to stop being a selfish asshole, blame him if my dog cuts her paws on broken glass. But the truth is, I’m scared right now. I’ve never seen him like this. Ever.

      “Just stop,” he continues, not screaming but agitated like a squirrel trapped in a burlap sack. “All I ever wanted was a boring life. Pleasant, boring, happy. Wife. Child or children, whatever. Enough money to pay the bills and have a vacation once a year. And be a good enough dad to have my kid want happiness as well. Just a happy fucking boring family.” He’s pacing circles around the couch. “But you know what? I decided I couldn’t handle boring. I got older, and boring was no longer fun. I wanted excitement, just a little, just a taste, and your mother wasn’t it. So I strayed. Yes, I strayed. No, fuck that. Say it, already, you goddamn coward. I cheated. I cheated, and it was every bit as exciting as I’d ever dreamed. Until the day after.”

      The words take a beat to settle in my brain. When they do, they burn.

      “You never think about the day after,” he continues. “Turns out, the day after is twice as awful as the day of was pleasurable. And that’s when I learned something about myself. That’s when I discovered I had no capacity to contain a secret like that. And not in an ‘oh, look at me, I have a conscience’ kind of way. I don’t know—hell, maybe it was that. But I could literally not keep what I did from your mother. It would have been so easy to do. I certainly didn’t want to cheat again…though who the hell knows…maybe that would have come back, too. But I had to tell. The next day. I had to tell her. And I did.”

      He pauses to regain whatever piece of his composure isn’t already in tatters.

      “I always thought she was the only unfaithful one,” I say, my head in a fog. “But why would I think that? Of course, it was always possible you cheated as well.”

      “If I’d worked harder at our marriage, if I’d remained faithful, maybe she wouldn’t have looked for someone else. But I broke our vows, then told her about it, and she fell into the arms of a man who murdered her.”

      I know just enough not to pour myself another glass. “When…when did all this happen?”

      “She died less than two months after I confessed to her.” He walks three steps and collapses on the couch, the frenetic energy seemingly drained from him, leaving just a sixty-six-year-old husk. “And now I find out you witnessed it, which I can’t even bear to think about. And then…this. This other tale of yours about what you did in New York.”

      “Tale?”

      “I just can’t. I’m sorry. I just can’t take any more.”

      I glance over at the shattered glass on the floor.

      “You don’t get to choose what truths you hear,” I say. I can hear the edge in my voice, and it could slice off a finger or two. “This is the reality we live in. You chose to come stay with me, so my world is your world now. And in my world, I killed a man going by the name of Leonard Avery nearly a decade ago in my Queens apartment.”

      “Poe, please—”

      “Shut up,” I say, something I’ve never said to him in my life. To his credit, he shuts up. “I was convinced that man was the same lunatic who killed Mom. Still am, mostly. And after I killed him, I never felt a second of regret or remorse. I felt fear. Profound fear that I’d be caught. But eventually that faded away. Until Ian Hindley came on my podcast and claimed he was the one who killed Mom. And now Hindley insists on being on my show. A live show. Where he could say anything about me.”

      Dad’s eyes have been closed, but they crack open now. “Now I know why you don’t want to go to the police.”

      “Exactly,” I say. “Though it’s still an option.” I nearly tell him about the out-of-place picture frame but don’t, convincing myself it’s nothing to be concerned about.

      He sits up, looks around, says, “Sorry about the glass.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “No, it’s not. And I’m…well, hell, I guess I’m just sorry about everything. I don’t even know how to convey it.”

      In that moment, Grimm jumps up on the couch and walks into his lap, as if sensing his need for comfort. Probably the nicest thing that cat’s ever done.

      “You’re a cheater,” I mumble. “Mom was a cheater. And I’m a killer. The world spins madly on. We just have to move forward.”

      “Jesus,” he says. “That sure distills things to their essence.” A silence settles in as he strokes the cat. After a minute he says, “You said he was on your podcast. Has it gone out yet?”

      I shake my head. “I disconnected after just a few minutes. It won’t be going out as an episode. I think that’s why he wants to do another one.” I tell him the live stream is in two days.

      “For what possible reason would you agree to have him back on the show?”

      This is not a million-dollar question. It’s worth only five bucks, because I know the answer.

      “The show’s a risk because it’s live, but it’s also a chance for my audience to both see and hear him at length. Whoever this man is, he deserves to be dragged out of his cave and punished.”

      I’m picturing the live stream as I speak, expecting the attendance to be sizable. “And my listeners are just the kind of glorious freaks to find him.”

    
  
    
      
        Forty-Four

      
      October 25

      It’s time.

      I’m at my desk, my headphones on, the screen launched. I nestle my iPhone in the cradle of my ring light, as usual, and start recording. This will be a video no one else knows about, a video that won’t be deleted.

      The day kicked and screamed to get to this moment. At one point I even tried to take a nap, but no part of my body was willing to settle.

      There’s that thing where your brain alternates between convincing you everything’s going to be okay and everything will be shit forever, flipping back and forth every two to three seconds, and now I’m exhausted. There was a moment where I’d thought my brain and I had settled on everything will be okay, a moment that lasted a glorious minute, but then gloom came once again stomping on my hope with steel-tipped work boots.

      I went to Kip’s loft today, where we spent an hour making up officially. God, I needed that. The sweat, the heat, the release. It was an hour of feeling safe, even if safety is just a grand illusion. Afterward, I told him the rest of the story about my mother, having previously told him only up to the part about her affair. I wanted him to know everything, all the grisly details that will undoubtedly be broadcast to the world tonight. When I finished, he just seemed shell-shocked.

      We ended our time together after coordinating the final details of tonight’s live stream. Over the past several days, he’s pushed the event heavily on social media. He manages all the accounts for the show, and I haven’t even looked at what he posted. From what he tells me, my fans are both excited and intrigued at the idea of my first live event.

      Live.

      Anything can happen.

      Now Kip’s voice is calm in my ears. “Live in two minutes.”

      “Got it.”

      Bailey is at my feet, the only thing of comfort at the moment. Dad is downstairs, watching on his iPad.

      I look at my screen, at what my camera sees. The ring light over my monitor washes me in a golden haze. I don’t look bad. I don’t look good.

      “Thank you,” Kip says.

      “For what?”

      “For telling me about your mother. I know that was really hard for you to do. And I’m sorry. What a horrible, horrible thing, and it kills me that you’re having to relive it all.”

      “Thank you.” My words sound hollow to me, and maybe it’s because there are things he still doesn’t know.

      “Two minutes.” Kip’s tone is back to steady professionalism. “He’s secure in the greenroom.”

      Kip will bring Hindley on to the live show after a minute or so of me introducing the episode. Hindley could be watching live on a separate tab on his browser, but I’m hoping he isn’t. I’m hoping he’s sitting there in silence, going over what he wants to say. But I can’t just hope. I need help.

      “Small change of plans,” I tell Kip.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Nothing major. I need you to distract Hindley during my intro. I don’t want him watching.”

      “Distract him? How?”

      “Use your charm.”

      “Charm? Poe, what the hell are you talking about? This is not a person who can be charmed. This is the fucking Crypt Keeper.”

      I look up at the clock on my monitor. Thirty seconds to live.

      “Do whatever you can,” I say. “I just don’t want him listening to what I’m going to say because he might bounce.”

      “This isn’t what—”

      “Please, Kip. I know what I’m doing. This is important.”

      A brief pause. “Yes, of course. I’ll do what I can. Here we go. Three…two…one…”

      And I’m live.

      My gaze flashes to the live stream counter.

      There are just over forty-two thousand people listening. And the numbers keep growing.

      “Hello, my friends,” I say. My eyes are closed. Then I remember I’m on video, and I open them. “And welcome to a special live edition of Tell Me What You Did. I’m Poe Webb, your host, and before we get to our confessor, I want to tell you about why this person is here.” I take a breath, swallow, and try not to think about the fact I’ve never said what I’m about to say to anyone other than my father. “When I was thirteen, I witnessed my mother’s murder. I’ve been silent about it ever since because the attacker threatened to kill me and my father if I ever uttered a single word about it. That silence ends right here, right now. Because my guest tonight? He’s the one claiming to be the killer.” I let this sink in, but not for too long. “And I don’t know if that’s true or not, but whoever he is, he’s an absolute evil piece of subhuman scum. So this is where I ask for your help, faithful listeners.”

      God, I hope Kip is doing his job.

      “Pay close attention to this interview. To everything you see and hear. Study this man, his looks, his voice, every detail you see on your screens. Then help me find out who this person is, where he is. If he’s just a troll, he needs to pay for the emotional distress he’s caused.”

      I take a shallow breath, channel my purest feelings. “But if he’s really who he says he is? If that’s the case, I want this piece of shit to suffer the same unimaginable pain and suffering that my mother endured. Only I want it to last much, much longer.”

    
  
    
      
        Forty-Five

      
      Transcript of second live stream episode between Ian Hindley and Poe Webb

      Date of recording: October 31

      
        IH: There. That wasn’t so hard, was it? You were planning a second date to commit homicide, yes?

        PW: Yes.

        IH: Now let’s hear the play-by-play. How many days did you have until the second date?

        PW: Three.

        IH: Three days to plan a perfect murder.

        PW: I don’t even think there is such a thing, but there are definitely thoughtfully crafted murders and willy-nilly ones. Mine needed to skew toward the former. My target was more than deserving of death, but I could still go to prison for the rest of my life if I were caught.

        IH: And now look where you are. Confessing to everything.

        PW: Well, I sure as hell didn’t expect any of this.

        IH: One can never account for every eventuality. But I’m sure you were thorough in your preparations. You strike me as an intelligent woman.

        PW: Eat shit, you fuck.

        IH: I was giving you a compliment.

        PW: Well, here’s one of the major differences between you and me. You look at committing horrific crimes as logistical problems to be solved. But I was scared. Nervous. Doubting myself every five seconds. I hardly ate for those three days and slept only with the help of pills.

        IH: I think we’re much more similar than you think. Let me ask, of all the emotions you were feeling while preparing to kill another human, was guilt one of them?

        PW: No.

        IH: See? We are basically the same.

        PW: If you are who you claim to be, you hurt innocent people. Mine was a revenge killing. Huge difference. I’d watched this man slaughter my mother. This person deserved to die, just as much as my mother deserved to live.

        IH: What was your plan?

        PW: One option was to get him into a private space, like my apartment. Then kill him and say it was self-defense because he’d attacked me. But how well could things hold up under a thorough police investigation? Even if I eliminated an 80 percent chance of being suspected, those odds weren’t good enough.

        IH: So you had to kill him, get rid of the body, erase any other evidence, and establish an alibi. Not impossible tasks.

        PW: Not impossible. But really fucking hard to do.

      

    
  
    
      
        Forty-Six

      
      “Hello, Poe.”

      Hindley’s camera is turned off for some reason, but his audio is working just fine, and his deep voice has an unsettling hello, Clarice vibe to it.

      We’re live. I’m sweating, and I don’t want to be. People know what I look like, but I’m not used to being on camera in front of my audience.

      That’s it. That’s the reason his camera is off. He’s unnerving me, making me stand on this stage alone, waiting for the right moment to make his grand entrance.

      “Can you turn your camera on?”

      “Oh, apologies, of course.” Seconds pass. Light fills the left side of my screen, and there he is.

      This hideous asshole. Skin and bones. Blazing eyes. Corpse skin. He can’t be the person I saw in my parents’ bedroom all those years ago, but there’s that anxious itch of recognition.

      I know you.

      Do I know you?

      He’s sitting in front of a white wall, occupied only by a small bookshelf with a scattering of titles. A shaft of light streaks across the book spines.

      “There. That’s better,” he says. “How do I look?”

      Keep it together. Just do your job.

      “I can see you. And just to confirm, this is being streamed live as well as being recorded.”

      “Excellent,” he says, swiping his tongue over his lower lip. “For posterity and such.”

      I look up to the corner of my screen at Kip, who is laser focused on Hindley. I’m not sure if he just heard what I told the audience about my mother.

      “Happy almost Halloween,” Hindley says. “I always loved it as a child, getting to be a monster for a night. Then, the next morning, despite a full bag of candy, always disappointment. Always a feeling of sadness that the role-playing was over. Turns out—and this is something your high school counselors will never tell you—you can be a monster your entire life, if you put your mind to it.”

      I need to control this, and the only way to do it is to launch into my script. Then either he’ll confess or he won’t. And I’m hoping like hell he doesn’t bring up New York.

      “Welcome to this special live stream episode of Tell Me What You Did,” I say into my mic. “The show where I invite you, the public, to come on and confess your crimes. I can’t absolve you of your sins, I can’t protect you from any police watching or listening, but I can give you a space to talk, and I can attempt to understand why you did what you did. And, as always, I have no idea of each guest’s crime until they tell me, right here, digital face to digital face.”

      Hindley beams, baring yellow teeth. “Why, that’s not true, Poe. You know exactly what I did.”

      “Today I have with me Ian Hindley,” I continue, my stomach imploding. “Welcome.” Then I add, “You piece of shit.”

      That smile grows wider. “I don’t think I’ve even been more excited,” he says. “But admittedly a bit nervous.”

      “Uh-huh. So my first question, as always, is this: Do you want to tell me your real name?”

      “You don’t think Ian Hindley is my real name?”

      “No,” I say. “I think ‘Ian Hindley’ is an amalgamation of the names from the Moors murderers.”

      “Well, look at you. Internet research and all.”

      “Is your real name Leopold Hutchins?” I ask.

      He laughs, and it’s the least pleasant sound I’ve ever heard. “Why, that doesn’t sound like anyone’s real name.”

      “I’m just trying to ascertain—”

      “Enough.” And how fast that smile is swallowed by the face of a bully about to deliver the final punch. “You’re a professional, so get on with the show. Just the way you always do it. Exactly as you always do it.”

      I swallow, try not to look at myself in the camera.

      I love you, Mom. I miss you.

      “Okay, then,” I say. “I’m going to say five simple words, and when I do, the floor is yours. You start talking. Tell me your story. I won’t interrupt for any reason. You have fifteen minutes, and you can use all or some of it. When you’re done, and if I think you’re being truthful, we’ll have a chat. That sound okay to you?”

      His face is stone. “That sounds delicious.”

      I lean closer to my mic. Pray to whatever god might be out there.

      There probably isn’t a single one listening.

      “Tell me what you did.”

    
  
    
      
        Forty-Seven

      
      Transcript of second live stream episode between Ian Hindley and Poe Webb

      Date of recording: October 31

      
        IH: I’m quite intrigued by your decision-making process as you planned your revenge murder.

        PW: I don’t care.

        IH: First thing you have to decide is the actual method of murder, of course, and that brings with it conflicting ideals. Efficiency or emotional satisfaction? Efficiency takes into consideration the potential mess, making poison or a drug overdose an appealing option. But emotional satisfaction is altogether different. You would be killing Hutchins for justice and revenge, so I doubt you wanted him slipping peacefully into darkness.

        PW: I wanted him to suffer, just like I want you to suffer.

        IH: I see. So you went for the grisly option. You don’t strike me as someone who could handle torturing another human.

        PW: Then you don’t know me at all.

        IH: Mmmmm…kitty’s got claws. But that brings out another level of planning, I suspect. Much like what I had to plan for tonight. You see, I wasn’t necessarily going to torture him, but I planned for it. I’m wondering if this is a good time to pause and let me do a little more work on him. He’s getting rather complacent.

        PW: No, please. No. I’ll keep talking.

        IH: Oh, I know you will, Poe.

        PW: Just stop threatening him. I can’t take it.

        IH: Well, then, carry on. Walk us through your planning. The listeners are assuredly hanging on to your every word.

        <<eleven seconds of silence>>

        PW: I needed to research, and I knew enough not to do that from my own laptop. And public computers were too risky—I couldn’t account for all the locations a security camera might be recording.

        So I donned a hooded sweatshirt and walked into the Midtown Best Buy and shelled out cash for the cheapest laptop and burner phone I could find. I just needed a web browser and a phone number that couldn’t be tied to me. Four hundred bucks later, I was in business.

        Then to a coffee shop, where I connected to Wi-Fi, then protected my browsing with a trial VPN subscription that came with the computer. Then I started searching. I remembered googling how do I kill someone with the least amount of mess and maximum amount of pain.

        IH: I do believe you’re actually enjoying yourself recounting your grand adventure. Cathartic, isn’t it?

        PW: Stop fucking interjecting. Just let me get through this. Anyway, the search results were surprisingly unhelpful, mostly focusing on the most painless way to die. Fuck that. I didn’t want painless.

        Okay, blood. How did I feel about blood? I didn’t want a lot of it spilling, partly because I would maybe pass out, but mostly because of the evidence. Cops had things like luminol and black lights, making even someone’s sneeze look like a Rorschach test. So my next search was a bit more refined.

        What’s the most painful poison.

        Nearly a hundred million results.

        But all I needed was the first one, courtesy of Wikipedia.

        Strychnine.

        I devoured the article, happy to read that strychnine poisoning was considered a truly horrific and painful way to die. I was, however, discouraged to read that the poison was derived from a plant only found in Asia and Australia. I only had two days before meeting “Leo” again, and a round trip to Asia wasn’t in the cards.

        I kept searching—where do I get strychnine?

        I figured this would be the first step in an hours-long process of finding some dark web source to provide the lethal dose I needed. And that would bring about its own trail of complexities, all of them increasing my chances of getting caught.

        But then a beautiful thing happened.

        The internet told me a very simple, elegant solution, summing it up in two simple words:

        RAT POISON.

      

    
  
    
      
        Forty-Eight

      
      “The event to which I am confessing took place seventeen years ago,” Hindley starts. Then he adds, with a wink, “As you well know. I was a better-looking man back then. Stronger. People found me attractive, I suppose. I had no trouble finding sexual partners, but I wasn’t interested in trolling for diseased whores in dive bars.”

      I flick my gaze to Kip in the corner of the screen. His face is stone, his attention fixed on every word Hindley is saying.

      “I was living in Manchester, New Hampshire. Brought there by work and hating every second of it. Quite the provincial city.”

      Hindley rubs his forehead, and I’m wondering if he’s getting a stress headache. Hopefully his brain will simply explode and put an end to all this. I jot a note to remember to ask him what kind of work he was doing. More clues. Though he’s likely lying about all this.

      “I was looking for excitement,” he continues. “Something. Anything to keep the nights from feeling hundred years long. The problem was, by that point in my life, what brought me excitement was far beyond what would be considered conventional. Or legal.”

      I take a chance. “How old were you at—”

      “Shut the fuck up,” he howls. His eyes disappear behind slits, and the veins bulge in his alabaster neck as he twists his head and screams into the camera. “I said to do it exactly the way you always do it, which means no interrupting.” Then, as if nothing happened, calm washes over his face, and he settles back into position.

      This cretin. This parasite.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “Continue.”

      “I was talking about excitement,” he says. “You know, the word ‘excite’ means ‘to cause strong feelings in someone.’ And what might be a strong feeling to one person could be totally different to another. If you’ve never been on a roller coaster, then your first time would be exciting. If you’ve taken a thousand roller coaster rides, you’d be bored by them. So you might look to reintroduce the thrill through, let’s say, a bit of danger. Like taking the next roller coaster without any kind of restraint. Just holding on for dear life. Now that’s excitement.”

      I get a sense of where he’s going with this, and the pit in my stomach burrows forty feet deeper. I look up at Kip. He’s not looking back.

      “Women were my roller coasters,” he continues. “And I suppose there are several crass metaphors to be mined here, but I’ll restrain myself. Suffice it to say even the wildest of partners was leaving me unfulfilled, so I needed to do some experimenting on my own.”

      Experimenting.

      Now Kip shoots me a glance and types a private message.

      
        You don’t have to do this.

      

      I message back.

      
        I’m good.

      

      Hindley stares into his camera, as if he can see the whole world at once through it. “The common misconception about serial killers is they start dispatching small things at a young age. See how it feels, discover their thirsts are never quite sated, then move up to larger animals, until finally, when they are older, to humans. And while this is true for many killers, there are those who experience the onset of murderous impulses only once they are fully mature. And sometimes they don’t start small at all. Sometimes they go immediately for…” He spreads his hands wide. “The whole enchilada.”

      There. An inconsistency in his story. The first time Hindley tried to be on the show, he talked about pulling the wings off live flies as a little boy, and now he’s saying he went directly to killing humans. Still, it’s wildly upsetting that the whole enchilada he refers to is my mother.

      “The story itself is unremarkable,” he continues. “I met her at a grocery store, where we exchanged pleasantries in the produce aisle. I boldly followed her to her car, then asked for her number, and she smiled and told me she was married. But that one smile betrayed her because the way she smiled suggested she hadn’t received attention from a man in some time. So I gave her my name and number, then told her to throw the paper away as soon as she got home.”

      But she didn’t. God damn you, Mom, you didn’t.

      “She called three days later. Told me she was unhappy. That her husband had had an affair, and while they were trying to work things out, she didn’t have hope for the marriage. She was lonely, and the only thing that gave her joy was…well, you, Poe.”

      I am the world, staring into my camera and straight back into Hindley, finding him soulless.

      “I suspect this is a delightful little plot twist for your listeners,” he says. “But yes, that woman, as you know, was your mother. Margaret McMillian—yes, friends, Poe has a different last name than her mother. And what a kisser your mom was! She could really work her mouth.”

      I’m going out of my body now, which I need. He’s going to describe killing my mother, and I’m going to sit here and listen. It’s clear now he didn’t hear what I said just before bringing him on to the show, and my listeners have likely been furiously googling and messaging one another, sleuthing to find out anything they can about this man. I need to keep him talking just as much as I need to run away from this, screaming.

      “So we dillied and we dallied, sometimes twice in a day, and it wasn’t long before she fell in love with me. I doubt she actually loved me, but I think she thought she did. After all, if a dog gets incessantly ignored by its owner, that mongrel will cuddle up to the first random stranger who offers a simple pat on the head.”

      My anger is gone. My fear is gone. I don’t feel anything at all.

      “She was in love, and I was getting bored. So I had a decision to make. Leave her and move on, just as I had with the countless others before her… Or do the one thing I’d obsessed over ever since I met Margaret McMillian. Kill her. Dehumanize her. Hold all her existence in my grip, then shred it to the tiniest of fleshy bits.” He wags a finger. “And don’t get me wrong, Poe. I didn’t hate your mother. She was a hell of a good time. But because she loved me, I couldn’t stop thinking about the surprise. How surprised she would be if I suddenly started stabbing her in the midst of one of our passionate outings. I mean, can you imagine?”

      He smiles, and I don’t think he’s waiting for a reaction. I think he’s lost inside himself, wrapped in memories.

      “Because that’s the true joy of life and death. The utter surprise of it all.” Hindley shakes his head, like he’s acknowledging his past with a touch of melancholy. “And so I killed her. I killed your mother. I won’t go into detail, Poe. You were there, after all. The police reports are readily available for anyone to read, so no need to go over each individual stab wound I administered, though they are all gift wrapped in my memory—fourteen presents that I open often and savor.”

      An internal bell chimes deep in my mind, deep and distant, triggered by something he said, but I don’t know what it is or what it means. But it’s there.

      I lean into my mic. “Gentle.”

      Hindley’s gaze flashes to his screen. “What?”

      “Gentle,” I repeat.

      “I told you not to interrupt.”

      Fuck my rules. “You established a safe word with her. I read it in an email between the two of you. The safe word was ‘gentle.’”

      He blinks. “Yes. ‘Gentle.’ But as I told you that day, as you witnessed what I’d done, your mother hadn’t said the safe word.”

      The bell dinging in my head? It just got a little louder.

      “Would it have mattered?” I ask.

      Now that smile returns, a jack-o’-lantern with rotting teeth.

      “No,” he answers. “It wouldn’t have mattered one bit.”

    
  
    
      
        Forty-Nine

      
      Transcript of second live stream episode between Ian Hindley and Poe Webb

      Date of recording: October 31

      
        IH: Ah, rat poison. How very 1950s of you. How quaint.

        PW: Did you know not all rat poisons are created equally? Some take up to a week for the rat to die, but others are faster. Specifically, those laced with brodifacoum, which causes sudden and massive internal bleeding.

        IH: So you had a decision to make.

        PW: There was something promising about a slow-acting agent, because if Leo died a week after our second date, I wouldn’t have to deal with the body; plus, the link to me would be minimized. But I concluded that was too risky. What if he didn’t die and only got sick? What if he realized I had poisoned him? And, perhaps most importantly, would I be okay not being there to watch him suffer?

        No. I would not be okay with that.

        IH: So you decided upon a fast-acting agent.

        PW: I researched all the brands and found the one I wanted in quantity at a hardware store in Queens. I bought a few other items, including rat traps and some chicken wire, just to make it seem like I was really struggling with a rat-control problem. No one in all of New York City would remember any person simply shoring up their apartment against rats.

        IH: I assume you paid in cash.

        PW: Of course I paid in cash.

        The poison consisted of waxy little pink seed-sized pellets. I figured I’d have to crush them up or somehow clump them together into, I don’t know, a rice cake or something.

        We’d texted a few times—only on my burner phone—and I told him I would get in touch a day or so before with an idea of where I wanted to meet. So, on the day before our date, I did. I told him I wanted to cook him dinner at my place.

        He said yes right away.

        I figured he had to be at least a bit suspicious. What woman would voluntarily go invite a semi-stranger to her place for a second date?

        IH: A risky proposition.

        PW: I had to think like him. I mean, he’d found a profile of a woman bearing the image of someone he’d killed, found out it was the woman’s own daughter, and that daughter now wanted to make him dinner on a second date? What were the odds he knew I knew who he was?

        Impossible math, so I simply decided fifty percent. There was a fifty percent chance he knew I was coming for him, in which case I would likely be dead by the end of our second date. And if he didn’t know? Then he’d be the dead one.

        IH: Terrible odds for both of you.

        PW: But odds I had to take. But I was too driven by a decade of suffering, along with a ravenous desire to make him pay. And maybe he was too driven by the excitement of starting a relationship with the offspring of his murder victim.

        The key, I realized, was getting the rat poison in him early.

        Which meant the most important part of the dinner wasn’t going to be the main course.

        It would be the appetizers.

      

    
  
    
      
        Fifty

      
      I look up to the corner of my screen. It’s hard to tell, exactly, but I think Kip’s crying.

      “That’s my confession,” Hindley says. “I have nothing more to add.”

      I clear my throat, still numb, and feeling oddly professional. Like my instincts are telling me to shift into interviewer mode, psychoanalyze my guest, make him as relatable as possible to the audience. I even have to think briefly about the press this episode is going to generate and how good it’s going to be for the show. I cloak myself in mundane imaginings to hide from the sheer horror of this reality.

      “I’m going to ask you some questions now,” I say.

      He shrugs. “I don’t think so.”

      “But this is how it works. And you’re so very insistent on following the rules of the show.”

      He laughs. “Right there, see? The surprise I was talking about—and what joy it brings. The fact you’re surprised I’m suddenly not following the rules.”

      “Tell me your real name.”

      More laughter.

      “Did you break into my house, touch the picture of my mother?”

      He doesn’t answer.

      “Tell me where you live.”

      Now just a smile, which is somehow worse.

      “Tell me where you are right now.” I’m losing him. He’s going to disconnect, vaporize into the atmosphere. “Come on, you coward. You fuck. You stain. You fucking insect.”

      “Insect. Yes, that’s good. That’s good.”

      “You wanted attention, and now you have it. You’re in front of the audience you always wanted, so let’s do this. Let’s do this, motherfucker. Confront me. Answer my questions. Be the man you so desperately wish you were.”

      “Ooh…my, now you’re emasculating me. Ironic, considering how much of a man your mother knew me to be. If only she could have known all the ways she’d eventually be penetrated by me.”

      I’m no longer numb. I’m out of my fucking mind, and I spit on my own computer screen.

      “Tell me who you are!”

      My rage infects his, and his head twists and his eyes bulge, a demon spawning before the eyes of tens of thousands.

      “Tell them who you are, Poe.” He spits back, and I imagine acid burning though his screen. “Tell them what you did. So mighty and holy, aren’t you? You are no better than I, and perhaps worse.”

      He’s talking about New York, and I have no idea how much he’ll say. I’ve changed my mind. I need to get him off this live stream as soon as possible.

      “Not now,” he says. “But soon. There will be another episode with the two of us. Let’s consider it a part two. And that episode will be much more revealing.”

      I can barely find my voice, and when I do, it’s a raspy whisper. “Why would I ever have you on this show again?”

      He winks. “Because you will have no other choice.”

      Hindley disconnects, leaving me wide-eyed, staring at a black screen.

      And all I can think is I’m fucked.

    
  
    
      
        Fifty-One

      
      Manhattan, New York City

      Seven years earlier

      Sweet Jesus, the rat poison worked.

      Here I was thinking this murderous person had some degree of intelligence. After all, he’d gotten away with murder. My mother’s and god knew who else’s.

      But within ten minutes of showing up at my apartment, Leonard greedily wolfed down several of my homemade cheese puffs, even wondering what type of cheese I’d used, since the taste was unfamiliar to him.

      “It’s a Dutch variety of cheddar,” I told him. “Not easy to find.”

      I was too scared to look him in the eye, handing him a glass of red wine to wash down the appetizers. The Malbec was a blend. By blend, I mean it also had rat poison in it.

      I spent the next thirty minutes sitting across from my mother’s killer in absolute anticipatory horror. How long would it take? Would it work at all? Did he ingest enough of it?

      I was never far from a kitchen knife.

      There we were, across the tiniest of kitchen tables from each other, two candles dancing their feeble flames between us. He was only picking at his chicken parmesan, which is a shame since I make a mean fucking chicken parm. I ate mine with gusto, thinking I just might be needing the fuel.

      Five minutes ago he told me he wasn’t feeling well.

      Two minutes ago sweat broke out on his forehead, and he somehow, impossibly, turned an even whiter shade of pale.

      And now, right now, he’s vomiting on the floor.

      “What’s happening?” I yell, as if I need any more pretense.

      He’s on his hands and knees, cat-cowing the vilest contents on the floor of my miniscule Queens kitchen.

      In between heaves he manages to utter something like, “What…what did you…do to me?” Maybe he hears me telling him that it can’t possibly be bad chicken, because it wouldn’t get him sick that fast and I’m fine anyway. Maybe he doesn’t hear me at all. Maybe he just sees my mother’s face laughing at him as his guts twist in on themselves.

      God, I hope so.

      He tries to stand, but elongating his body only seems to bring more pain, and back down he goes, this time landing in his own filth. It takes all my will not to puke myself, but I manage to be strong.

      One thing that has to happen is this: the last thing this fuck sees is the most powerful person in the world standing over him, telling him to go to hell.

      No, not that.

      Too much of a cliché.

      I stand over him.

      “You didn’t say the safe word, motherfucker.”

      He looks up, and I’ve never seen such twisted agony in a face. I have to admit, I’m not enjoying this. I thought I would. I knew it would be brutal and gruesome, but I was expecting that to give me the pleasant feeling of campfire on a crisp night. But no. This is just awful all around.

      Which means I need to lock in. Time to be a high-functioning individual.

      He rolls onto his back, and what he spits up next has blood in it.

      I’ve got a gallon of bleach and a pack of rags at the ready. Might not be enough.

      “What did…?”

      “Oh, what did you do?” I say. “You know what you did. And now I get to watch you die.”

      He shakes his head, spraying blood and vomit as he does. I planned this “date” when my roommate would be away visiting her family, so I don’t need to rush the body out the door. I can take my time.

      Thing is, he’s not dying.

      I wait and wait, my heart on the brink of exploding. He writhes on the floor, doubled over, groaning but not screaming. He doesn’t seem capable of standing, let alone fighting back, and no more words come from his mouth. Even the vomit has ceased, and I’m thankful to the gods this cheap apartment has linoleum in the kitchen. The cleanup will be horrific, but manageable.

      After ten minutes I think I’m going to scream. Why doesn’t he just die? I have no compassion, no sense of regret or mercy, but, Jesus, to watch this is the second most terrible thing I’ve ever witnessed.

      Then I think, What if he doesn’t die?

      I know from my research the general amount of poison he needed to ingest, and I think he consumed enough, but there are a lot of variables. Weight, age, physical health, how full his stomach may have already been, etcetera. Maybe he’ll die eventually, but I can’t wait forever.

      So I consider the one thing I knew would be a possibility but didn’t prepare for: I have to finish him off.

      By hand.

      I look around for inspiration, sickened at every possibility. Slit his throat with a kitchen knife. Bash his head in with a five-pound exercise dumbbell. Strangle him with a belt. Force-feed him more poison.

      I don’t know if I can do any of those things.

      But I have to do something.

      And then I think, Yes.

      Suffocation.

      Pillow over the head, just like in Cuckoo’s Nest.

      I race into my room, grab one of my two bed pillows, remove the case. I hold the pillow under the light and rotate it, checking for any hairs. My DNA isn’t on file anywhere, but I’m not going to take chances. I grab a lint roller and give the pillow several passes, then head back to the kitchen.

      His breathing is steadier but remains labored. He hasn’t moved at all. The man I believe to be Leopold Hutchins is on his side, half his head resting in his own filth, his hands clasped between his thighs. Wheezing. Just wheezing.

      I stand over him again, hating that I have to straddle his waist, being cautious of where I place my feet. This place is a DNA disaster, but I knew that would be the case.

      I can do this.

      I can do this.

      I reach down and place the pillow over his face, turning his head to the ceiling as I do. He fights back. It’s weak, but it’s something. I can’t be meek about this. Can’t hold back. For all the things I’ve half-assed in my life, this is the one thing I have to commit every fiber of my being to accomplishing.

      So I put all my weight on this animal and press the pillow as hard as I can against his face. I hope I break his fucking nose. I hope he chokes on his own blood. I hope his life flashes before his eyes and he sees what a waste of a human he’s been.

      He kicks. Flails his arms.

      But he’s nothing compared to me. I am the destroyer of worlds.

      I say nothing.

      There’s nothing to say.

      He knows how this story ends.

      And it’s just like the movies. Can you believe that? After some time, his body just goes still. I’m panting, sweating, thinking about my DNA dripping down onto the pillow, refusing to let up just in case he’s somehow faking it.

      Then, finally, I do.

      And when I see his face, his very dead face, I feel nothing. Nothing at all.

      And I wonder.

      Is that what he felt after killing Mom? Nothing?

      I’m going to cry at the thought of that, but not right now.

      Here comes the hard part.

      Killing and disposing of this man is all predicated on the belief Leonard Avery is Leopold Hutchins, a monster who could very well have been planning on killing me tonight. I accept this belief as fact. Given that, he would not have told anyone where he was going tonight or who he was meeting. So, when the cops eventually search his apartment after conducting a welfare check, there won’t be anything linking him to me. They won’t know about the dating app because he didn’t use his real name and I have his phone. A phone that I will destroy. They might find a laptop, but I’m certain it’ll be encrypted. And I’ll be deleting my profile on all dating sites by tomorrow morning.

      My freedom is dependent on this man’s plans being as secretly held as mine. If I’m wrong, I’m fucked.

      If I’m wrong, and if I become a person of interest, the cops will find the music store where I purchased the wheeled tuba case and ask the manager for security footage. If I’m wrong, they might eventually trace other cash purchases of mine: the rat poison, the bleach, the rubber gloves, the shovel, the three gallons of paint remover.

      They’ll find out I rented a ten-foot U-Haul, which is currently parked in the loading dock of my building. They’ll know I rented the type that comes with an extending metal ramp that allows heavy objects to be wheeled into the back of the truck.

      I’ll be leaving my phone here tonight, but the cops might still somehow figure out that, after loading Avery into the case and wheeling him into the U-Haul, I drove an hour and half to the secluded Lake Assunpink in New Jersey, a sizable body of water with plenty of empty dirt roads and marshland. They might at first assume I disposed of Avery in the middle of the lake, but they’ll realize there’s no way I could get him into a rental boat without help. So then they’ll start looking at the hidden nooks of shoreline, the places a van could pull close and have soft earth nearby. They’ll look at me, this 120-pound girl, and wonder if I’m tough enough to spend all night digging a hole deep enough for such a large container. They’ll soon conclude I am.

      And they’ll get a backhoe and start digging, and eventually the teeth of that hoe will bite into the hard plastic shell of the tuba case. They’ll excavate it, open it, and find the remains of a piece of shit whose body was doused in industrial-strength paint thinner. He won’t have a face anymore, but they’ll DNA link him to a missing man by the name of Leonard Avery.

      If the cops find out Avery met me tonight, all those things will happen. And I’ll be whisked away to prison.

      “But that won’t happen, will it?” I say to the dead body on the floor. “Because you spent your life hunting and were so careful not to leave a trace of yourself or your activities anywhere. The last thing you expected was to be hunted.”

      There are roads we have to take in life knowing there’s a small chance they lead over a cliff.

      I may very well end up going over that cliff, but this motherfucker will still be dead.

    
  
    
      
        Fifty-Two

      
      Present Day

      Burlington, Vermont

      “Jesus, I feel like I need a shower.”

      It’s two minutes post–live stream and Kip’s is the only face on my screen. Hindley has returned to whatever dark corner he lives in.

      “Yeah,” I say. “Same.”

      “That was intense.”

      I nod. “What were the numbers?”

      “Nearly forty-five thousand people watched.”

      “Forty-five thousand,” I repeat, taking the number in. It’s a small number compared to my monthly downloads, but forty-five thousand people just watched my mother’s supposed murderer confess to me.

      “The replay is going to be huge,” Kip says. “This is all huge. This is all…unimaginable. I’m still processing all this.” He takes a beat, and I don’t fill the silence. “At the end, what was he talking about? Saying ‘tell them what you did.’”

      “I don’t know.”

      Of course I know.

      “I’m worried he’s coming for you. Have you contacted the police?”

      “I’m sure they’ll hear about this,” I say. Do I want the cops finding Hindley and questioning him? I do not. I want Hindley to be the victim of a hit-and-run, a deadly home invasion, or a meteor falling from the sky. The sooner the better, no questions asked.

      But none of those things will happen to him. If Hindley is truly who he says he is, then I need to take care of him before he tells the world about New York. But to take care of Hindley, I have to find him.

      Before he finds me.

      “Hit the socials and get the episode out,” I tell Kip. “Get as many eyes on that confession as you can.”

      “They’ll be dying to find this guy.”

      By they Kip is referring to my faithful listeners.

      “I’m counting on it.”

      Kip takes a beat, then says, “Do you want me to come over?”

      “No,” I say, regretting that the answer comes out so quickly. “I don’t think I’d be good company. I might just curl up with a bottle of wine and stare at the wall.”

      “You sure? Maybe it’s not best to be alone.”

      “I’m okay,” I say, “and my dad will be around in case I go off the rails or something.” I tell him I love him, and he does the same. We disconnect and I take a breath, feeling the energy in my office. It’s popping and crackling, and I half expect to see sparks appear randomly in the air, like fireflies.

      I open the door to my office to find Dad standing in the hallway.

      “Didn’t want to come in, but I was waiting for you.”

      I hold a hand up. “I don’t know if I can handle more conversation right now. I’m sorry.”

      “No, of course not. But I gotta tell you, my mind is reeling.”

      “Welcome to the Tilt-A-Whirl I’ve been on for seventeen years.”

      He shakes his head. “Just…this. This one question.” He looks at me with eyes of fire. “Now that you had some more time to look at him, do you think he’s really the guy?”

      I force myself out of my own head and think about his perspective for a moment. Dad just watched a man confess to slaughtering his wife. The man with whom Mom had an affair after Dad strayed first. I know a lot about pain and suffering, but I can’t imagine what this feels like to him.

      “I don’t know for sure,” I say. “Maybe.”

      Dad absorbs this, and it looks like it hurts.

      “Take you to dinner?” he asks.

      “Not tonight.” The idea of food turns my stomach. The idea of alcohol is a warm and gentle pull.

      The rest of the evening comes and goes. Dad scours some food from the refrigerator. I drink. We sit in the living room, the lights now blazing, absorbing the silence.

      “I’m going to bed,” I finally say, knowing sleep will be a relentless bully tonight.

      Dad asks me for the hundredth time if I need anything. When I tell him no, he settles in on the couch and turns on SportsCenter, telling me he needs to zone out.

      I pour a glass of red and take it and Bailey up to my bedroom. I make sure the door’s shut and locked, like that’ll do any good. PJ’s on, I climb into bed. Hell. It’s barely nine p.m. When was the last time I went to bed this early?

      I eye my tablet on the nightstand. I’m tempted to check out the posts on my live stream—what is everyone saying? And I assume I’ve gotten at least a handful of emails from my listeners. Or maybe several hundred. But I resist information because it will only caffeinate me, denying me both sleep and any chance at functioning tomorrow.

      Back against my pillow, I sip my wine, close my eyes, and try to picture anything but Hindley’s face. It’s hard, nearly impossible. Minutes pass, more and more, and the wine empties from my glass. I feel myself finally drifting into numbness, and Hindley’s face has been replaced by my mother’s, and the image is a balm to my scoured nerves. She’s so pretty, I think. She was always so pretty. And in such a natural way, never the type for makeup or haute couture. Mom was a beautiful human being, and the image of her is sending me into a sleep that I hope lasts the whole night.

      Image of her.

      Shit.

      My eyes fly open; my body stiffens. All it takes is a random thought for my brain to shift into wide-awake mode. I’m thinking about the picture of her on my bookshelf. The one that was out of place.

      This thought is replaced by a much more insidious one.

      If someone actually moved that picture, then maybe that wasn’t the real message. Maybe there’s another message, something more direct. Something they’ll want me to find.

      And just like that, I’m out of bed. Creeping to the front of my room. I decide to bring my phone and video because otherwise my brain might just convince me this is all just a dream.

      Bedroom door unlocked and opened. The light from the downstairs TV flickers and washes the walls in in a corpse-like gray. I walk down the hallway to my office, grab the picture of my mother off the bookshelf, then head back to my bedroom.

      Door shut. Locked again.

      Lights on.

      I squint at the brightness, feeling a rock in my stomach as I stare at her. I continue to record, focusing on the front of the photo. On my mother’s face.

      I hope I’m wrong about this.

      I turn the frame over, slide the fasteners to the side, and remove the back cover.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      I hate this.

      Please let there not be anything.

      I remove the cardboard back.

      Then.

      There it is. As real as the blood in my veins.

      Fresh ink, violent black. Childlike handwriting across the back of my mother’s photo.

      
        Hi, gorgeous, I’m Margaret. Want a REALLY good time? Call me! (802) 489-6229.

      

      
        Clip #2: bit.ly/Case_J4-3125A47_Recovered_Clip_2
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        Fifty-Three

      
      Transcript of second live stream episode between Ian Hindley and Poe Webb

      Date of recording: October 31

      
        IH: That was intense. I have to say, I wasn’t convinced you’d actually do it, tell us the play-by-play of how you killed Leonard Avery. But you did and did so convincingly. We’re almost through.

        PW: You’re such a fucking imitator. A wannabe. You want so badly to be the boogeyman, but you’re just a weak and broken man.

        IH: I’m very comfortable with the truth of who I am. It takes a certain stripping of the ego and period of self-reflection to get there. But here, tonight, you’ve taken that first step, Poe. You’ve revealed to the world your true nature. That of a thug. A murderess. Congratulations.

        PW: I don’t regret what I did.

        IH: The rallying cry of all sociopaths.

        PW: I don’t understand. Why are you doing this to me? What did I ever do to you?

        IH: Isn’t it enough I’m trying to bring a killer to justice?

        PW: I just don’t…I don’t get any of this. I’m a good person.

        IH: Let’s continue. You’re past the most challenging part of your story…unless you’ve killed others I don’t know about.

        PW: Please just stop all this.

        IH: Just a little bit longer, I promise. So, don’t hold back now, you’re so close to saving a life tonight. I’m curious—your victim in New York. Did you search for his name anywhere after you killed him? Were there articles about a missing man?

        PW: There was one article in the New York Post about a missing man, barely more than a paragraph. But I kept searching for months after, just to see if there was anyone asking about him online.

        IH: I assume you found nothing.

        PW: Nothing.

        IH: What did you do with the body?

        PW: I’m not saying. Please don’t make me say it.

        IH: I see. No body, no crime. Plausible deniability. Fine, I’ll give you that breadcrumb of hope. Maybe we’ll circle back. What was your state of mind in the first few weeks after the killing?

        PW: What do you think it was? I barely slept. Crippling anxiety over getting caught.

        IH: Something had to change. A person can eat themselves alive in that kind of state.

        PW: By the third month, I knew I had to move.

        IH: You were still living in the same apartment where it happened. How odd was it to watch your roommate scrambling eggs on a lazy Saturday morning and think, There, that’s where he died?

        PW: I just left. No warning. I timed it with the expiration of our lease, just as the roomie was starting to ask about renewing.

        IH: Where did you go?

        PW: Back to Manchester. Thought I would stay with my dad until I figured out my next move.

        IH: Did it work? Did leaving New York give you the peace you sought?

        PW: There’s never any lasting peace in a person’s life.

        IH: How cynical.

        PW: What I’ll forever remember is the drive from NYC to Manchester. A surge of freedom and loneliness. But by the time I reached Manchester, I still had no answers except one.

        IH: Which was?

        PW: I decided I’d get a dog. And name her Bailey.

        IH: Why that name?

        PW: After my mother’s love of espresso martinis.

      

    
  
    
      
        Fifty-Four

      
      October 26

      It’s the day after the live stream, and I’m a zombie. No, scratch that. Zombies have appetites. I feel hollowed to the core.

      Sleep came only after hours of such anxiety that my body finally gave up on itself. Then, at four in the morning, I woke for a few moments, which is exactly the time it takes for my brain to say, HEY, REMEMBER HOW FUCKED UP YOUR LIFE IS RIGHT NOW? That simple message delivered a syringeful of adrenaline, and I’ve been up ever since.

      Reminds me of the nights I had after killing Leonard Avery.

      It’s just after eight a.m. I check my phone. Two missed calls from Kip. I grab my first cup of coffee and call him back.

      “How are you?”

      “I’m okay.”

      “You’re not okay,” he says. “Nothing about this is okay.”

      “I know.”

      “I’m coming over.” His voice is firm.

      “No,” I tell him. “At least not now.”

      “I want to see you.”

      “I’m a wreck,” I tell him. “And I look like shit. Maybe, later, okay?”

      “Sure. I’m just worried about you.”

      “I know. I’m okay.”

      He clears his throat. “You check the comments yet?”

      “Comments?”

      “Yeah, on the live stream video.”

      “No.”

      “Well, there are a lot,” he says. “Like over a thousand already.”

      I’m not sure I can handle scrolling through a thousand comments about my tormentor. “What’s the sentiment?”

      “They want this prick drawn and quartered.”

      “Good. So do I. But wanting means nothing without figuring out who and where he is. That’s where I was hoping the listeners would help.” Bailey walks over and nuzzles my leg, reminding me that whatever is happening in the world, she still needs to be fed.

      “Yeah, there’s definitely some sleuthing going on,” Kip says. “Hang on, I’m going through some of them now.” In the silence I picture him on his laptop, sitting on his cream couch with a view of the river. “Nothing I saw was too useful, but the comments do pick apart every detail from Hindley’s camera feed. The direction he’s facing. The existence of natural light through a window from the side. What he has on his walls. The color of his eyes, the number of wrinkles he has. His speech cadence. Accent, or lack thereof. Skin tone. And his left hand. He writes with his left hand. That seems like something.”

      “It is,” I say, the tiniest blossom of hope sprouting in my chest. “The man who killed my mom used his right hand to do it.” Meaning maybe Hindley isn’t Hutchins after all. Or he’s ambidextrous.

      “Was that in the police report?”

      “I know because I saw it,” I say. “I saw him stab her with his right hand.”

      “Right,” he says. A pregnant pause creeps over the phone line. “So, what’re you doing today, then?”

      “Unknown,” I say. Though that’s not entirely true. I don’t tell Kip about what I found written on the back of my mother’s photo.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      Those five words carry an electric spark.

      “What?”

      “Is there anything else you haven’t told me?”

      “Jesus, Kip, really?”

      “I’m sorry,” he says, though his tone suggests more determination than contrition.

      “Are you sensing there are things I haven’t told you?”

      “I hate to say it, Poe. But yes.”

      And in this moment, it crystallizes why I don’t want Kip coming over today, and it’s not because I look like shit.

      Maybe I don’t trust him. And not just him. Maybe I don’t trust anybody, except my father. Hindley has placed me in a prison where I’m surrounded by strangers, all of whom stare at me, eyeing my every movement, planning my demise.

      I’m sure this is a natural reaction for any poor soul in a similar circumstance. You doubt everything around you. You wonder if everyone you know is in on it. You start thinking irrational thoughts, like, Is Kip working with Hindley? And you take that singular thought and break it down into more detailed irrational thoughts. You consider the circumstances of how you met your boyfriend, the timing of it all. You analyze his quirks. How he always looks at you. If he always keeps his phone on him rather than setting it down where you could access it.

      God damn it, I’m spiraling.

      I trust Kip. I trust him because I have to. If he’s a part of my misery, then I might as well give up on life now.

      “A person’s allowed to have secrets, Kip.”

      “I know. Of course I know that, and I’m sorry for asking. But I thought it might help to talk.”

      I have a thousand things to say; my mouth remains closed as my mind buzzes. After a long stretch of silence, he says something completely unexpected.

      “My dad used to hit me.”

      We both let the words sit there.

      “What?”

      “He was a doctor back in Vietnam,” he continues. “I think I told you that. And when we moved here, all he wanted was a better life for his family. I was six, so I didn’t know any of the reasons my parents did anything at the time, but I did know he wasn’t the same person he was before. I only found out later that he couldn’t become licensed to practice medicine in the U.S. without a residency program, and no one accepted him. So he had to find other work. Finally he got a job on an assembly line. Cars. That’s when we moved to Detroit.”

      He pauses, breathes.

      My breath stays put.

      “He used to be a surgeon,” he continues, “and all of a sudden, he was putting together carburetors. And not even the whole thing—he just had to insert three pieces. Over and over and over again. He lost hope, and that turned him into an angry person.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know that.”

      “He didn’t even drink. Not like that would’ve been an excuse…but kind of, I suppose. He’d come to my bedroom…maybe once a month or so, to give me a lesson. A real lesson at first, just talking. He’d tell me to trust my instincts. To know if something seemed to be good to true, it probably was. But most of all, he told me I had to be tough. That was his thing. Toughness. He wanted me to be tough because he never was. He wasn’t tough enough to handle the shifts in his life, and he never wanted that to happen to me.”

      “Kip—”

      “So, at the end of our bedroom talks,” he says, the cadence of his words slowing, “he’d hit me. Once. Sometimes twice. Open palm against the cheek. A wooden spoon on the backs of my bare thighs.” His voice is showing cracks, the memories about to burst through the dam. “And if he was in a particularly instructional mood, he’d punch me in the stomach. To the point I couldn’t breathe. So much for ‘do no harm,’ motherfucker.”

      “Kip, I’m so sorry.”

      “My mom never knew. He never left a mark. It was our little secret. To this day I still hate him for it, and he still hates that I didn’t go to medical school. But when you meet him—and you will meet him—he’ll be all smiles and loving. Like he didn’t ruin his relationship with the only son he has.”

      I don’t need to ask him why he’s telling me this. He wants me to know even he has secrets, the man who can detect deception in a stone. And I’m not the slightest bit angry he’s never told me this before. In fact, I think I might love him even more.

      “My secret was better,” I finally say, tears in my eyes.

      That earns a few seconds of silence followed by a hearty laugh, something I don’t hear from Kip often enough.

      “Yeah,” he says. “It was.”

      “Thank you,” I tell him. “I mean it.”

      At this moment Dad walks into the room, fighting for my attention.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell Kip, “I have to go. We’ll talk later, okay?”

      “Okay. I love you.”

      Those words—they bring me back to myself a little. “I love you, too.”

      We disconnect. I look at Dad.

      “What?”

      His face is serious. “Cops are here.”
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      “Where?” I ask.

      “Well, right now they’re in the living room.”

      “You let them inside?”

      “What was I supposed to do?”

      Anything but let them in the house, I want to say. “Give me a second to get dressed.”

      Dad leaves, and minutes later I walk out of my room, taking deep breaths. I’ve historically had low blood pressure, but I’m guessing that’s not the case at the moment.

      Sure enough, there are two cops standing in my living room, one of them with his thumbs hooked loosely inside his utility belt. It’s strange how the mere presence of uniformed officers takes the air out of a room.

      Dad’s face is serious but not panicked. I try to project calm.

      “They stopped by to offer their assistance,” Dad says.

      I decide to play a bit dumb. “Assistance with what?”

      The cop on my right speaks first. Dirty-blond hair, boyish face, arms like pythons. “The mayor wanted us to make a welfare check. She was made aware of what happened last night.”

      “The mayor?” I have no idea who the mayor even is.

      “I guess she’s a fan.”

      I shift my gaze between the two cops. They both look serious, but not on edge. “I’m not sure what kind of assistance you’re supposed to give me.”

      The other one speaks, his sharp, angular face giving way to a soft, smooth voice. “Honestly, ma’am, neither are we. We just wanted to verify that you were okay, and unless you have reason to feel directly threatened—”

      Dad interrupts him. “Did you watch her show last night?”

      “Dad, it’s okay.”

      He doesn’t listen to me. “The guy is a fucking lunatic,” he continues. “This man killed my wife in front of my daughter. And now he’s just…out there somewhere. Free as a bird. And who knows what he’s going to do next. Who even knows why he’s coming out of the woodwork now, after all these years.”

      I’m looking at my father, trying to figure out what the hell he’s doing. He knows what I did in New York, which means he also knows the last thing I need is the police getting too close to me.

      I tell the cops, “I’m fine. We’re fine. I’m not worried for my safety. In fact, I think this guy last night was full of shit. I don’t think he’s the person who killed my mother. I think he’s just a whacko who did a good job at being believable. I’ve had all types on my show.”

      I glance at my father, who looks poised to say something. Thankfully, he doesn’t.

      “Understood.” Boyish cop hands me a business card. “We’ll relay that to the chief and mayor. But you can call at any time if you have any concerns at all.”

      “Thank you, Officer.”

      Dad parrots my comment, and we watch them get back into their squad car.

      Dad turns to me. “What are you doing?”

      I lob this right back at him. “What are you doing?”

      “Trying to help you. The police can help you.”

      “Are you insane? Were you not listening to me the other night? Do you really think we need the police digging into my history?”

      He looks as exasperated as he sounds. “You’re giving both them and yourself too much credit. If Hindley really is the guy, then yes, I want every cop in the country looking for him. Not only to make him pay for what he did, but to keep him from…”

      “From what? Repeating history with me?”

      He squeezes his eyes shut like he’s just been jabbed with a needle. “Yes, for Chrissake. Yes. And you seem to think you can outmaneuver him. Well, you have no idea where he is, and he knows exactly where you are. So I’m not sure where all your confidence comes from, but it’s misplaced. And I’m not going to lose another person I love.” The last three words come out broken, and my dad starts to cry. “I can’t, Poe…I just can’t. I can’t lose you.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “You don’t have control of this.”

      “I never claimed to.” I try to think of something meaningful to say but end up with this shallow and meaningless accusation: “You’re overreacting.”

      He, of course, reacts accordingly. “Overreacting? Are you even listening to yourself?” He walks up and hugs me, and his grip is unforgiving. “Ever since you were born, my greatest fear has been something happening to you. And that will never change until the day I die. Maybe you can’t understand that, but it’s true. So I’m asking you to be less cavalier about this situation and be a bit more practical.”

      I talk directly into his shoulder. “I don’t know what you want me to do.”

      “I’m not asking you to spend hours at the police station. I’m just saying maybe you shouldn’t dismiss their help.” He releases his grip, steps back. “What you did. In New York. Whoever that was. They’re not going to find out.” He wipes a tear from his left cheek. “That was years ago. If they haven’t solved that case by now, they never will.”

      I start laughing, and it feels so weird. But I can’t help it.

      “What’s so funny?”

      It’s all so terrible. All so absurd.

      “I just pictured myself in an orange prison jumpsuit, and I look fucking ridiculous.”

      “You’re fine, Poe. We’re all fine. You’re not going to prison.”

      Now it’s my turn to lean in for a hug. I grip my father and don’t feel like ever letting go. As we embrace, I feel like telling him that, if there’s one thing I’ve learned after years hosting a true-crime podcast, it’s that the truth always finds a way of coming out.

      But I say nothing because sometimes silence is the only thing that feels good.
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      Transcript of second live stream episode between Ian Hindley and Poe Webb

      Date of recording: October 31

      
        IH: So you moved back to Manchester, got a dog. Let me guess: Life was all peachy again. Your heinous murder was little more than a vague memory.

        PW: Are you kidding me? I was spiraling. It’d been a year since I killed Hutchins. I was living with my father, dealing with a six-month-old puppy, trying to figure out my life.

        IH: What were you doing for money?

        PW: I was picking up freelance blog and clickbait writing. But my mind was never far from what I’d done.

        IH: Were you at least sleeping better?

        PW: Sleep? Hell, no. And I was drinking too much.

        IH: I’m sure that didn’t help.

        PW: A doctor finally prescribed me Xanax. And when I said I needed a little something extra, he also wrote me a script for Ambien.

        IH: A saint of a man.

        PW: I heard he eventually lost his license for overprescribing Oxy.

        IH: It sounds like you were entering the gates of self-harm.

        PW: I never thought about self-harm. But I did think about self-annihilation.

        IH: A cry for help?

        PW: I didn’t want help. I just wanted to be left alone.

        IH: Did you…attempt anything?

        PW: One night I had three vodkas, a Xanax and two—motherfucking two—Ambien. I was on my dad’s couch, some stupid TV show fluttering in front me, my father already in bed. He knew I was a heavy drinker. He didn’t know about the pills.

        IH: What happened?

        PW: I felt my world starting to fade, and I managed to shut off the lights and TV and stumble to my bedroom. I collapsed on my bed, as I’d done so many nights, hoping I’d found the right mix of medicinal sledgehammers to shut me down for a full eight hours.

        IH: Some people don’t wake up from that kind of night.

        PW: I remember there, in the bed, staring at the ceiling as I fought off the impending fog, it hit me I might have overdosed. So, so stupid. It hadn’t occurred to me as I was popping the pills, or subconsciously I hadn’t cared. But there, in that moment, lying on the same mattress that had been mine all throughout high school, the mattress I lost my virginity to Rory Dyler on, it occurred to me that I might be dying. That I’d really fucked up this time. That my poor father might be the one to find me in the morning. That my puppy would go to lick my fingers and find them stiff and cold.

        IH: What did you feel?

        PW: Scared. Also curious. I fought my eyelids, forcing them open with my fingers. Thinking, as calmly as I could, Okay, so what if this is it? Did I at least have a good life? And the horrible, immediate answer was no.

        No, Poe, your life was kinda shit. And most of it was still in front of you, you dumb, selfish fuck.

        IH: A tragic final thought.

        PW: It was at that moment Bailey licked my face. I’d just started letting her out of the crate at night, and of course, she took to sleeping in my bed. She was fond of curling up at my feet, but on this night, she was right next to my head. And she licked my face, the moment when I was questioning the everything of everything, the whole scene a pure Hallmark movie scene.

        IH: She saved you.

        PW: She did, even if she was just wanting to taste the salt on my skin. The next day I got rid of the pills, deciding there was nothing to do but move forward. Either I was going to be okay or not, but I couldn’t spend my life wondering which of those it would be.

        IH: And did it work?

        PW: Yeah. Pretty good. Until you showed up.
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      Nighttime.

      I have one thing I need to do, but I spent most of the day trying to find as many things to distract myself from that one task as I could.

      Currently I’m on my laptop, having spent the past half hour going through the live stream comments, reading them with a strange detachment. All these comments, they’re about me. About my mother. About her killer. These strangers have a multitude of thoughts and opinions. The whole thing is so bizarre, I’m able to distance myself from the emotion of it, which lets me take an analytical approach to the experience. I search for any useful, actionable information about Hindley in these hundreds and hundreds of comments. And, like Kip said, there just isn’t any.

      I then switch tabs and open my email, which I haven’t checked since before last night’s show. Sixty-eight messages drop into my inbox with the weight of a subpoena. I casually scan the subject lines, which seem mostly from supportive fans (BE CAREFUL, POE!). But one sent this morning catches my eye, and all because of the sender.

      It’s from Alice Hill. I open it immediately.

      
        Poe, I listened to the live event last night. You’re going to be told by many people how sorry they are and how they want to help you. I’m not going to do that. I’m just writing to tell you that, based on my own experience, you shouldn’t trust anyone but yourself. From listening to your show and from our brief conversation, I can tell you’re someone who wants to fight. Maybe loves to fight. So now, more than ever, I encourage you to do so with every last shred of your soul. Your efforts may not be enough, but as long as you try, you will never be defeated, at least not spiritually. And really, that’s all that matters. Good luck.—Alice

      

      Yes. Fight. Hell, yes, I’m going to fight. I never doubted I would, but it’s heartening to have this message of encouragement from a woman who’s experienced the worst humanity has to offer and made it through to the other side.

      Thank you, Alice.

      I shut my laptop, head downstairs, and sit on the couch. I take a deep breath before opening my phone and navigating to the pic I took of the back of my mother’s photo.

      
        Hi, gorgeous, I’m Margaret. Want a REALLY good time? Call me! (802) 489-6229.

      

      He wants me to call. Of course he does. And it’s not the same phone number he had before, the one with the San Mateo area code. The 802 area code? That’s Vermont. Another burner number for sure, one that supposed to remind me he’s close.

      I flip over to my home-security app, checking the sensor history yet another time. And just as before, I find no unaccountable activity.

      Dad walks in, sits in the adjacent chair. I finally told him about the picture frame.

      “You make the call yet?” he asks.

      “Planning on doing it right now,” I say.

      “You want me here?”

      “Not necessary,” I say.

      “You know don’t have to call him. Or I can do it.”

      I squeeze my phone. “No, I’ll do it. And yeah, actually, you can be here. But I’m not putting it on speaker.”

      “I’m just here for support,” he says. Of course, neither of us has any clue what kind of support anyone can offer in this particular situation.

      Though he has a suggestion. “Want a drink?”

      I’ve had two glasses of wine already. “No, thanks. I need to cut down anyway.”

      “Mind if I get one?”

      “Have a dozen,” I say, meaning it.

      He smiles, the empty kind. Gets up and heads to the kitchen. In his wake I see Grimm freshly perched on the arm of the chair Dad just vacated.

      This cat is now quite comfortable with my house, strutting around between his naps like he’s always lived here. The pets are getting along better than before, mostly because Bailey just scurries away if Grimm decides to approach her. Sixty-five pounds versus fifteen, and fifteen always wins. But it’s not about the size. It’s about the confidence.

      “I’m not scared of you,” I tell Grimm, realizing in the moment that maybe I am scared of this cat. So I put my phone down and get up, walking over to this thing.

      I stand over him. He looks at me, I look at him, and he’s the more confident one of the two of us. I can see it. I know it.

      “I’m not scared of you,” I say again, this time manifesting what that actually looks like. It looks like my body relaxing, my gaze fixed and focused, my intentions clear and unwavering. I reach down and pet him, give him a long stroke along his back up his neck and then move, with some caution, up under his chin. He might bite, but in the moment, I don’t care. I telegraph my intention of punching his fuzzy little head if he even tries. I won’t, but that’s the energy I’m giving off.

      And he accepts me.

      He doesn’t look happy, but he accepts me.

      And maybe, I think, the cat is scared of me. We never really know how others view us, but the one certain thing is that it’s rarely how we expect.

      This is something I need to keep in mind.

      Dad returns with a glass containing a generous pour of Maker’s Mark and a few ice cubes. The ice clinks as he swirls the drink and sits on the couch. I realize I’m still petting the cat.

      “Look at you two,” Dad says. “Best friends.”

      “Know thine enemy.”

      I sit back on the couch before immediately getting up again. There’s no way I’m sitting during this call. I’m a master-level pacer, and I’m going to pace the shit out of this room.

      I pick up the phone from the coffee table and start checking my email and social media. Not for any reason except to distract myself. This takes maybe a minute.

      Dad sips, giving me space and silence. I love him.

      Then I launch my phone app and punch in the number, which has already been imprinted on my brain.

      My thumb hovers, hovers.

      I mean, I’ve already talked with this guy. Twice. So I shouldn’t be as nervous as I am. Then again, this is the first time it’s just the two of us. No one else listening. And even my dad will only hear my side of the conversation.

      I take one last moment, close my eyes, try to convince myself he’s more scared of me than I am of him.

      It doesn’t work.

      My eyes are open.

      My thumb hits the green call button.

      It starts ringing.
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      “Mmmmmm.” He answers on the second ring, and I swear to god, he’s purring. “I was wondering when you were going to call.”

      My throat seizes at the sound of his deep voice. Just hearing him and not seeing him…it heightens my senses. The voice is definitely the man I spoke to last night, but for the first time, it sounds like him. The man who, seventeen years ago, told me my mother hadn’t used the safe word. I still don’t think it is, but my brain is trying hard to convince me otherwise.

      And it comes out of me. It just comes out. Everything I wanted to say before. I wasn’t planning on any of this, but my body just needs to expel it.

      “Fuck you, you fucking waste of life,” I say. “You don’t deserve to breathe, you motherfucker. You animal. You stain. I hope you die the slowest and most painful death imaginable, and I pray to any god out there that I get to be the one to do it.”

      I shoot a look to my father, who’s frozen midsip, his eyes wide.

      “Good evening to you as well, Poe,” Hindley says. “Sounds like we needed to get that out of our system.”

      I want to scream. How I want to scream. Scream as I’m hammering four-inch nails up through his eyes and into his brain. Blood and gray matter oozing and squirting, all while he wails in agony.

      But I can’t do that. Yet. This is just a phone call. I need to talk to him. I have to talk to him.

      I lower my voice. “You need to die.”

      “Yes, you’ve established your feelings quite clearly. And I don’t doubt you’re quite capable of seeing that through yourself, given your history.”

      Suddenly I wish my father weren’t here. He knows everything, of course, but all of a sudden, I feel vastly vulnerable in front of him, as if I’m going to disappoint him even more.

      I have to push past these thoughts. Embrace the vulnerability. And figure out who I’m talking to on the other end of the line.

      “I still don’t believe you’re Leopold Hutchins.”

      “I suspected that may be the case, despite the proof I’ve already given you.”

      I start the questioning. “How long had you been seeing my mother?” Sorry, Dad.

      “Almost three months.”

      “What was her house address?”

      He spits it out, barely a pause. “I’d only been there a couple of times, but I have a good memory.”

      “What day was her birthday?”

      “I have no idea. We hadn’t gotten to that stage of our relationship. It was mostly just a sexual arrangement.”

      “How about her middle name?”

      “Same answer.”

      “What email account did she use to contact you?”

      Now he pauses. “I’m not sure I remember.”

      “You just told me what a good memory you have.”

      “But not photographic, love.”

      “Don’t fucking call me ‘love.’ Answer the question.”

      “Let me think.”

      In the ensuing silence, I glance over at Dad. His drink is on the coffee table, and he’s hunched forward on the couch, both palms on his forehead, his gaze to his feet. Either focused intently on my side of the conversation or twisting in the wind of the past.

      “I don’t recall,” Hindley says. “Maybe Yahoo mail.”

      “What about you?” I ask. “What email did you use to contact her?”

      “Well, that’s easy: ‘lhutchins20@aol.com.’”

      This I know to be true. But I’m still not convinced. “Are you left- or right-handed?”

      Now there’s a pause and a chuckle. A faint raspy laugh.

      “Both,” he says. “I’m ambidextrous.”

      I squeeze my phone, wishing it were his testicles. “You’re full of shit. I don’t believe any of this. I think you’re some stalking fanboy freak who’s trying to scare me. You’re just good at finding out information.”

      “Like your mother’s safe word, Poe?” His voice is soft and, like the safe word itself, gentle. It scares me to my core. “You and I both know that wasn’t in the police report. Only the two of us—and, of course, your mother—would know that.”

      “I still don’t believe you.”

      “And you think I’m a fanboy? Of what, you? Your show? Do you have any idea how unimportant you are in the grand scheme of things?”

      “And what’s the grand scheme of things? Destroying lives?”

      The answer is an excited whisper. “Now you’re getting it.”

      “All I get is that you’re a fraud who’s going to get arrested for harassment. Breaking and entering. Maybe worse.”

      That faint chuckle? Now it’s an outright laugh.

      “If I’m going to be arrested, it’s going to be for a far, far worse thing than breaking into your quaint little house. And by the time they catch me, the only thing left of you will be about two dozen or so clumps of meat, bone, and hair.”

      “The thing is,” I say, “you have all the right answers. But what I won’t ever be able to believe is that my mother found you even faintly attractive. Or desirable in the least.” I look over at my dad and grimace, knowing he doesn’t want to hear this. “That’s why I don’t believe you.”

      He’s silent for a moment, but I can hear him breathing. “There are a few ways to address that statement,” he says. “For example, I could tell you how lonely she was, how upset she was that her husband was having his own affair.”

      That catches me a bit. Not because of how awful the idea is of both my parents having cheated on each other, but because my father’s affair was a one-and-done event. It was over by the time he told Mom. Hindley should have said had his own affair. A small point, a minor clarification, but maybe it’s a clue he isn’t who he says he is.

      Hindley continues. “I could tell you how that kind of loneliness leads to desperation, leads someone into the arms of the first kind person who says something flattering. Who gives them even the smallest amount of attention. Remarks on how special they are. You may find me abhorrent, but I can assure you your mother did not.”

      “You’re not just abhorrent. You’re unimaginable.”

      “But you can imagine me, can’t you? For as much as you want to believe Ian Hindley and Leopold Hutchins are not the same person, you recognize me, don’t you? Yes, I don’t look the same as I did seventeen years ago, and neither do you. But you remember me. You have that flutter of recall when looking at my eyes. The angles of my face. The tone of my voice.” I think I hear him licking his lips, and it’s disgusting. “We only existed in the same space for what, twenty minutes before I burned your house down? But you remember me, Poe. You can fight it all you want, but you remember me.”

      I do remember him, and this is the part I hate the most.

      “Leonard,” I say.

      “What?”

      “Leonard Avery. Does that name mean anything to you?”

      “Yes, of course,” he replies. “That’s the name of the innocent man you killed in New York.”

      My stomach lurches. How in the holy fuck could he know this?

      “A man who also seemed familiar to me,” I say. “Maybe even more so than you.”

      “The mind is dangerous. Look what it did to you. ‘Confirmation bias,’ I believe it’s called. Tricked you into becoming a murderer. You were so eager to find me, you killed the wrong person.”

      “How do you even know about what happened in New York?”

      “You’re not the only one capable of finding things out,” he says. “But let’s leave it at this: I’ve been following you for quite some time. Closely. You never saw me, but I most certainly saw you. I know you, Poe. I know everything about you.”

      “I know you’ve been following me. How did you get into my house and not trip the alarm?”

      “Perhaps you’re not as careful with your alarm as you think.”

      He’s getting to me. I won’t admit this to him, but this freak is getting to me. “I suppose this is the part where you tell me what you want,” I say.

      “Am I such a cliché of evildoers?”

      “What do you want, Hindley?”

      “That’s easy.” He clears his throat. “I want another live stream show with you.”

      “There’s no fucking way I’ll be doing that.”

      A touch of silence.

      And there’s only one more thing he says before hanging up:

      “Yes, you will.”
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      October 27

      The morning is crisp and sharp. As I walk to my car, my thoughts turn to my online book club. I joined about four years ago in an effort to make myself read on a frequent basis, because, well, reading is at the heart of all civilization. The twenty or so members meet in a chat room once a month and share our thoughts on that month’s selection. Because we type our thoughts, the use of acronyms is important. And holy shit are there a lot of acronyms in the highly opinionated world of online book clubs.

      There’s this one acronym that stands out to me at this moment. For the sake of argument, let’s say there’s this character in a book who’s fearing for her life. She’s being hunted by a killer who’s broken into her house just to show how easy it is to get close to her. The killer is cat-and-mousing this person, just waiting for the perfect time to pounce.

      If that character doesn’t IMMEDIATELY go to the police, she will be labeled TSTL by the book club community.

      TSTL.

      Too stupid to live.

      Leaving my house the morning after my call with Hindley, I feel like I have a scarlet patch of cloth in the shape of TSTL pinned on my chest.

      I get into my car, check the back seat for anyone crouched and hiding. All clear. I start the car. It doesn’t explode. Wouldn’t be his MO anyway. He wants to watch me bleed.

      And what is it that’s so important, I’m risking my life by leaving the house?

      Grocery store.

      Because, fuck it, I need to live my life. Whether that life lasts fifty more years or fifteen minutes, I can’t spend it in perpetual fear. I’ve gone down that path before, and I won’t do it again. It’s exhausting. Frankly, I’d rather be dead than be a panic-riddled recluse.

      Still. All those good intentions don’t vaporize the paranoia. It’s still there. All around me, a fog I can’t quite see through.

      On the road, cars pass me. Is he in one of them?

      In the grocery store, I’m aware of every shopper, paying most attention to the ones who disappear around a corner when I start up an aisle.

      At the self-checkout, my back to everyone. I try to calm myself, breathe slowly as I scan my items, but can’t help imagining him coming at me from behind, slipping a knife between my ribs.

      I’m sweating. God damn him, he’s making me sweat.

      Back in my car. Another glance at the back seat. Still empty.

      I slide into my seat. I hate guns, but it’d be comforting to have one beneath my driver’s seat right now.

      Maybe I’ll buy a gun. Just like maybe I’ll go to the police. Two things that likely won’t be there fast enough to help if Hindley knows what he’s doing.

      I do have a knife in the car. In the glove box. An old hunting knife of my father’s that I don’t think he ever used aside from whittling sticks and opening up beer bottles.

      As I’m heading home, the sky seems to open in front of me. Deep October blue, stretching all the way to next year. The kind of fall day I loved as a kid. I used to spend so much time working on my Halloween costume, refusing help from my parents, wanting whatever creation I came up with to be mine alone. They were never masterpieces, but I trick-or-treated with pride.

      On the last stretch home, I notice a white van behind me. Not close—maybe a quarter mile back. But this is a quiet road, as my farmhouse is tucked away from the Burlington suburbs, an old, lonely, perfect place.

      Rarely do I see other cars on this road. Usually a mail truck.

      This is not a mail truck.

      I’m tempted to continue past my driveway, keep heading north until I weave back around toward downtown. But this is the exact behavior I’m trying to overcome. I’m not going to alter the course of my life because there’s another car in the same vicinity as me.

      I pull in, see my dad’s car there, just as it was when I left an hour or so ago.

      I park, lean over, open the glove box, take out the knife.

      Eight-inch blade, full tang, leather-wrapped handle worn smooth. The blade itself is a deep matte gray, the color of stealth, the top edge serrated, with fullers on each side to make the steel lighter and stronger.

      The van gets closer, and the first thing I notice is I can’t see the shape of the person driving. Maybe it’s the glare of the sun, or perhaps the windshield is illegally tinted, but all I see is a black slab of glass. The passenger-side window is just as dark, and there are no other windows on the van.

      The tiniest of rational thoughts pokes at me, telling me to get out my phone, record a video. But a much larger rational thought insists I keep one hand on the knife and the other hand free.

      And somewhere between those thoughts is one telling me it’s just a van traveling down a public road, and that’s not so unusual, not even out here. And sure enough, the van shows no sign of stopping, and seconds from now, it will rumble past me, its occupant clueless that I’m sitting here in my car, thinking they have come here to kill me.

      Calm down, Poe. It’s okay. This is all okay.

      I breathe out, nice and slow, steadying myself and waiting for the van to pass so I can move on with my morning.

      And then this thing happens. At first I think it’s my imagination, some horror-movie synapse firing in my brain, but it only takes a moment to realize this is all quite real.

      The van slows. It doesn’t stop, but slows to a crawl, and it feels like the world has shifted into slow motion as it passes my driveway, creeping like a cat through tall weeds.

      Seconds later it passes me, and the horrifying sight of its brake lights fills my eyes. The van stops. My hand squeezes the handle of the knife blade even tighter.

      The next few moments last forever. In those moments I hear the driver’s door open, then shut again seconds later. But no one appears.

      Finally, the brake lights go out, and the van starts moving again, slowly at first, then picking up speed. I track it until it disappears out of view, and only then do I notice something in the street. Something left by the driver.

      I get out of my car and approach the object with caution, but soon I see it’s nothing that will explode or attack. As I get closer, my stomach tightens, trying to invert itself.

      Five feet away I make out what I’m looking at, and it’s as unnerving as it is confusing.

      Ground beef.

      A pile of raw, bloody ground beef, a spongy wet lump six feet from the curb. No wrapping, no container. Just a pile of shiny, wormy pink.

      I take one step closer and then no more.

      As I stare at the strewn mass, I realize there’s actually nothing confusing about this at all. Hindley’s message is clear.

      This is what became of your mother.

      And this is what will become of you.

    
  
    
      
        Sixty

      
      Inside, I lock the door, then check on Dad and the animals. Everyone is intact.

      Dad is at the kitchen table on his iPad.

      “What’re you doing?” I ask, trying not to sound as scared as I feel.

      “Reading all the comments on the live stream,” he says, looking up and peering at me over his glasses. “There are a lot.”

      “Yeah.”

      He leans back against his chair. “It looks like they created a private Facebook group, dedicated just to talking about this creep. I haven’t looked at those posts yet.”

      I make a mental note to check the group later.

      “But…” He looks back down at his iPad. “There’s nothing here that’s helpful. Although someone commented that, based on the natural light in his room during the live stream, Hindley might be on Central Time, maybe even Mountain. So maybe he didn’t write on the picture frame. Maybe he’s working with someone else who—”

      I shake my head. “He’s in our time zone.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      I tell him what just happened outside, and he’s immediately on his feet.

      “Hell, Poe, why didn’t you say something?”

      “I just did.”

      He moves his head, stares at the kitchen knives sheathed in the countertop butcher block. I’ve been eyeing those knives a lot lately.

      “What do you think it means?” he asks.

      “I don’t know. That he wants to make us burgers?”

      I don’t even get a smile. “I’ll clean it up before a dog eats it,” he says. “And look, I still think going to the police is the best option.”

      Just the word police brings forth a pang of anxiety. “I know you do.”

      “So what do you think?”

      “I think I feel the same way as before. The risks don’t outweigh the benefits.”

      He looks down at me, and suddenly I’m a child again, waiting to be lectured.

      “To be clear,” he says, “I don’t think you know what the risks are either. Or at least you know them but aren’t taking them seriously enough. He was just outside the house, Poe. ”

      I hate being told I don’t know something, even if it’s a fact. But I push the welling anger down because getting into a yelling match with my father accomplishes exactly nothing.

      “Might not have been him.”

      “It was him,” Dad says. “He’s already been inside the fucking house. Of course it was him. Why can’t you admit that?”

      My lips are quivering. “Because I’m scared. And I think I’m so worried I killed an innocent person that I’d rather face Hindley than the consequences of being found out.”

      He just stares at me.

      “Say something,” I tell him.

      He takes his time, formulates his thoughts. “I understand your fears. I do. But you’re not alone in this.”

      “I know, I know.” I’m unsuccessful at keeping my tears at bay. “But can we please not go to the police, at least not yet?”

      “If not now, when? When they’re drawing a chalk outline around our bodies?”

      “Dad.”

      “I’m serious, Poe. What’s it going to take?”

      I tell him the truth. “It’s going to take me knowing for sure he’s not Leopold Hutchins. And I just need a little more time for that.”

      Dad doesn’t do a good job hiding the frustration on his face. “Then we’re at least getting out of here.”

      “What?”

      “We get out of here for a few days. Maybe a week.” He walks toward the living room, then turns back around. “Someplace quiet. Someplace where no one knows where we are.”

      “Like what?” I ask. “A hotel?”

      “With our animals?” He barks a short laugh. “I was thinking more along the lines of an Airbnb somewhere. A house.”

      As if he heard us talking about him, Grimm saunters into the living room and jumps up on the sofa.

      “It’s not a terrible idea,” I say.

      “You were always one to lavish praise.”

      I don’t weigh the decision long. “I’m in,” I say. “But can you arrange everything? I’ll only get bogged down in the details and start second-guessing myself.”

      He turns. “Done. I’ll set something up for tonight. And not in Burlington, but not too far away either.” He seems excited, and it hits me that he needs this—and not just getting away; he needs to be useful. To help. To protect his kid.

      “Thank you,” I say. Then I remember something. “But I can’t. Not today.”

      “What?”

      “I was going to Kip’s tonight.”

      “Do it another time.”

      I’m tempted, but… “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I need to finally tell him everything.”

      He squints at me. “Everything?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you sure that’s wise?”

      I shake my head. “I have no idea. But I have the feeling it’s going to come out sooner or later, and he deserves to know.”

      “How’s he going to take it?”

      I glance at him. “How’d you take it?”

      He considers this. “Not well. And you’re my daughter.”

      I figure the best-case scenario is Kip will lose his mind but will someday eventually understand. “It could be the end of us. That’s the second-to-last thing I want. The last thing I want is to keep all my secrets inside for one more minute, at least from him.”

      He lets out a long sigh, knowing I’m not going to cancel my plans with Kip. “Do you feel safe going over there tonight? Hindley might know where he lives as well.”

      The thought of something happening to Kip unsteadies me.

      “I’ll be fine,” I say. Neither of us believes me, but he doesn’t argue.

      “Then I’ll find a place and head up today. You can join tomorrow. And I’ll take both animals with me.”

      “Thank you.”

      Dad scoops up Grimm on his way out of the living room, tells him they’re “going on an adventure.”

      Then he’s out of the room, a trace of his aftershave the only thing remaining.

      And, I think, I really do love him.

    
  
    
      
        Sixty-One

      
      “I don’t know what to say.”

      I’m sitting next to Kip on the love seat in his loft, second-guessing everything. Those six simple words from him convey nothing and everything. But this much is true: these weren’t the first words I wanted to hear from him.

      “I know,” I say. “I’m sure this must be a huge shock. But you were so upset about not knowing about my mother, I didn’t want any more secrets between us.”

      He sets down his wineglass and faces me. “Shock isn’t the right word. I’m…” He spends a few seconds searching for that right word, and when it comes, it’s a sledgehammer my chest. “Disgusted.”

      So, yeah, I told him about what I did in New York.

      I cradle my wineglass like a newborn.

      “That’s not fair,” I whisper. “You have no way of understanding what I went through.”

      “What I understand is you committed murder, which can get you sent to prison for life. And it might not have even been the right guy?”

      I look down, try to steady a heartbeat that feels close to cardiac arrest. “It was the right guy,” I say. “Hindley is a liar. A troll.”

      Now he stands and starts pacing the small living room. I don’t know if he needs to release energy or if he just doesn’t want to be next to me. Maybe both.

      “Now it all makes sense,” he says. “Why this guy has so much power over you. Because he knows, right? He fucking knows.”

      “Yes. He knows. But I don’t think he knows the details.”

      “How could he possibly know anything about it?”

      “I haven’t got a clue,” I say. I look to my side, out the massive windows facing west, to a sun that set two hours ago. Chinese take-out boxes litter the coffee table, and my stomach feels too full to drink more wine, but yet I do. I just want to numb the fuck out of everything. “I just want him to go away.”

      “So that’s why you’ve been so stubborn about going to the cops. You’re afraid they’ll find out.”

      “Yes.”

      “But Hindley could just start telling people. That’s the reason he wants a second live stream, isn’t it? He wants you to be the confessor. To tell the world what you did.”

      “I’m not doing a second live stream. No way.”

      Kip doesn’t even seem to be listening to me. He’s just pacing, back and forth, one hand on his forehead, his gaze to the floor. “You just…I mean, I can’t believe it. You killed a person. You actually killed a person. Planned it all out, then just…did it. You took a life.”

      “He murdered my mother.”

      “But you found him. You found him and could have called the police. They could have tied him to the crime scene. DNA.”

      “There wasn’t any,” I say. “He burned our goddamn house down, Kip, and then he just slipped away. Yeah, I could have called the cops, but they wouldn’t have had any evidence to hold him. Then he’d slip away again and, who knows, killed more women? It was my only chance.” Heat flushes my face. “I don’t regret what I did.”

      “You killed him,” Kip says, as if I haven’t understood anything he’s said so far.

      “He deserved to die.”

      Kip stops pacing, and his expression shifts into one of dumbstruck realization.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Why did you tell me this? Now I’m an accessory. If you get arrested, I’ll be questioned. They’ll figure I had to know. Both me and your dad. We’re all going to prison, Poe. All of us.” Sweat sheens his forehead. “I can’t believe this is happening.”

      I want to yell. I want to scream at him that this isn’t about him. But he’s right. He’s right and everything I touch turns to shit.

      “I’m sorry.”

      He throws up his hands. “Sorry? You realize the only way to protect myself is to go to the police and tell them everything you just told me.”

      God. I hadn’t even thought about that possibility. “Please don’t.”

      “What the hell am I supposed to do?”

      I throw a Hail Mary. “Love me?”

      “Jesus, Poe.”

      I finally cut myself off and put down my wineglass. No more for me. “I can’t go home tonight,” I say, “but I can go to a hotel.”

      He says nothing for nearly a minute. “No, stay here. You’ve been drinking. I’ve been drinking. But maybe I’ll stay on the couch.”

      “Fine.”

      An eternity passes in which neither of us speaks. Kip collapses into a recliner, and I sit here on the love seat, staring forward at nothingness. My mind slows, my breathing slows, and I reach an almost-meditative state of apathy. And in this state, I think, Maybe he should tell the police. It’s all going to come out anyway, I’m sure of it. At least he can save himself. Maybe I don’t actually care what happens anymore.

      “I do, you know.” Kip’s voice is soft and distant, a whisper from a ghost.

      “You do what?” I ask.

      He takes a few seconds before answering. “Love you.”

      And that’s all it takes to bring a little hope back into my world. I close my eyes as a wave of warmth spreads through my body. “Thank you.”
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      October 28

      Stowe, Vermont

      I’m only forty-five minutes from Burlington, but it feels like another world. Not that Burlington is a burgeoning metropolis, but Stowe (and actually, I’m a full six miles outside the town and ski resort) feels like a place where Thoreau would’ve felt right at home.

      I pull up to the Airbnb, double-checking the address even though I don’t need to. This house sitting in front of me is the only one around, and Dad’s car is in the gravel driveway.

      The cabin is two stories, its exterior a full blaze of yellow-brown cypress planks, the roof pitched sharply at fifty degrees to slough off the incessant yearly winter snow. It’s hard to tell where the property line is because the surroundings are dominated by an endless supply of trees—beech, birch, and maple—their fiery leaves half shed, the ground an endless sea of fall colors.

      It’s beautiful. It’s unnerving.

      “Every bad decision in every horror movie was made in a place like this,” I mutter as I walk up to the front door. The door is locked, so I ring the bell.

      Dad opens the door moments later.

      “A spooky cabin?” I ask.

      “A luxury cabin.” He gestures inside, a smile on his face. “Three bedrooms, two baths. Even has a hot tub. Figured you could afford it.”

      Bailey comes bounding up to me and slobbers all over my hands.

      “Guess you’re not scared,” I tell her.

      I give my father credit the moment I step inside. Sure enough, the place is beautiful. Light seems to come from every direction through six-foot windows, making every surface gleam. The decor leans heavily into the skiing motif—old wooden skis crisscrossed above the fireplace, wooden bears holding signs like TIME TO APRÈS!, and framed ski-trail maps.

      “I could live in a place like this,” Dad says.

      “What would you do all day?”

      “Same thing I do at your place, just here.” He walks into the kitchen and looks through a bay window into the forest behind the cabin. “There’s something about the quiet,” he says.

      “You’d get lonely,” I say.

      He turns. “I’ve been lonely for a long time. The key is to reframe loneliness as solitude. Solitude is introspective and comforting, if you set your mind right.”

      His words hit me in a surprising way, forcing me to consider what he just said. Set your mind right. It occurs to me that that’s all I’ve been trying to do for seventeen years, but how far from center does one’s mind have to travel before it can never again course correct?

      I make quick work of grabbing my things from the car and settling in. We’ve booked the place for four nights, but I can already tell Dad wishes we were staying longer. Our last night here will be on Halloween, and I’m not worried about buying candy. Any kid trick-or-treating in a place this remote would have to be an actual ghost.

      “Where’s your cat?”

      “Still getting used to the place,” Dad answers. “Been staying under my bed, mostly.”

      “How was your night here?”

      “Peaceful. Slept like a baby. How was yours?”

      I pause before answering, “Not that.”

      I head into the kitchen and open the door to the backyard, an unfenced space that bleeds into the woods after fifty feet of wild grass. Bailey rushes through the open door, and I don’t stop her; she never ventures far from me when she’s off leash. She sniffs around with curiosity, her feet light and cautious, as though she might have to bolt inside to safety at any moment.

      I stare out into the woods, absorbing the peace of the moment. Dad’s right about solitude. This is solitude, and it has a sweatpants kind of comfort to it. I look to my left, and there’s an old wooden bench set in a small circular clearing, thick cushions piled on top. Good place for a glass of wine tonight, I think. And coffee in the morning.

      Bailey’s barking. A rapid-fire volley of four staccato yelps, and then, just like that, she’s running at full speed into the woods.

      I haven’t seen her run that fast in a year, maybe more.

      “Bailey, come!”

      I’ve worked on her recall command since she was three months old. By the time she was a year old, the come command was hardwired in her DNA. Doesn’t matter if she’s playing with other dogs or chasing a rabbit—if I tell my dog come, she hightails it straight to my feet.

      Bailey does not come.

      And now I don’t see her. The blur of her is lost in those woods, wherever they may lead.

      I yell again. Nothing. No sign of her.

      “Fuck.”

      I glance at the sky above the treetops, orange as the fallen leaves, dusk settling. Night comes fast here in October, robbing light as swiftly and stealthily as a pickpocket. A tinge of panic rises my throat, the kind reserved for pets. Of all the shit I’m scared of at this juncture in my life, the thought of Bailey lost in unfamiliar woods after dark is a particularly debilitating horror.

      So I run. Straight through those wild grasses and into the trees, following as best I can the imaginary line Bailey left behind her.

      The woods grow thick and disorienting in seconds.

      I call and call, now guessing Bailey’s direction, since she could have zigzagged any which way.

      Bailey still does not come.

      And it’s silent here. So silent. Not even a bird calling or squirrel barking a warning sign. Not even a rustle of wind through the trees. Only the sound of my feet crunching on leaves and my voice calling out for my dog.

      I trip on a tree root, nearly falling, cursing everything.

      What the hell was she running after?

      Maybe a squirrel or rabbit, but it doesn’t make sense that she wouldn’t listen to me.

      Or maybe it was something altogether more intriguing.

      I keep pressing on, looking back to make sure I’m confident of the way back. Now I’m worried about her chasing something larger, something that could outrun her for miles but still make Bailey chase it. A deer. A bobcat maybe. Even a bear.

      Please, god, don’t let her be chasing a bear.

      I stop for a moment. Call out again. And then just listen.

      I listen with such focus, it almost hurts my ears. Something. Just let me hear something.

      Nothing.

      The image of Bailey pursuing dangerous wildlife suddenly morphs into an even more chilling consideration.

      What if she’s not chasing an animal?

      What if.

      What if Bailey saw someone? Someone standing at the perimeter of the woods, watching the cabin. Watching us.

      The temperature seems to drop, leaving frosty breath on the back of my neck. Now, as I swivel my head, my eyes adjust to the possibility of a new threat. I’m not scanning for a black Lab, but for a human form. A head pulling quickly out of view and behind a tree. A man with a knife, licking his dry lips in anticipation of reuniting a daughter with her mother.

      You didn’t say the safe word.

      I no longer call out for my dog.

      I crouch to pick up a rock. Baseball-sized, smoothed by water that once flowed freely over this area, cool to the touch and soil-kissed along the bottom. If he attacks, I can’t risk throwing the rock. I’ll miss. My best chance is to smash it into his skull, which means he has to get close.

      I remain low, looking. Breathing. Listening. Coiled.

      A branch snaps in the distance, in the guts of the woods in front of me. Could be a thousand explanations for it, but my mind chooses the most horrifying one. If Bailey chased him, what would he do to her? He’d want her to be silenced.

      Dog first, then girl.

      Motherfucker. If you touch my dog…

      I stand, take a few steps in the direction of the sound. The idea of Bailey being a quick and helpless victim of Hindley’s blade nearly blinds me with anger.

      More sounds. Leaves crunching.

      Dusk lowers its hand over these woods, the shadows of the trees aiding its effect. In twenty minutes I won’t be able to see at all. I’m deep enough that I’m not certain I could navigate back to the cabin in the dark, assuming I’m still alive.

      This feels like a final stand, the same sensation I experienced seven years ago with Leonard Avery. The absolute finality of it’s either him or me. That only one of us will be walking out of here.

      There’s that moment when fear slips to rage, which then slips to nothing but focus. Adrenaline spiking, but somehow draining all emotion at the same time. I squeeze the rock in my hand, feeling my forearm muscles tighten, thinking not of myself nor my dog, but only of Hindley. His movements, his head, the way he’ll come at me. The arc my hand must travel to connect the rock with his skull. The pivoting needed to avoid his blade as I attack. The perfect timing required for everything to go just right. One second too soon or too late, and it’ll be my blood spilling over this floor of leaves.

      I can’t take the wait any longer.

      I don’t scream. I don’t whisper. My voice is steady and calm.

      “Bring it, you fuck.”

      And in my brain, there’s laughter, a soft, knowing cackle, and it belongs to him. I’m not able to divine whether it’s real, but the echoes of it rattle between my ears before slipping into silence.

      Now, more crunching leaves. That sound is definitely real.

      I turn toward it and then step back with my right foot, putting most of my weight on my back leg. The rock is firm in my grip, my hand held above my head.

      There.

      Movement.

      Just the hint of it at first, and then a burst. He’s close, much closer than I expected. Forty feet away, charging fast. It’s hard to make him out with the fading light, but he’s coming at me low to the ground, spiderlike, dressed in all black.

      Any remaining fear distills into pure adrenaline. I feel like I could punch straight through his chest, and god damn it, how I want to do exactly that. Rip his heart out, to make up for the one he ripped from me.

      I scream as he closes in. Scream to release the life I’ve been forced to live for the past seventeen years. Scream to let him know I won’t go quietly.

      Seconds later the shape charging me comes into full view.

      Bailey.

      It’s fucking Bailey.

      Oh my god, thank you.

      She leaps on me, nearly knocking me over. I let the rock fall to the ground and put both hands around her.

      “You okay, girl? You okay?”

      She pants and slobbers on me, excited but otherwise normal. I feel all over her and don’t sense anything wrong. I pull back and look at her face.

      “Why didn’t you come when I called you?”

      Bailey tilts her head and cocks her ears, and her drooping tongue produces a dopey grin.

      She’s fine. I’m fine. Hindley isn’t here.

      I kiss my dog on her head.

      “Fuck you.”

      She kisses me back.

    
  
    
      
        Sixty-Three

      
      Transcript of second live stream episode between Ian Hindley and Poe Webb

      Date of recording: October 31

      
        PW: Are we fucking done?

        IH: One more question. Or a brief series of questions, depending on how you answer the first.

        PW: Really?

        IH: Yes, we’re at the finish line. You’ve performed admirably.

        PW: What’s the question?

        IH: Looking back on your life, what would you do differently?

        PW: It’s a stupid question because I can’t change the past.

        IH: But surely you’ve ruminated over regrets. There must be something you would change.

        PW: I would’ve confronted my mother as soon as I read her emails. Stopped her from meeting Hutchins.

        IH: That’s it? Nothing else.

        PW: I regret ever talking to you.

        IH: But you had little control over that. Nothing else?

        PW: What do you want from me?

        IH: I’m surprised your number one regret isn’t killing an innocent man.

        PW: I can’t keep arguing this. He wasn’t innocent.

        IH: So you’d do it again?

        PW: Yes.

        IH: Say he was still alive and right next to you. Tied to a chair. And you had a large knife in your right hand. You could kill him and be assured that you’d get away with it. One plunge of the knife into his belly, let him die slowly. You’re saying you’d do it.

        <<twelve seconds of silence>>

        PW: Yes.

        IH: Thank you, Poe. That’s very helpful.
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      The day passes with no more sharp pangs of horror, which was my best-case scenario. After dinner I hop on my phone again, scanning for new live stream comments. I remind myself to check out the private Facebook group, but the live stream discussion is enough of a dose of horrid reality for me at the moment.

      “Everything good?” Dad asks, entering the room and sitting on the couch next to me.

      I put down my phone. “Everything is fucking great.”

      He leans back against his cushion. “There was a time you didn’t curse so much. Or at all, even.”

      “I must’ve been seven.”

      “That could be true.” He leans down and grabs one of three remote controls sitting on the coffee table. “Wanna watch something? I mean, assuming I can figure out how to work the TV here.”

      “Can’t.” I reach forward, grab the half-full wine bottle, top myself off. “Got a call in a few minutes. But probably won’t last long.”

      “It’s nearly eight. Who do you have a call with?”

      “Kip. We need to talk about the next live stream.”

      “You’re not doing it, right?”

      “Nope. But he’s been in contact with Hindley, and I want to know what they discussed.” I stand, stretch, glance out the windows and into the darkness as I do. Dad’s gaze follows me as I walk around the perimeter of the living room and close the blinds.

      “Do you feel safe here?” he asks.

      “Not sure I feel safe anywhere.” The last blind closes in place, making me feel a little better. “What about you?”

      He sips his wine and considers. “Figure Grimm will protect me.”

      “That cat would sell you out for no reason other than he could.”

      He nods. “Also true.”

      “You didn’t answer my question,” I say.

      Dad thinks on it some more. “I wouldn’t call myself old, but I’m old enough where scary things feel a helluva lot different than they did when I was younger.”

      “Meaning you don’t care what happens to you?”

      He shakes his head. “Meaning I only care what happens to you.”

      “That rather fatalistic.”

      “It’s the truth. Of course, I hope nothing happens to either one of us.”

      “Yeah.” I walk back to the living room table, grab my wineglass, and head to my room, Bailey in tow.

      I connect to the videoconference. Kip is already waiting.

      “Hey,” he says. I try to glean from that one word which Kip I’m getting tonight. The I love you Kip or the I’m going to the police Kip.

      “Hey,” I answer.

      “How’s Stowe?”

      “It’s good. Peaceful. Look, I want to say again that I hate how we left things. I didn’t mean to—”

      “It’s okay.” His face is calm, his expression mild, so different than last night. “I’m just worried, you know? Mostly about you. But also about us.”

      “And for yourself?”

      “I’d be lying if I said what you told me isn’t a thousand-pound weight on my head.”

      I nod. “Yeah. Eventually your spine gets crushed, and you’ll feel better.”

      “Thanks.”

      Now the main reason for the call. “So you talked to Hindley?” I ask.

      “Yes, I did.”

      “And?”

      His face isn’t so relaxed anymore. “The dude is freaky as shit, and he’s just…out there.”

      That’s the absolute best way to describe Hindley.

      “What did he say?”

      “Well, you know he wants another live stream.”

      “Yeah.” I take a gulp of wine.

      “If he’s just a troll, he can’t just keep hijacking the show,” Kip says. “But I also get why you haven’t blown him off completely. If he really knows what he says he knows.”

      “Let’s not talk about that,” I say. “But you’re right. I don’t intend to have him on the show again.”

      This seems to calm Kip a touch. “So, what, I should just ignore his instructions?”

      Another sip. “Let’s back up. Tell me exactly what he said.”

      Kip drags a notepad across his desk and studies it. “Okay. He said he wants another live stream, and he wants it to be on Halloween night. Which is, like—”

      “In three days.”

      “Right. Three days.”

      “Why Halloween?” I ask. “Did he say?”

      “No, but considering he looks like Jack Skellington…”

      “Yeah, yeah. He likes the pageantry of it all. What else?”

      Kip looks back to his notes. “Wants it to be at eight p.m. Eastern. He also wants it to be no less than one hour, with our word that we won’t cut it early or edit or alter anything as it streams.”

      “He’s quite demanding.”

      “Exactly. And he wants a private call with you as soon as possible. To discuss details, etcetera, etcetera.”

      Details. I have a hunch what details he wants to discuss.

      “And in your conversation with him,” I say, “did he say anything about why the hell I would agree to any of this?” How much did he say to Kip, and what kind of threats did he imply in order to get me to agree?

      His answer surprises me.

      “He did,” Kip said. “He said if you agree to do everything and all transpires to his satisfaction—he actually used the word ‘transpire,’ and it just seemed to weird me, like he—”

      “Kip. Just tell me what he said. Please.”

      Kip nods. Clears his throat. “He said if all transpires to his satisfaction, he’ll turn himself in to the police as soon as the live stream ends.”

      Bullshit.

      “Did he say anything else? About…his motive for doing all this?”

      “No. It was a pretty short call, actually.”

      “Phone call or video call?”

      “Phone. And a different number than before. A Vermont area code. Probably a burner or temporary number.”

      Same number I already called him on, I’m certain. I didn’t tell Kip about what I found on the back of my mother’s photo. I’m done sharing secrets for the moment.

      “Why now?” I ask, more to myself than to Kip.

      “What?”

      This question’s been on the perimeter of my consciousness for some time, finally making its way to the forefront. “My mother was killed seventeen years ago. If he’s who he says he is, why is he coming forth now? Why not years ago?”

      “Maybe he didn’t know how to find you before. You’re a public figure now.”

      I think it through. “Doubtful. It’s not like I changed my name or anything. He seems resourceful. He could have found me at any time.”

      “Maybe that’s further evidence he’s full of shit,” Kip says. “That he’s a rando who’s obsessed with you. Got access to the police file of your mother’s…of the crime. And he’s just looking for his fifteen minutes of fame.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe. Anything else?”

      Kip scans his notes. “Yeah, one more thing. He wants the live stream promoted as much as the last one. Starting tomorrow.”

      “Of course he does.” Wants the biggest audience possible to watch me squirm. “Go ahead and set everything up.”

      “You’re not really going to do it, are you?”

      “No,” I say. Maybe, I don’t add. “But I don’t want him to know that until the last moment.”

      “But your listeners are going to be disappointed if you advertise round two with this guy and then cancel at the last moment.”

      I finish the rest of my wine, which doesn’t even taste good anymore. “However this all ends, the one thing I doubt is that it’ll be disappointing.”

      “That sounds ominous.”

      “Everything about this is ominous. Can you text me his number?” I already have the number, but Kip doesn’t know that.

      “Doing it now.” Kip looks down at his phone, and a few seconds later, mine chimes. “So you’re going to call him?”

      It’s the last thing I want to do.

      “Yeah, I’ll string him along for a bit longer.”

      Kip’s face goes blank as he stares at the screen and blinks a couple of times. “Actually, there was one other thing he said. Right before he hung up.”

      “What?”

      Kip nods, licks his lips. “He said, ‘Tell her I’m close.’”

      Close.

      One syllable has rarely had such menace in it.

      I suspect none of this ends before Hindley and I are as close as possible. Perhaps right on top of each other. Fangs bared, claws slashing.

      The only unknown is who will end up bleeding the most.
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      October 29

      Two hours of sleep. Maybe three. Jesus, I can barely see straight.

      Light floods my room, and I can’t understand why the Airbnb owner has only thin cellular shades in a bedroom that faces southeast. I’ve never been a heavy sleeper, but this is like trying to slip into unconsciousness while prison spotlights sweep over my face.

      Making it worse, Bailey’s at the door, scratching to get out.

      “Hang on.”

      I get out of bed. Gravity tries to knock my feet out from under me, but I manage to stay upright. Slip on a T-shirt, sweats, and Crocs, then let her out. She bounds down the stairs. I move at a sloth’s pace.

      Dad’s in the kitchen, making coffee. Seems I’ve converted him from instant to drip, at least here. Grimm is on the counter, picking at the remnants of his breakfast. He looks up at me, flecks of wet food in his whiskers.

      “Hi, Grimm.”

      He goes back to his food.

      “Morning,” Dad says. “Sleep okay?”

      “Good enough.” The clock on the microwave tells me it’s just past seven.

      “Here.” He hands me a mug of coffee. “By the looks of it, you didn’t sleep at all.”

      “That obvious?” I take the mug, nearly fainting at the first hit of the glorious smell.

      “The bags under your eyes are so big, they wouldn’t fit in the overhead compartment.”

      Dad joke. He’s good for a few doozies every now and then. I smile in spite of myself.

      “Thanks.” I put Bailey’s leash on and take her out to the backyard. No more letting her roam free.

      The morning is crisp, the air heady with the smell of acres of fallen leaves. The chill of the almost-Halloween day ripples over my skin, doing as much as the coffee to bring my senses to a proper level of alertness.

      I walk my dog around the perimeter of the backyard, and for the first few minutes she’s too distracted by the novelty of a new place to do her business. Twice she strains the leash, looking out into the woods, her nose twitching and ears pricked. She doesn’t bark, but I know if I let go, she’d run out there again, lose herself in the trees, chasing whatever creatures are calling to her. We all chase the unknown, throw ourselves headfirst into situations that may end up doing us harm, all because we are subjugated to our basest of impulses.

      Which is why it’s sometimes good to have a leash.

      She finally resigns herself to her limited freedom, completes her morning constitutional, and we head back toward the house. But I don’t open the door. Instead, I sit on the small bench, letting Bailey settle next to my feet. I sip my coffee and breathe in the morning.

      I reach for my phone, check my email, distract myself from the one thing I need to accomplish today. I was planning on doing this later but decide just to get it over with now. Throw myself headfirst into these unknown woods, as naive as my dog.

      I bring up Hindley’s number.

      Okay, then. Let’s see what’s hiding behind all those trees.

      I hit Send.

      He answers on the first ring. “Good morning, sunshine.”

      “Fuck you.”

      He laughs, and weirdly, it’s not sinister. He seems genuinely amused, and were I talking to any other person, I’d find his laughter infectious. Maybe it’s also because I’m not looking at his face.

      “Sounds like you need more coffee,” he says.

      This simple observation has me wondering if he sees me right now, coffee cup in hand. If he’s out there in the woods, binoculars pressed against his eyes, his gaze fixed tightly on my face. Maybe Bailey really did see him in the woods yesterday.

      There’s a fine line between healthy and destructive paranoia, and I’m pretty certain I’m straddling it.

      “What time is it there?” I ask.

      “Not so subtly trying to locate me?”

      “Or you could just tell me.”

      A chuckle. This time it sounds sinister. “I’m in the same time zone as you, Poe.”

      My gaze flicks back to the woods. “Kip said you wanted me to call,” I say. “I’m calling. So tell me what the fuck you want.”

      “I want so many things,” he says. “But most of all, I want to see your face right now. Do you have Zoom on your phone?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. I’m going to send you a link. Join me on Zoom, and don’t take your sweet time. I’ve got things to do.”

      The last thing I want to do is see him again.

      “What if I don’t want to see your face?” I ask.

      “I think we’re past the point of protest, love.” And he disconnects.

      Seconds later I receive a text with a link to a Zoom meeting ID. I press it, the app opens, and there’s only a black screen as the Airbnb’s anemic Wi-Fi struggles to connect us.

      The Zoom meeting connects. The darkness shifts to light, and suddenly my screen is filled with Hindley’s face.

      He’s smiling, and it might be the most awful thing I’ve ever seen.

      His face fills the entirety of my screen, but slowly he pulls the phone back, showing his head, then the entire upper half of his body.

      And now I can see the background.

      It’s a set of bookcases.

      But these aren’t any ordinary bookcases.

      They’re mine.
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      Hindley is sitting on the floor in my home office, the bookcases in the background, the phone steadied against something on the ground front of him. The camera is angled upward, making him appear larger than life.

      “You piece of shit,” I whisper.

      “I’d like to tell you what a lovely home you have, but I’m just not feeling it. All that podcast money, and this is your house? There’s no accounting for taste, I suppose.”

      “This is the second time you’ve been inside my house,” I say.

      “That you know of.”

      “How did you get past my security alarm?”

      The smile remains. “That’s the thing about security, Poe. Most of the time it’s really just an empty promise. Something to help you sleep at night. Until you end up getting butchered in your bedsheets.”

      I have to call the cops. Right now. I no longer care about the risk. Hindley is in my house, and if I can somehow alert them, there’s a chance they can catch him.

      Dad.

      I have to tell Dad. He can call them.

      I hold the phone as still as I can while I rise from the bench.

      “Stop,” he says. “Don’t move one more inch. Sit back down.”

      I do, holding my breath the entire time.

      “If you get up again, turn off your video, disconnect, or so much as turn your head, I’ll be out of here in seconds. And it will only make what I do to you so much worse.”

      I glance at Bailey. “I’m sitting.”

      “Good.”

      “Get out of my house.”

      “I will. In time. I wanted to explore a bit longer. Get to know you better, seeing as you’re not particularly forthcoming in our conversations.” Hindley grabs the phone and starts wandering the house. “You’re a bit of a slob as well.”

      Oh, Christ, now he’s in my bedroom.

      “Didn’t even make the bed. Guess you were in a hurry to run away, weren’t you?” Then he climbs into the bed, pulls the sheets over his head, and videos his face from beneath. “Smells like you.” He sniffs around. “Funny—also smells like your mother. Weird, isn’t it?”

      “Why do you think we’re running away?”

      “Well, when someone loads their dog into the car, they could just be running errands and want some company. But when they load their dog and cat, they’re leaving town.”

      He’s been watching us. Watching the house.

      “You’re a fraud and a psychopath,” I say. “A dime-a-dozen internet incel who just wants to rage against any successful woman. Get the fuck out of my bed.”

      “Incel?” The light from his phone makes his face glow beneath my bedsheets. “There was nothing involuntary about what your mother did to me. She very voluntarily opened herself up to me. Well, at least until the end.”

      “You didn’t kill my mother.”

      He mmmmms in a gross, playful way. “If that were true, you wouldn’t be calling me right now.”

      “Just tell me what you want. Aside, of course, from your stupid demand for another live stream, which is just not happening.”

      Suddenly, a burst of light. He’s thrown the sheets back and bounded to his feet. Then he starts spinning, holding the camera with outstretched arms like he’s in a music video. “Don’t you think your listeners want to see more of me? I know they do. Have you seen all the comments?”

      “They think you’re a piece of shit for the simple reason that you’re a piece of shit. And they’re doing everything they can to find you.”

      The spinning abruptly stops. “The listeners are trying to find me…so scary. Now, I’d be a bit more concerned if you were actively working with the police to find me, but we both know you haven’t gone to them. I’m guessing you don’t want them knowing about your sordid history.”

      “You don’t know anything about my history.”

      “Your denials are getting boring.” Then his voice assumes the tone of a patronizing college professor. “I know a man going by the name Leonard Avery went missing in New York, and I know you were the reason for his disappearance.”

      Hearing that name from Hindley’s mouth makes my mouth water, and not in a good way.

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say.

      “Maybe not,” Hindley continues. “But all it takes is one anonymous phone call to the tip line to heat the investigation up again.”

      We both fall silent, and I force myself to hold his digital gaze. I study him, just as I did on our previous video calls, trying to remember the man who stood bloody and naked in my parents’ bedroom seventeen years ago.

      That man is indelibly inked into my brain, or so I thought. The ink might be permanent, but it sure as hell bleeds, making the lines softer, the edges blurred.

      “Tell me exactly what you want.”

      “You know what I want,” he says. “Live stream, eight p.m., two days from now, Halloween night. Your producer has the details, and I’ve asked that he market the event aggressively. The show will be done by your usual structures and standards, with one exception.”

      “Why the hell would I put you back on the show? What’s more to say?”

      “Ah, that’s where the exception comes in,” Hindley says. “In this very special live sequel, our roles will be reversed.” He leans into the camera close enough for me to count his pores. “You will be the one confessing. Telling all your fans about what you did in New York. Every grisly little detail.”

      I think I’ve known this was coming all along. I think my subconscious has been screaming about it, and I refused to listen. Of course, his plan was never to go to the police about me. His plan has always been for me to confess it publicly all along.

      I don’t know what to do.

      “No,” I say. “I won’t do that. Because I did nothing wrong.”

      “You and I both know that’s not true, but perhaps that’s a debate for us to have over a glass of wine someday.”

      “Please die.”

      “You will do it, and here’s why.” He pulls the camera back and says nothing as he walks down the stairs of my house. I’m trying to avoid the horror bubbling up inside me and take in any details I can through the lens of the panning phone. White shoes, sneakers, clean. Jeans, dark, almost look pressed. At one point I see a flash of his left hand, and he’s wearing surgical gloves. It doesn’t surprise me he’s careful about not leaving prints, but that level of caution also suggests perhaps his prints are actually in the system. Which potentially means he’s been arrested before.

      Down the stairs. Through my living room. Into my kitchen. Now he’s holding the phone at eye level, so I see what he sees. He starts rummaging through my kitchen drawers, leaving them wide open after he does. Finally he finds the knife drawer and takes out each blade, one at a time, laying them gently on the kitchen counter.

      Hindley says nothing.

      He leaves the phone trained on the knives for a few more seconds before moving on. Now on to the cabinets. Going through the food in the pantry, then into the cabinet above the microwave.

      If he’s looking for something, I have no idea what it is.

      And then it occurs to me that, as he’s doing whatever the fuck it is he’s doing, he’s not looking at me. I’m scared to even contemplate making a move, but this might be my best shot. If I can keep him in my house for just long enough…

      Fuck it.

      I hit Mute on my mic and lunge back into the house, just steps away. And then I scream.

      “Call the police! Hindley’s inside my house right now. Call the police and send them there. I can’t talk, so just do it!”

      Just as quickly I race back outside, sit on the bench, unmute Zoom.

      To my relief the image on my screen shows my garage. If Hindley paused his hunt to look at me, there’s no sign of it.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I ask, realizing I’m a little out of breath.

      Hindley doesn’t answer.

      Then he finds the small cabinet above my workbench.

      I know what’s in there.

      My yard supplies. Trowels, work gloves, hose attachments, bird food, sprinkler system parts. The camera pans to the right, and I see his hand reach up and grab a canister off the shelf.

      Ant killer.

      A year ago I had an ant problem on my driveway. A few teaspoons of the powder took care of it in just a couple of days.

      He holds the phone closer to the front label and chuckles as he reads the bold and underlined promise listed just beneath the product listed. “Kills the queen.”

      Poison in hand, Hindley heads back to the kitchen, now going through the lower cabinets.

      I strain my ears for Dad. Is he calling the cops? Did he even hear me at all?

      Then Hindley finds the second thing he’s been searching for.

      The dog food.

      Big plastic bin of kibble, set inside the cabinet beneath the kitchen sink. He puts the phone down, leaning against the counter backsplash, so now I have a full view of what he’s doing. He makes quick work of finding Bailey’s food and water bowls on the floor near the door to the backyard. He brings them over to the kitchen counter, then fills one with a scoop of her food. He then adds more water to the other bowl.

      Next Hindley grabs a spoon from the drawer and gingerly sprinkles powdered ant poison to each of the bowls, stirring them for a few seconds before placing the bowls back on the floor where he found them.

      As chilled as I am with the message he’s sending, I take the opportunity to grab screenshots before he comes back to the phone. I manage two.

      He’s back, leaning down into the camera.

      I wait for his verbal threat. Some mention of how none of us are safe, including my dog.

      But he says nothing.

      He just disconnects the call.

      And all is black again.
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      I run back inside the house. “Dad! Did you call them?”

      He meets me in the kitchen. “I did. What the hell is going on?”

      I take thirty seconds to catch him up on the call with Hindley. “He just disconnected the call. He won’t be staying around my house any longer. What did you tell nine-one-one?”

      “Said there was a break-in at the house. That we’re out of town but were alerted by your security system.” He looks as scared as I feel. “Is that actually true?”

      “No,” I say. “That’s the thing. I have no idea how he got in.”

      “The bigger question is how the hell he’s bypassing the security system,” Dad says.

      I quickly thumb my phone to my security-system app, launch it, authenticate, then check the history. “Oh my god. It says it was disarmed over two hours ago.” I scan for the latest entry. “And the front door was opened and closed a minute ago. Which is him leaving.”

      Dad and I lock gazes. “Who knows the code?”

      I think. “Too many people. Me, you. The girl I hire to watch Bailey from time to time. A house cleaner I used to use. And Kip.”

      “Do you think—”

      “I don’t know what to think,” I say.

      We stand in silence for a minute.

      “So the cops said they were sending someone over to check my place out?” I ask.

      “Yeah. I gave them both our names and numbers.”

      “Are they’re going to call us and say what they found?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Back to my phone, I scroll through my photos until I find the picture I’m looking for. After the cops came to my house that day, I took a photo of the business card the boyish officer handed me.

      I dial the number, and he answers on the second ring.

      “Officer Gadecki.”

      “Hi. Hi, this is Poe Webb. You came to my—”

      “Yes, ma’am. I know who you are. We are en route to your house as we speak.”

      “Okay, thank god. Good. That’s what I was wondering. I was just talking to the man who broke in and—”

      “You were talking to him?”

      “Yeah, he insisted. It’s the same guy as before. We just had a video call, and he was in my house. He wanted to show that he could get close to me.”

      Gadecki mumbles something to someone else in the car. His partner, I assume.

      “So you didn’t get notified by your alarm system, then?”

      “No,” I say. “My father assumed that. But somehow the guy got my code.”

      “Understood. Do you know if he’s armed?”

      “I don’t. But he’s a fucking lunatic, so best to assume so.”

      “We always assume so.”

      “I’m guessing he already left,” I say. “You might pass him on the way there.”

      “Roger that. Ma’am, we’re about a minute out, so I’m going to disconnect now, and we’ll call you from the residence if we’re able.”

      He hangs up, and I’m left standing here, with all this shit going on, totally impotent. Is there a worse feeling in the world than helplessness?

      I relay the call to Dad, expressing my frustration at being stuck all the way out here.

      “Let them do their jobs, and then they’ll let us know if they nabbed the prick or not.”

      “They won’t,” I say. “He’s gone, I’m sure of it.”

      “Ayuh, most likely. But the Band-Aid is ripped off. We called the cops finally. How’s that feel?”

      “I don’t know how it feels. A little good, I suppose. A little bad. But mostly it just seems like a waste.”

      Dad holds his gaze on me for a moment. “As far as New York goes…just remember, no evidence and no body.”

      “I know. Somehow that does little to reassure me.”

      I fill the minutes by forcing down a piece of toast and then feeding Bailey. As I put the kibble from the ziplock bag into her bowl, I think of the ant poison. Christ. I’m 99.9 percent certain this food is fine, and I even smell it to check, finding nothing out of the ordinary. But 0.1 percent odds are not acceptable when it comes to my dog. I throw out the food and turn to her.

      “You okay with scrambled eggs?”

      She says nothing, as any smart dog does when presented with a rhetorical question. I prep the eggs and slide them onto a plate, and she sucks them down like Jell-O shots.

      My phone buzzes as I’m cleaning up. Maybe ten minutes have passed since I spoke to the cop, but it feels like days.

      “Hello.”

      “Is this Poe Webb?”

      “Speaking.”

      “Ma’am, this is Officer Gadecki. We’re currently at your residence. The front door was unlocked, so we let ourselves in.”

      “Was he there?”

      “No, ma’am. The house is empty. Nothing is damaged, except the broken dog door.”

      Dog door. Shit.

      “Looks like it was locked but he must’ve used something to break the door and cover right off,” Gadecki continues. “Maybe even just gave it a few good kicks.”

      “Damn it. I thought that door was pretty secure.”

      “Well, if you didn’t have the dog door, he probably would’ve just found an unarmed window and broken in through there. Are you able to come to the house?”

      “I’m…” I almost say in Stowe, but there’s a part of me that doesn’t want to tell anyone where I am, even the police. “Out of town. I won’t be back until the first.”

      “Ideally we’d like you back to come into the station and file a report.”

      “Sorry, it’ll have to wait. I just can’t come back right now.”

      A complete lie, of course. But since the cops are just as empty-handed as they’ve been all along, I don’t want to get further entrenched with them.

      Gadecki then asks, “Is there someone you can call to nail a couple of boards over the open dog door? Hate to leave here knowing something—or someone—can still get in.”

      “Yes,” I say, thinking of Kip, but maybe not so sure.

      “Hang on for a minute.” I hear muffled talking as he and his partner exchange some words. Back to me, he says, “I suggest you change your alarm code ASAP. I assume you have a mobile app for that?”

      “Yeah, I had already changed it, but I’ll do it again.”

      “I ask because my partner just figured out how he got your code.”

      “How?”

      “Well, your keypad is installed on the wall across from your front door, which is never recommended.”

      I almost ask why, but the answer comes to me in an instant. An answer that I never once thought about because I never had to. Because my house was once safe, the one place I could securely hide from the world.

      “Because someone can see the keypad from the outside,” I whisper. “Through the door sidelights.”

      “That’s right. And sure enough, well, it’s hard to see, but there’s a small video camera installed on your front roof gutter, pointing directly into that sidelight.” He pauses and fumbles, and I can tell he’s looking at the camera right now. “Looks like the USB cable runs up to a small solar charger.”

      That’s how Hindley figured out we left the house with Bailey and Grimm.

      “Jesus Christ,” I say. “Please unplug it.”

      “Already done. This guy is a real piece of work. When you’re back in town and come to the station, you should also file for a restraining order.”

      How the fuck do I file a restraining order against a stalker with a fake name?

      “Will do,” I say. “Hey, can you do me a favor?”

      “What’s that?”

      “He put ant poison in my dog’s food and water bowls. They’re right there on the kitchen floor. Can you throw them out?”

      There’s a pause. “Sorry, did you say he poisoned your dog’s food?”

      “And water. He made a show of it for me on the video call.”

      “Wow.”

      “I know.”

      “We could actually take the bowls with us, check them for prints.”

      “If you want,” I tell him. “But he was wearing gloves. I don’t care what you do with the bowls, but please just take them away from the house.”

      “Yes, ma’am, will do.” There’s more murmured side conversation with his partner, and then he says to me, “We’ll lock the bottom lock on our way out, but obviously we won’t be able to dead bolt the door. We’ll be gone in five minutes. I suggest after that time, you change your alarm code and arm the house. And find someone you trust to secure the dog door and dead bolt the front door.”

      “I will, Officer. Thank you.”

      “We’ll see you at the station when you get back. Just ask for me.”

      “Okay.”

      I disconnect. Dad asks about the call, and I give him the play-by-play. He lets out a low whistle when I’m done.

      “He set up a camera? That’s dedicated.”

      “I know,” I reply. “And now that he’s been in the house, who knows if he’s installed any recording devices inside? Makes me want to torch the place and collect the insurance money.” I sip my coffee, which has gotten cold, so I head to the kitchen, dump it out, and pour a fresh cup. I’m already jittery, but if I don’t drink coffee, I swear it’ll be vodka. “In the meantime, I need to get the dog door covered.”

      Dad looks up. “I’ll do it.”

      I hadn’t even thought of that possibility—I was likely going to call Kip. “I don’t know. Hindley was just there. How do you know he won’t be waiting for us to return?”

      He steps closer to me. “He’s not just camping out there, especially now that the police have been over. I’ll be there for less than ten minutes.”

      “You sure? I mean, I’m not even sure it’ll do any good. He could probably find another way to break in again without tripping the alarm. But I suppose it would make me feel better.”

      He nods. “I’m already kind of going out of my mind here. Between the drive and the repair job, it’ll make me feel useful.”

      “Thank you.”

      He leaves the room, and I turn my attention to my phone, where I make quick work of arming my house and changing the security code.

      Dad reappears, putting on his jacket and grabbing his keys from the kitchen counter.

      “Be back in a while,” he says. “Need anything else while I’m out?”

      I look at him, suddenly feeling jealous that he’s going on a drive. “No. I think I need to get out of here a bit, too.”

      His expression shifts to one of mild concern. “Where you headed?”

      I think on it, then tell him, “I don’t know.”

      But I realize I do know.

      I know exactly where I’m going. A place where I might not find answers, but at least some comfort.

      Manchester.
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      Manchester, New Hampshire

      I’m back at Pine Grove Cemetery, but this time I’m not here to contemplate life while strolling among the dead. I’m here to see Mom.

      Although you can take a car inside the cemetery, I park at the entrance and walk. Bailey treads next to me, keeping close. I always wondered if she could sense any kind of energy here, any indication there are tens of thousands of human bodies beneath her paws.

      She squats and pees. I’m not sure that’s an answer to my question.

      The cemetery is so thick with trees, it feels more like a forest than a functioning burial site, and the fallen leaves are ankle-deep as I make my way to her.

      Ten minutes later I reach her grave, and I take a sharp inhale as I see it.

      Something’s different.

      What is that?

      I get closer and realize exactly what it is. What the thing is resting on the tombstone.

      It’s a framed photo of her. The same photo as the one in my house, the one Hindley wrote on. He must have taken a picture of it, printed it out, and set it here.

      I lean over and look more closely as my eyes spot a dash of color on the black-and-white print.

      Sure enough, there’s red ink drawn across her neck, scribbled to look like her throat’s been slashed.

      I pick the frame up. I don’t even bother to look around in case Hindley is out there, hiding behind one of the trees, pleasuring himself to my horror.

      But I’m not horrified. Surprisingly, I don’t feel the slightest bit of fear. I’m just angry and tired. I want this all to be over with, and I want the end of the story to be my hands wrapped around his throat, my nostrils taking in the foul stench of his final breath.

      My mother’s been desecrated enough.

      “Sorry about this,” I tell her. “Did you get a good look at the piece of shit? Was he the same guy?”

      She doesn’t answer. She never does.

      “I don’t know what to think anymore,” I continue. “Whoever he is, he’s bad. The worst kind of bad. And I hate the feeling that I’m running and hiding from him, but Dad wanted us to go away for a few days.” I shift my weight, crunching leaves beneath my sneakers. “Maybe I wanted it, too—to get away long enough to figure out what to do—but I’m no closer to an answer than I was before.”

      I look around. “I can’t attack if I don’t know where he is,” I say to her. “In a way, I just want him to come at me so I can have a chance of taking him down. That’s a scary fucking thought. Him, right here, in front of me. But it can’t be as bad as what my brain conjures in the middle of the night.” I take a step closer and then sit on the ground in front of her. “He doesn’t deserve to live inside my head any longer. Doesn’t deserve to live at all.”

      As I sit here, I try to remember her on any day before that one. Her smiling face as she lowered a birthday cake in front of me. Her laugh at one of Dad’s awful jokes. Sometimes I even try to remember a time she yelled at me, just to have that image fill my mind. But it’s always a struggle, because all the little trolls inside my head keep insisting I think of nothing but her final moments. The blood so dizzyingly red. The screams so primal and fierce. The musty smell of sweaty bedsheets and coppery plasma. But most of all—and worst of all—the sound of the blade sinking into her flesh.

      Over and over and fucking over again.

      This is when I always cry, and I hate crying at the thought of her pain and suffering. I hate crying at the idea her surreptitious passion changed in the blink of an eye to sheer life-ending horror. All I want to do is cry because I love her and miss her. And sometimes that’s a very hard thing to do because there’s so much else to cry about.

      I sit awhile longer, Bailey next to me. I close my eyes and do my best to still my mind, focusing on the cool breeze licking my face. The sound of the leaves gently tossing over themselves. The occasional warble of some bird I couldn’t name to save my life.

      Finally, when I feel I’ve been present enough for Mom to sense me, I open my eyes, lean forward, and place the softest of kisses on her name. The marble headstone is cool and smooth on my lips, as it always is.

      “Let’s go.”

      Bailey stands and so do I. I pick up the picture frame, and we start walking back, my dog tight to the left of me, no apparent desire to roam.

      “Lost your nerve, huh?”

      She doesn’t acknowledge me, just keeps walking, panting a bit harder, though the walk isn’t difficult. Could be she’s anxious, maybe suddenly picking up on the energy of this place. Maybe she knows All Souls’ Day is soon and feels the ghosts preparing to rise. Or maybe she senses something I don’t. Senses how the next two days are going to play out and doesn’t like what she sees.

      Stop it, Poe.

      She’s a dog. You’re overthinking things again.

      This is when I see the man with the camera pointed directly at me.

    
  
    
      
        Sixty-Nine

      
      Tall and lanky, Slenderman in a graveyard. He’s a good thirty yards away, in jeans and hoodie, his camera outfitted with a powerful telephoto lens pointed directly at me.

      I stop walking. Bailey sits.

      He sees me see him. He has to, since that camera is trained on my face. But he doesn’t lower it; he just keeps clicking away.

      I’m not scared. I’m fucking furious. The man isn’t Hindley, but he might be working with Hindley. He might be the person who put that picture on my mom’s grave.

      I resume walking, slow and purposeful, directly at him. Bailey paces next to me, not a single growl or even acknowledgment of Camera Man.

      As I close the distance between us, he takes a hesitant step backward, his camera still trained on me.

      Ten yards away I drop Bailey’s leash, pick up a nearby chunk of broken-off headstone, drop the picture frame, and burst into a full-on sprint. Maybe it’s the lack of sleep, or the disgust of what happened to my mom’s grave, or simply an unwillingness to keep running away, but I don’t care. I just don’t care. I will run toward the danger this time and try my very best to smash its skull into a gooey pulp.

      Could be I’m about to die.

      But I don’t care.

      Five yards away he finally puts down the camera, and I see his face clearly for the first time. Kid looks no more than twenty-two, a baby face with suddenly wide and very alarmed eyes.

      I scream. Not a scream or fear or warning, but a fierce, guttural howl announcing my intention to harm. Jesus, it feels good.

      He starts to run, which only further spikes my bloodlust. I close the distance a bit more before he starts to pull away, pivoting away from the cemetery’s entrance and back inside, dashing around headstones with ease. He’s getting away. God damn it, he’s getting away.

      Suddenly, a black blur to my right.

      Bailey.

      Bailey is running with a speed I haven’t seen since she was a puppy. In seconds she outpaces me and charges directly toward Camera Man. I keep up the chase, but I’m so distracted by what I’m seeing I trip over a tree root and collapse to the ground. I land with a soft thud and get to my feet just in time to see Bailey launch herself at Camera Man and take him down.

      What. The hell. Is happening.

      “Get him off me! Get him off!”

      I stare in amazement at the thrashing mass of limbs, paws, and jaws on the ground. I’ve never trained Bailey to attack, so I have no idea how to get her to un-attack. And I’m worried Camera Man might do something to hurt her, so I start yelling at her to release.

      She doesn’t listen. She has ahold of the cuff of his jeans and is whiplashing his leg back and forth. Then, in a flash, she releases and clamps down on his bare arm.

      “Fuck!” he screams.

      Now I lunge and grab her by the collar, pulling back with minimal force so she doesn’t sink her teeth in deeper.

      “C’mon, girl, c’mon, it’s okay.”

      Finally, she drops his arm, and I manage to pull her a few feet away. She strains against her collar and unleashes a volley of the scariest-sounding barks I’ve ever heard from her.

      Camera Man scrambles to his feet, clutching his arm. I don’t see any blood.

      “He fucking bit me!”

      “Bailey’s a she,” I say. “And she just kicked your ass.”

      “I don’t care…Your dog attacked me!”

      “You’re lucky she didn’t kill you.” I’m still holding the chunk of gravestone, and I raise it to eye level.

      “I could have her put down,” he says.

      “She didn’t even break the skin, and if you do anything to hurt her, I’ll finish what she started. But first I’ll have you arrested for vandalizing my mother’s grave.”

      He eyes the rock in my hand and takes several steps back. The camera is on the ground, its lens half buried in a pile of leaves.

      “I didn’t do shit to anyone’s grave.”

      “Yeah, right. So why were you taking pictures of me? Are you working with him?”

      “Him who?”

      “You know who.”

      My adrenaline surges. I’m this close to attacking, but something tells me this kid’s not working with Hindley. He’s too…dopey.

      “Take it easy,” he says, removing his hand from his arm and lifting his palm to me. I still don’t see blood on his arm, but I’m guessing there are some nice little puncture marks on his skin.

      I take a step toward him. “Why are you even here? Who the hell are you?”

      “I’m a freelance photographer,” he says. “I shoot celebrities.”

      I squint. “You’re fucking paparazzi?”

      “Yes, god damn it. Listen, your dog really hurt me.”

      “I can’t tell you how much I don’t give a shit,” I say. “I’m not a celebrity. I’ve never had paparazzi take a picture of me in my life. Tell me why you’re really here.”

      Bailey finally stops barking and sits down, still panting. I don’t think she intends to attack again, but I hold on to her collar.

      “You are a celebrity,” he says. “Maybe you weren’t, but people are now talking about you. And places will pay for pics of you right now, especially of you visiting your mother’s grave.”

      I still want to bash his skull in. “So you’ve been camping out here or something?”

      “No.” He keeps rubbing his arm. “I stop by a bit every day. I got lucky.”

      I eye him up and down. “The last thing you look like is lucky.”

      “I might press charges,” he says.

      “I don’t care,” I say, and I think I mean it. “Did you see who put that picture frame on my mother’s grave?”

      He squints at me. “I don’t even know what you’re talking about. I haven’t even been over to the grave today. I was just coming in, and I saw you.”

      “And you’ve been coming here every day?”

      He nods. “Just the past few days.”

      Which means Hindley left the picture frame on the grave sometime in the past twenty-four hours. Maybe he’s watching us right now.

      We face off for a few moments more, staring in silence, Bailey still panting next to me. Then I drop the stone and release her collar at the same time. Camera Man looks ready to run, but Bailey doesn’t charge.

      “Do you know what a stupid fuck you are?” I say. “You know what I’m going through, and you still thought it’d be a good idea to stalk me?”

      “I wasn’t stalking, I was—”

      “Get a real job and leave me alone,” I say. “Come on, girl.” I turn and start walking away, and Bailey thankfully follows. I head back to the place where I dropped my mother’s picture frame, and then we head out of the cemetery on the north side where I’d parked. Camera Man is out of sight.

      We pass though the wrought iron gates at the entrance, where I spy a large metal trash bin. I throw the picture frame away, not even bothering to take the photo out to see if there’s another message from Hindley on the back.

      I’m done listening to everyone.

    
  
    
      
        Seventy

      
      Early afternoon, and the Stone Rose is empty except for a guy on his laptop in the back corner. My pulse is still racing from what happened in the cemetery, so what better way to calm myself down than to inject some caffeine in my bloodstream?

      The moment I walk in the coffee shop, it feels like home, which is odd considering I’ve been here perhaps a total of four times over the years. Maybe it’s the smell of coffee that settles me, or the comforting beams of sunlight streaming in through the front-window logo. This is a place I could idly sit for hours, were my life at a point where I could do such a thing.

      Kate Bush sings about running up hills as I walk to the counter.

      “What are you having?” The barista has a million-dollar smile and a smiley-face stud in her nostril.

      “Small Americano, extra shot please.”

      “You got it.” She grabs a cup and asks my name.

      “Poe,” I say.

      “Like the Teletubby?”

      “Like the writer.”

      “Got it. Cool.”

      She rings me up. I tap to pay.

      “By any chance, is Alice here?” I ask.

      I almost hope she says no, again for no reason that makes sense. I came here to see her, after all.

      “She is. I think she’s in the back office. Want me to get her?”

      “If it’s not a problem. Thanks.”

      I take a few steps back from the counter and wait, sweeping my gaze over the shop’s Halloween decor as I do. Spiderwebs, pumpkins, googly-eyed bats, a couple of goofy-looking witches. Nothing remotely scary. Nothing with blood and gore.

      The barista returns, tells me Alice will be right out, and starts making my drink.

      A minute later Alice appears and walks up to me. She’s wearing tighter clothing than the last time I saw her, and I can appreciate how fit she is. Wiry, muscular arms protrude from the sleeves of a black T-shirt emblazoned with the Stone Rose name. A second later I catch a glimpse of scar tissue on each arm.

      “Poe, you’re back. Good to see you.”

      God, those mesmerizing green eyes.

      “Just for the day,” I say. “Really, just for a few hours.”

      “I see.”

      I’m nervous. Why am I nervous? “Actually, I came to visit my mom. She’s buried in Pine Grove.”

      “Do you visit her often?” I catch the English lilt in her voice, very faint, but it’s there. I remember now that she came to the States from London after her unimaginable assault at the age of fourteen.

      “Not as much as I should.”

      The barista calls my name, and Alice asks if I want to sit. I grab my drink, and we walk to an empty area near the front windows. I glance out those windows more than once, scanning for either Hindley or Camera Man, but the street is quiet.

      After we sit Alice says, “My father’s buried in England, so I have an easy excuse not to visit. I do visit whenever I go back, which isn’t often, and it’s always difficult.” She looks down at the table. “It’s like you want to think it’s meaningful you’re there, that they can hear you or even sense you, but I always feel a bit stupid talking out loud to him.”

      “Exactly. If you don’t mind me asking, how did he die?”

      She doesn’t hesitate. “Violently. He was an illustrator, quite a good one.”

      “Yes, I know. He created the Mister Tender character, didn’t he?”

      She nods. “He also did political cartoons. And after he stupidly published one depicting an image of Mohammed, he was stabbed to death on the streets of London.”

      “Oh my god,” I say. Then I add. “Jesus.”

      “Would have been fine to draw him, actually.”

      I don’t know what to say, so I take a sip of my coffee, which nearly burns my tongue. I suddenly can’t stop thinking about knives, and neither can Alice, based on what she says next.

      “My father was killed by the blade, and I very nearly so. And your poor, poor mum.”

      “It’s all so fucking bleak,” I say, staring down at the table. “Occasionally I’m happy, but I wish it happened more often.”

      “Happiness is a choice,” Alice says. “You decide what makes you happy and pursue it, rather than waiting for it to announce itself.” She brushes a strand of hair away from her forehead, and we make eye contact. “Since…what I went through six years ago, I finally sought proper therapy, and it’s helped. I had the same regard for happiness as you, and now I’m able to discover joy in the smallest of things. In fact, the small things tend to be the most beautiful.”

      I nod, agreeing if not fully understanding. But, I think, if this woman can have this kind of outlook, I should be ashamed of my self-pity.

      And then it hits me.

      “Six years ago,” I say. “It was… it was this time of year, wasn’t it?”

      “Halloween night,” she whispers.

      “Is it hard for you?” I ask.

      “No,” Alice says. “Halloween is just another day.” She nods at the decorations, as if proving her point. Then she fixes her gaze on me again and says, “As you know, I listened to the live stream. And now there’s going to be another one? And on Halloween?”

      “Maybe.” The thought of it makes my stomach clench. “Maybe not. But I did want to say I appreciate the email you sent. Thank you.”

      “It was a small gesture, and you’re welcome. And are you?”

      “Am I what?”

      She grins. “Fighting with every last shred of your soul?”

      Now I recall the phrase from her email. “How would I even know?”

      She sits silently for a moment, and I can’t tell if she’s considering an answer or choosing to ignore the question. My gaze falls to her arms, to the scars, the wounds she so proudly displays, hardened, jagged tissue against otherwise smooth and milky skin, stitched like Sally from A Nightmare Before Christmas.

      Finally, she says, “If you have to ask, then the answer is no. You’re not fighting hard enough.” Now it’s her turn to look down at the table. “Of course, you don’t know where he is. Sometimes you can’t fight like hell until you’re already being attacked.” Then she goes quiet again before adding, “I’m sorry. I’m not sure why you came here, but it surely wasn’t for my advice.”

      “Actually, it’s exactly why I came.” I smile. “And the coffee.”

      Her face wears the look of someone about to tell me to get my shit together. “Do you really want my advice?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      I consider. “Because you made it through to the other side. Twice.”

      “I nearly died in the process. Twice.”

      “I know.”

      She raps her fingers on the tabletop, her nails either trimmed or chewed short.

      “Okay,” Alice says. “If you want my advice, I need to know everything. I need to fully understand the situation you’re in. I mean, I know everything you spoke about on your show, about witnessing your mother’s death. But there’s more.”

      “How do you know there’s more?”

      “There’s always more. So tell me.”

      We lock into each other, and I’m wondering if Alice is the therapist I’ve been needing all these years.

      “Everything?”

      She nods. “Everything.”

      “In that case, let’s go sit in the back,” I say. “More privacy.”

      We get up and Alice follows me to a table in the back corner of the coffee shop. No one’s within earshot of us.

      Then I start talking.

      And I tell her.

      Everything.

    
  
    
      
        Seventy-One

      
      Twenty minutes of whispering later, I finish. Twenty minutes to tell her about my past seven years.

      Alice just sits there, her face as impassive as it’s been since I started talking. She didn’t even flinch when I confessed to killing Leonard Avery in my New York apartment.

      “Say something.”

      She waits a full minute before doing so.

      “I’ve been working with an advocacy group,” she says. “For years now. Helping women who have been abused. Assaulted. Harassed. I spend most of my time with victims of stalking, and I can tell you a few things with certainty.” Her entire body, in its absolute stillness, radiates a crushing strength. “This person will not stop until he gets what he wants. He’s not satisfied with scaring you. And he’s not just some cartoon villain who gets his joy pulling strings to make you dance. He feels you wronged him somehow. He’s not after you because it humors him. He’s seeking revenge.”

      “Revenge?” I realize I said this too loudly. “I’ve done nothing to him. And if he is who he says he is, he fucking killed my—”

      “I know,” Alice says, cutting me off. “I know. There’s no logic to any of it, at least to us. It’s all logical to him, mind you. I’m just telling you he fixated on something and won’t stop until he’s reached whatever objective his delusional mind has set.”

      “I know what he wants,” I say. “He wants me to confess what I did in New York. On the Halloween live stream. In front of tens of thousands of people.”

      She shakes her head, so soft. So resigned. “No. That’s not it.”

      “Then what does he want?”

      She pauses. Steels herself. “He wants to see you humiliated, and then he wants to see you hurt. He wants to watch you bleed.”

      Alice is right. I’ve known it all along, but I don’t think I ever truly admitted it to myself. Whoever the fuck Hindley is, whether he’s actually Leopold Hutchins, Leonard Avery, or just some lunatic obsessed with me, the man is not going to stop until I’m dead.

      Which is why I have to fight with every shred of my soul.

      “You just went a little pale,” Alice says.

      “It’s a hell of a conversation.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” I say. “It’s what I need to hear.”

      “Then let me add this,” Alice says, “which is what I wrote in my email. Don’t trust anyone. Yes, you know what Hindley looks like, but he may have people helping him.”

      “What a horrible thought.”

      “Hive mentality,” she adds. “Groups of people can believe the same horrid fantasies.”

      I know what she’s referring to. “Your stabbing when you were fourteen.” She doesn’t flinch as I mention it. “Committed by two girls who both believed a graphic novel character was real.”

      “Quite so. Who are you closest with?” Alice asks.

      “My father. We’re staying in a remote Airbnb at the moment.”

      She nods. “Good. Keeping away from your home is good. And I’m sure you can trust your father, though…”

      “Though what?”

      She winces. “Speaking from experience, sometimes it’s your family who can be trusted least. I hate to say that.”

      I take a beat before responding, “It’s okay. And I trust him wholly. If he were at all part of this, I don’t think I’d want to go on living anyway.”

      “I know that feeling. Who else do you trust without question?”

      I churn the question over in my mind and have a list of names I could rattle off, with the top one being Kip. But then I think about the word trust. I trust Dad. And after what just happened with the photographer, I sure as hell trust Bailey. Does anyone else enter the same orbit as those two?

      “No one,” I answer, and the words sound so fucking lonely. I sit there, sipping at my coffee, Alice as comfortable with the silence as I am.

      I feel myself tear up, and I’m not sure if it’s fear or just plain old sadness, but I push it away. “My fans,” I say. “They’ve been helpful, or at least they’re trying to be. Some of them have a private Facebook group where they’re trying to locate Hindley based on any clues they have.”

      “Again, hive mentality,” Alice says. “But you can use it to your advantage. If you can solicit their help without giving away anything about your location, I’d encourage you to do that.”

      “They’re animals,” I say. “In a good way.”

      “Good. Let them be animals. Use their ferocity to your advantage. But don’t count on them. Don’t count on anyone but yourself.”

      I don’t tell her that counting on myself scares the hell out of me.

      “Thank you,” I say. “For everything.” I stand, suddenly feeling that I’ve taken too much of her time. “I should be going.”

      Alice stands as well. I go to hug her, and she takes a slight step backward.

      “I’m sorry,” she says. “I’m not a hugger.” She runs her hands along her arms as if hit by a chill. “To be honest, I struggle with anyone touching me. I don’t mean to be rude.”

      I jump back like I’ve just touched an electric fence. “I’m sorry. Of course, I should have guessed. Or known. Or…whatever, I’m sorry.”

      “All good,” she says. “I enjoyed talking to you.”

      “Me too.” I hesitate for just a moment. “Can I ask…are you at peace?”

      She smiles, but it’s sad and haunting. A smile that hides everything behind it.

      “I’m sorry,” I add. “I don’t know why I asked that.”

      “Peace?” She rubs her arms. “I honestly don’t know. That’s probably not the answer you were looking for.”

      I merely nod, not saying that her answer is both a relief and a tragedy.

      “Actually,” she adds, “That’s not completely true. Sometimes at night I’m the last one here. So I lock the door, flip the ‘open’ sign to ‘closed,’ and play music as loud as my sound system goes. Then I dance. Dance to eighties music all around the coffee shop. It’s the one time I don’t care if anyone’s watching me. Seeing this foolish girl twirling away through the front windows.” She’s staring past me, lost in herself, lost to memory. “For those ten, twenty minutes, I’m at peace.”

      “That sounds nice.”

      A Cure song starts playing, and as Robert Smith sings about heaven, I say one final thing to Alice.

      “You didn’t say anything about what I did in New York. No reaction at all. Like I was just telling you about a normal date with someone.”

      “What’s done is done,” she says. “Not much point commenting on it, is there?”

      “But…I don’t know. I guess I’m both curious and scared to get your opinion.”

      “My opinion?” Alice gives a soft shrug, and all expression in her face fades to stone. This is the look of a woman whose path you wouldn’t want to cross, must less block. “Sounds to me like you did what you had to,” she says.

      And with that, she turns and walks back to her office, her hips swaying enough to remind me of a lioness returning to her cubs after a kill.

    
  
    
      
        Seventy-Two

      
      Transcript of second live stream episode between Ian Hindley and Poe Webb

      Date of recording: October 31

      
        IH: I believe we’ve come to the end.

        PW: What does that mean?

        IH: Of your confession. Don’t be so dramatic.

        PW: Let me see him.

        IH: In a moment. I want to ask you something first.

        PW: I’m tired of your fucking questions. I’m tired of you. I’m tired of everything.

        IH: You’re drunk. I must say, it’s a bit ugly on you.

        PW: You know what? Fuck you. It’s my turn to ask a question. I’ve laid it all out here. In front of the whole shitty world. So now you tell me something.

        IH: Of course. What is it you want to know?

        PW: Who are you? I mean, really, who the hell are you?

        IH: I don’t know how many times I have to tell you.

        PW: You told me you would leave me alone after this. You told Kip you’d turn yourself in to the cops if I cooperated.

        IH: Did I say that? I don’t believe I did. Perhaps it was implied. For that, I apologize.

        PW: Good. Come for me, motherfucker. Come for me.

        IH: Again with the drama. I just want to spend some time alone with you, that’s all. It’s never the same through the computer screen. I want…oh, I suppose I want to smell you.

        PW: Tell me who you are.

        IH: I’m Leopold Hutchins.

        PW: You’re not.

        IH: I don’t know how else I can convince you.

        PW: Leopold Hutchins is dead.

        IH: Oh, wait. I just figured out a way to convince you. You saw what I did to your mother. You witnessed what I did earlier on this very show. You know exactly how I use a knife.

        PW: Wait. No. Wait.

        IH: I’m sorry, Poe. But you’re the one demanding proof. This is all your fault.

        PW: Oh, oh my god. Oh my god. No, no, no. Please no. Please don’t—PLEASE DON’T TOUCH HIM ANYMORE. I’M SORRY. I’M SORRY—

        <<end of live stream>>

      

      
        Clip #3: bit.ly/Case_J4-3125A47_Recovered_Clip_3

      
    
  
    
      
        Seventy-Three

      
      October 30

      On the morning before Halloween, I rise earlier than I want—just before six. I’ve never had trouble falling asleep, but the demons start dancing around two a.m. On a good night, I can fall back asleep within a half hour. Most nights it’s closer to an hour, but I can usually sleep in until seven. On a bad night, I never fall back asleep. I just lie in bed as those demons go from dancing to having an outright orgy inside my skull.

      Last night they started and never stopped.

      I get out of bed at the Airbnb, missing my home. A wave of dizziness washes over me, and my lack of sleep will ensure some degree of motor-function imbalance sticks around all day. I’m already fantasizing about a bottle of wine and an early bedtime tonight.

      I look out the window and am surprised to witness a cloud of snowflakes swirling over the backyard. I haven’t checked my weather app in days, so it takes a second to process the first snowfall of the year. If this were supposed to be something significant, my dad would’ve said something. Retired men are walking weather reports.

      Downstairs. Feed Bailey. Pour a cup of coffee.

      Grimm’s positioned himself in the kitchen bay window, and he’s sitting upright, watching the snow.

      “Could get up to a foot.”

      I turn. Dad’s still in his robe.

      “Of snow?” I ask.

      “What else?”

      “I had no clue,” I say. “You never mentioned it.”

      “I didn’t realize it either.” He walks up to the bay window, pets the cat, and surveys the flakes. “Been hard to follow a normal routine lately, that’s for sure.” He lets out a low whistle. “This could really fuck over trick-or-treaters tomorrow.”

      I flinch at the mention of tomorrow. “Yeah, maybe.” I sip my coffee and discover it’s lukewarm, so I give it a burst in the microwave. “Is Burlington getting this, too?”

      “Ayuh, sounds like it.”

      “Should we go to the store this morning, stock up in case the roads get bad?”

      He turns from the window and walks to the kitchen counter, where he lifts a slip of paper. “Two steps ahead of you. Already started a list. I’ll head out soon.”

      “Want company?”

      Dad shakes his head. “I’m good, thanks. It’ll be nice to get out for a drive anyhow. Going back to your place yesterday to board up the dog door was pure bliss. Got through nearly half an audiobook.”

      “You know you can listen to that anywhere, not just in your car.”

      He gives me a no shit, I’m not too old to understand technology look. “Don’t much care for sitting around the house listening to my phone. Rather be watching TV.” He looks down at his list. “Any requests?”

      “Maybe another bottle or two of wine?”

      “Already wrote that down.”

      “In that case, whatever else you get will be fine.”

      He looks at me and grins. “Priorities.”

      “Sometimes a girl’s gotta numb herself.”

      The smile fades, a sunset assaulted by a slow-moving thunderhead. “How you doing, Firefly?”

      I think about Alice telling me Hindley won’t stop until he sees me bleed.

      “You know,” I say.

      “I don’t, actually.”

      “Okay. Top five adjectives: angry, scared, concerned, helpless, tired.”

      He mulls this over. “Those are shitty words.”

      “I could think of worse. ‘Diseased,’ for example. ‘Paralyzed.’ ‘Catatonic.’”

      “How about ‘hopeful’?”

      This actually makes me laugh. “Hi, I’m Poe. Have we met?”

      “I’m serious. Make some space in that head of yours for hope.”

      I’m so close to a flippant remark, but I know he’s right. I hate when people tell you shit like be positive and good things will happen, but they’re usually well meaning. So instead of saying anything, I walk over to Dad and give him a hug.

      “I’m so sorry all this is happening,” I say.

      “Me too.”

      “And I hope everything will turn out okay.”

      He smiles. “Atta girl.”

      I’m not sure my father is capable of protecting me anymore, but it feels good to pretend he can.

      “You’re the only one I trust, you know,” I say.

      “Wow, glad I made the cut.”

      “I’m serious.”

      He puts a hand on my shoulder. “You know I’d do anything for you.”

      His words come close to drawing tears, and so I deflect, as I almost always do. “In that case, add Chunky Monkey to your grocery list. Maybe a couple of pints.”

      He chuckles, writes it down, and I see him adding Phish Food for himself. Ben & Jerry’s is the state food of Vermont, after all.

      He leaves the room, and I head back to the bay window. Grimm is now curled up in the window nook, just a few inches separating his cozy retreat from the bitter cold outside.

      I look out. The snow is coming down harder.

      No sign of letting up.

    
  
    
      
        Seventy-Four

      
      After Dad leaves, I jump on my laptop and find the private Facebook group he told me about. I request to join—using my real username—and am approved in minutes. I quickly scan the discussion of the nearly eleven hundred members and find it overwhelming.

      But I take my time and go through them all. Comment by comment I dissect the group’s own dissection of who Hindley could be, where he could be, and whether he really is the person who killed my mother.

      Dissect is the perfect word because I feel like the earthworm under the intense gazes of seventh-grade science students. Slowly being sliced open with a scalpel, my sides being pulled apart, everything anyone could want to know about me exposed for the first time beneath the haze of harsh fluorescents.

      I devour the comments with a mixture of fascination and horror, and when I’m finished, I’m left feeling nothing but impotence. There are many theories, most of them outlandish. But there’s nothing actionable. Nothing that gives me any upper hand should I ever be in the position to attack first.

      Time to take the plunge.

      
        Hey everyone, this is Poe. I need help.

      

      Then I take a quick selfie with Bailey and upload it. Hopefully that should be enough for them to believe it’s me and not a fake profile.

      I wait a few minutes and cull through the responses. A couple of group members call bullshit, but most believe I am who I say. That’s good enough for me. So I write my second post.

      
        First, just want to say thank you for all you’ve done so far. This has been very trying for me and my family, and I’m grateful for all your help.

      

      As I type I’m aware someone will likely share this with the media, which has already been running stories about my situation. I try to be mindful of what I write, to consider how much I want out there for the general public, but at this point, I can’t really afford to hold back.

      
        Second, I had a private conversation yesterday with the man calling himself Hindley. He broke into my house and bypassed my security system. He was inside my house when he spoke to me, and though I called the police, they arrived too late to find him. I’m going to upload a few screenshots I took during the conversation, in case it helps in your efforts to figure out who this motherfucker is.

      

      I post my message, then scroll to the two screenshots I took on my phone. The ones showing Hindley sprinkling ant poison on top of the dog food. These are the only images the group will have of Hindley’s entire body; the others have just been of his face.

      The images generate a flurry of conversation, many of which focus on the fact he’s using his left hand to sprinkle the poison. They all know my mother was stabbed by a right-handed killer.

      Then someone poses me the million-dollar question.

      
        Why does it matter if he’s the killer or not? This man is a threat to you regardless. You can’t assume you’re safe even if he’s lying about who he is.

      

      Other members pounce on the comment, many abusing the poster for being insensitive. Others point out that if he is the killer, he needs to be brought to justice for what he did.

      I don’t answer because the truth is something I cannot post here. I can’t tell them that, if this man is Leopold Hutchins, then I murdered an innocent person. This is the storyline Hindley is trying to get me to admit on the live stream tomorrow night.

      I go quiet on the group while I read more comments, all the while feeling more and more detached from reality. I begin to float, an out-of-body experience, watching all these strangers dissect in minute detail the horrors of my life. Maybe they care; I don’t know. But I think sleuthing is their choice of drug. It’s not genuine concern. And I don’t blame them. I’d be the same way. One person’s existential crisis is another person’s headline, a moment to consider before swiping to the next one, not even bothering to read the body of the story.

      I’m a goddamn Netflix series. I’d be watercooler talk if anyone worked in offices anymore. Not that I’m feeling sorry for myself, but it’s a sobering moment when the transient news story is about you, and next week, dead or alive, you’ll be forgotten for someone else’s misery.

      I log out and shut my laptop, just as my phone vibrates.

      A text message from Kip.

      
        I miss you.

      

      I type back in seconds.

      
        Miss you too.

      

      And that’s it. I wait a minute longer, staring at the screen, but he doesn’t write again. But that’s okay. This is enough to almost put a smile on my face. I think we’re going to be okay.

      There’s an unmistakable sound coming from my right. Dog nails scratching on wood. I look over, and Bailey is at the front door, signaling she wants to go outside. It then occurs to me I haven’t moved from computer in some time. I check my phone.

      Two hours.

      I’ve been sitting here for two hours.

      I walk to the front door and stare out the door. At least a couple of inches of snow have fallen, and it’s still coming down hard.

      I let Bailey out in the front yard, and she bounds through the white, eventually finding a good pee spot. I take a few steps outside and peer at the driveway, where the tire tracks from Dad’s car are close to being erased.

      And that’s when I have a thought I should’ve had over an hour ago, were I not so entranced by all those Facebook comments.

      Dad should have been home by now.

    
  
    
      
        Seventy-Five

      
      The store is only seven miles away, and he wasn’t planning to go anywhere else. He should have been back well before now, even with the snowstorm.

      Three texts. Two phone calls. No response.

      I pace the house, thinking the unimaginable. Picturing his car upside down after an icy accident. Picturing him in a hospital bed, a multitude of tubes snaking in and out of his body, a machine doing his breathing.

      Sensing my anxiety, Bailey gets up and starts pacing with me. Grimm is nowhere in sight, but the mere thought of him makes me suddenly realize I’ll have to care for him if Dad is laid up in a hospital for weeks. I can’t do that. I don’t like that cat, and he doesn’t like me. Maybe I could find a temporary foster—

      Stop it, Poe. You’re driving yourself crazy.

      I tell myself this over and over, and maybe it helps, but I still feel like I have a deeply rooted itch that I can’t scratch.

      Another thirty minutes pass, but it feels like forever.

      Finally.

      Mercifully.

      Dad texts. Just five words.

      
        Im ok. Be home soon.

      

      I immediately fire back a message, which goes unanswered.

      All I can do is wait, which I do by the front door, my gaze fixed on the road leading to our rental. At last his car appears in the distance, and as it gets closer, I can tell something’s wrong.

      As he eases into the drive, it becomes clear what the issue is. His left front bumper has a massive dent in it, and his left headlight is shattered. So he did get into an accident.

      I run outside, snow be damned.

      He gets out. I don’t see any blood on him.

      “What happened?”

      “Inside,” he says. He’s so cool, so calm. “I’ve been in the snow long enough.”

      We head inside, and he insists on a fresh cup of coffee before talking. He motions me to the kitchen table, where we both sit.

      He takes a sip, then warms his hands around the steaming mug.

      “It was Hindley,” he says.

      “What?”

      “He knows we’re here. Or at least knows we’re in Stowe.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Ayup.”

      “Where is he?”

      “Drove away. He definitely didn’t follow me to the house.”

      “Tell me what happened. Start from the beginning.”

      Dad opens his hands, offers the meagerest of shrugs. “Not much of a story. I was driving back from the store—had just left it, actually. Taking it nice and slow, snow coming down hard. Felt like no one was around. Then suddenly there was this white van behind me. Real close. Thought it was just an asshole being impatient with my speed.”

      “Did you see him?”

      “Not at that point, no. Too hard to tell with how much snow was coming down. He was riding my ass for maybe a mile or so but wouldn’t go around me. Finally, I gave my brakes the lightest of taps, just to send him a message. Not hard enough to make him hit me, but that’s exactly what he did. He moved enough into the road so that he hit my back rear side, sending me right into the median.”

      “Holy shit.” I scan his face again. “You sure you’re okay?”

      “Sure, sure. Despite what the car looks like, it was a pretty mild wreck. No airbags or anything. Jolted me a little. Maybe I’ll feel it in the morning. But I’m fine.”

      I glance past him to the living room windows, scanning for movement. Nothing. “Then what?”

      “Well, at that point I’m stopped in the shoulder, and he pulls up behind me. I’m mad as hell but resigned to just taking his insurance info and not beating the shit out of the guy.”

      “Who at this point was still just some random driver to you,” I say.

      “Exactly. Just some asshole who doesn’t know how to drive in the snow. So I get out of the car. Snow’s still coming down hard, and I’m a bit worried about being in the shoulder, but it’s not a big road, and there’s hardly anyone else on it.” Dad becomes more animated as he speaks, his hands dancing in the air. “And then he gets out, and right away I recognize him. Man, that guy is unmistakable. So skinny. White as all the snow. And even twenty feet away in a snowstorm, I can see his blazing eyes. Swear to god they seemed on fire.”

      I reach out and grab his hand. “You’re sure it was him?”

      “Ayuh. He starts walking toward me, real slow, real cautious. And I see he’s carrying two things, which I finally make out after a few steps of his.”

      “And those things were…”

      “In his left hand, a roll of duct tape. In his right, something that looked a lot like a Taser.”

      “Jesus Christ,” I say. “He hit you on purpose. He was going to abduct you.”

      Dad nods. “Sure seemed like it.”

      “Oh my god, I’m so sorry. I’m so glad you got away.”

      Now he squints and drills his gaze right into me. “Thing is,” he says, “in the three seconds it took for me to process who this was and what he had planned, I already made the decision I didn’t want to get away. I wanted to kill him.”

      “God, Dad, he would have incapacitated you. Then who knows what after that.”

      The way he looks at me. Such a fierce intensity. Such anger. A man robbed of the violence he craved. That he earned.

      “If this man is really Hutchins, then I was face-to-face with the fuck who killed my wife. If he’s not Hutchins, he’s a violent psychopath who’s tormenting my daughter. Either way, I wanted to rip his throat open. I wanted him to come at me.”

      “I know exactly what you mean,” I say. “What happened?”

      “Cop driving the opposite way. Just at that moment.”

      “Good luck,” I say. “That’s good fucking luck.”

      “The cop saw us pulled over, saw my car plowed into the handrail, and turned around at the next light. In that time Hindley scurried back to his van and got the hell out of there.”

      “You get his plates?”

      “I did. Gave them to the police, a pair of Lamoille County’s finest. Told them everything.”

      “Everything?”

      “Well, no, not everything. But yes, told them who the guy was, how he’d been harassing us, a bit of our history, etcetera.”

      “Had they heard about it?” I ask, not really knowing why.

      “Nope. They’d never heard of your podcast or any of the recent fuss.”

      Fuss—that’s a solid way of boiling it down to its essence.

      “Had to go to the station to give a statement,” Dad continues. “While I was there, one of the fellas told me the plates I gave them came up as a red Camry. Hindley had grabbed them off another car.”

      “Why didn’t you call me? I was worried sick.”

      “I wanted to tell you face-to-face. Didn’t want you freaking out.”

      “I’m freaking out now,” I say. “And he could’ve been heading to me next.”

      He scrunches up his face. “I’m sorry, Firefly. I suppose I wasn’t thinking straight, and you’re right, I shoulda called. I just figured if he was after me, that meant he didn’t know where you were.”

      “Or maybe he does. Maybe Hindley knows exactly where we’re staying and is now just biding his time somewhere.”

      “I think we should head back to Burlington,” he says.

      “But he definitely knows where that house is.”

      “At least in Burlington we know the police, and now that you’ve finally called them, maybe they’ll put a car outside the house.”

      “You’re right,” I tell him, having thought the same thing since he started telling me his story. “We’ll go now, talk to the cops this afternoon, see how they can help. At least get us through tomorrow night.”

      “The live stream. I thought you weren’t going to do it.”

      “I’m not.” I get up and start pacing, a feeble attempt to calm my mind. “And he knows that. Which is why he…”

      “Ran me off the road,” Dad says. “He was going to use me as leverage to get you to do the show tomorrow.”

      “Yeah. That’s what I think. Had that cop not showed up, I’m sure I’d be looking at a photo of you on my phone right now.” I get queasy just thinking about it. “Bound and gagged in the back of his van. He’d demand I do the live stream—”

      “Or else,” Dad says, finishing my sentence. Then he makes a slashing motion across his neck.

      “You don’t have to be so morbid about it.”

      “You’re the one saying I’m bound and gagged.”

      I think I smile. The digital clock on the microwave catches my attention. Just before noon.

      “Any idea how long it’s supposed to keep snowing?” I ask.

      “All day. Supposed to get even heavier.”

      “Okay. So we either leave right now, or we’ll be stuck here.” I walk to the back windows, stare into the woods. It’s peaceful. Also haunting as fuck. “Your car is okay to drive?”

      “Damage is just minor, far as I can tell.”

      I look down at Bailey, who’s sprawled on the kitchen floor, her eyes half closed.

      “You want to go home, girl?”

      Her eyes open fully, and a single ear pricks up toward the ceiling.

      “Yeah,” I tell her. “Me too.”
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      Burlington, Vermont

      Over two hours later, we finally make it back home. I disarm the house and we walk inside. It’s cold and quiet.

      I grab my favorite kitchen knife, a nine-inch Henckels I keep sharp as a razor blade. Dad goes to the garage and grabs a baseball bat he bought me when I moved here, telling me everyone should have a bat for protection. I forgot I even had it.

      Room by room. Sometimes I lead, other times he does. We’re never more than two feet apart as we open doors, look under beds, poke through clothes hanging in closets. We even check the crawl space and the attic. Peering into either of those spaces in normal times is enough to jump my heart rate, but doing it now, wondering if Hindley is absorbed into those musty shadows, threatens to burst my heart altogether.

      I hate being scared.

      I hate even more that Hindley is probably jerking off to my fear somewhere.

      Fifteen minutes later, our sweep of the house is complete. We take another thirty to put our things away and get the house situated. It’s slowly getting warmer. Bailey is stumped by the boarded-up dog door, so I let her out into the backyard and keep a close eye on her. Hers are the only tracks.

      Grimm doesn’t seem to be any more or less happy back at my house.

      “Ready?” Dad asks.

      “Yeah. I’m bringing Bailey.”

      “You worried about her?”

      “You’re not worried about leaving Grimm here alone?”

      He walks over and pets the cat, who’s perched on a living room chair that’s already sustained a little damage from him. “He’ll be fine.”

      “Okay.”

      After locking up and setting the alarm, the three of us pile into my car and ease our way through snowy streets to the Burlington police station.

      Inside, we ask for Officer Gadecki, who is fortunately at the station and not out on patrol. He escorts us to his desk and pulls up an extra chair. Dad and I sit, and Bailey lies at my feet.

      “Is your dog a service animal?” Gadecki asks.

      I almost laugh. “No. I’m just not comfortable leaving her alone in my house.”

      “I get it,” he says. “Normally non-service dogs aren’t allowed in here, but under the circumstances, etcetera. Any more trouble since the break-in?”

      Dad tells him about what happened this morning, giving the cop the case number provided by the Lamoille County police. Gadecki remains poker-faced.

      “The escalation of events is troubling,” he says. A gorgeous understatement. Then he proceeds to take our statements regarding the break-in, asking us a few questions as he does. Our answers are specific to our current interactions with Hindley, not delving into the history the man claims to have with me. But I know those questions are forthcoming, and sure enough, as Gadecki pauses in his note-taking, he starts walking a path I don’t want to take.

      “Any idea who this guy is? Or what he wants with you?”

      His expression is still impassive, but he has to know. I mean, the mayor sent him to my house for a welfare check after the first live stream between Hindley and me.

      “My wife was murdered seventeen years ago,” Dad says, “in New Hampshire. The perpetrator was never caught. The guy who broke into my daughter’s house and ran me off the road claims to be the killer.”

      “The man from your podcast,” Gadecki affirms.

      “So you watched it?” I ask.

      “I saw the replay, yes. We all did after the mayor saw it live. And you can confirm the man from your podcast is the same man who entered your house?”

      “Yes,” I say, then bring up the screenshots I took of Hindley while we were on the phone together. Gadecki asks me to text the images to his cell, which I do.

      “And you think this is the same man as the Hutchins perp?”

      “No,” I say, wanting to believe it.

      “Maybe,” Dad says.

      “What about motive?” Gadecki says. “Has he told you what he wants?”

      “He wants to do another live stream,” I answer. “Tomorrow night.”

      “For what purpose?”

      This is the very moment I’ve been fearing since Hindley came into my life. For seven years I’ve kept the police out of my life, and for seven years there’s been nothing to make anyone think I had anything to with the disappearance of a New York man named Leonard Avery.

      Murderers either get caught or they get lucky. Leopold Hutchins didn’t get caught. And for seven miraculous years, neither did I. But now I’m sitting next to a cop who wants to know what this man Hindley wants to discuss on a special Halloween live stream.

      Why, Officer Gadecki, he wants me to confess to a homicide. That’s all.

      “I don’t know,” I say. “I think he likes having the power to hijack a very popular podcast. But I’m not doing it.”

      “You’re not doing the event?”

      “No. I don’t think he’s going to leave me alone one way or another, so I see no need to give in to his demands.” I shift in my seat, trying to be aware of all the physical cues a person gives when they’re lying. Have I done any of these? I have no idea. “That being said, I remain very much afraid for my safety.” I look at Dad and Bailey. “For our safety.”

      “I can understand that.”

      Dad leans forward. “Can we get some protection? Get a…what do you call it? A detail?”

      “That’s right,” Gadecki says, “a detail. To be honest, we don’t usually do that kind of thing. We’re a small department, usually need to ask the state police for help with things like that.” Dad starts to protest, but Gadecki cuts him off. “Let me talk to my chief and see if we can get a pair of staties sent over.”

      “Anything would help,” I say. “At least through tomorrow night. He still thinks I’m doing the live stream, and I don’t know what he’ll do when I don’t show up.”

      Gadecki leans back in his chair. “Let me see what I can do. At the very least, I can swing by and park outside your place for a few hours tonight, after I’m off duty.”

      “Thank you,” I say. I almost add, You don’t have you do that, but I realize how insincere that would be. I want a battalion of cops outside my house.

      “Are you thinking about leaving town again?” he asks. “I know he found you in Stowe, but you could head somewhere else.”

      I shake my head. “I’m done running.”

      We wrap up at the station and head out, and Dad nearly slips on some sidewalk ice. This feels more like January than October. Though Dad has already stockpiled groceries, we head to the market for a couple of juicy cuts of beef tenderloin; we’ve earned filet mignon for dinner.

      The drive back to the house is as slow as the one getting here, the snow-packed roads slick and the visibility poor. I slow even further entering my sparse neighborhood, a collection of seven houses all on large-acre lots. There’s no HOA, no annual block parties, no sign at the entrance with the words WHISPERING MEADOWS or some shit on it. Just seven houses built at different times over the past eighty years, with mine probably the smallest and the oldest.

      I crawl past the Millers and the Granbys, each of their houses decked out in Halloween decor. The only trick-or-treaters here are their kids, and they usually drive them to more fruitful neighborhoods. The closest house to mine belongs to Frank and Leslie Stohl. I got to know them a bit over the years, and they just retired and moved to South Carolina. The FOR SALE sign in their yard is dusted with snow, and their house has sat empty for the past two months. Will likely stay that way for some time; few people are house hunting in Vermont during the winter. I’ve actually entertained the idea of buying the place, as it’s larger than mine with a much nicer yard.

      Maybe I will.

      Right now, I’ve got other issues to deal with.

    
  
    
      
        Seventy-Seven

      
      Kip picks up on the first ring.

      “Hey, baby.”

      Baby. That’s a good sign.

      “Hey, I’m back home,” I say.

      “Oh.” There’s a pound of surprise in that ounce of a word. “You sure that’s a good idea?”

      I tell him about what happened to Dad and how the cops are going to put a detail on the house for a couple of hours tonight.

      “Oh my god,” he says. “Is he okay?”

      “Physically, yes. But we’re both pretty strung out. Not a lot of sleep.”

      I can hear my wall clock ticking as Kip measures his next words. “I feel like this is all spiraling,” he says.

      “Yeah.”

      “You know? Like, unless they catch him, it feels like this is all coming to a nasty conclusion.”

      “It’ll be fine,” I say, trying to convince him of something I absolutely do not believe. “I won’t do the live stream tomorrow night, and he’ll be pissed, but he’ll eventually get bored of me and probably move on to terrorizing someone else.”

      “Bored? He just tried to abduct your dad.”

      “I know, I know. All I can say is I have a sense things will be okay.” There. That sounded convincing. And maybe I do believe it…a little. “I can only focus on things I can control, so that’s what I’m doing.”

      “Okay, then, talking about things you can control, as your producer, I’m still not sure what you want me to do about tomorrow night.”

      “Just keep doing what you’re doing. Keep promoting the live stream, get everything in place.”

      “Even though you’re not going to do it?”

      “I want him convinced I’m going to be part of it until the moment I don’t show.”

      He clears his throat. “Going to be a lot of disappointed viewers.”

      “I’m trying not to define my happiness by measuring theirs,” I tell him. “And no matter what happens, don’t let Hindley go from the greenroom to being live. Even though I’m not showing up, he’s not to be in front of my audience. I don’t want to give him any kind of platform.”

      I can almost hear him thinking. “So what do you want me to do? Just wait until it’s time to go live and shut everything down?”

      “Exactly. But before that happens, I’ll be taping a video for you to play. A message I want to record for the viewers.”

      “Saying what?”

      “Not sure yet.” I’ve thought about this for a few days. It’s my platform, my chance to send a message. What that message is, I don’t exactly know. A plea for help? “But definitely making it clear this is the last time we ever talk about Hindley on the show. No matter what happens after tomorrow night, I’m not going to be coerced into having any random lunatic on my show. No fucking way. I’m done.”

      “Got you,” Kip says. “Anything else?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Have you been catching the news around all this?”

      “Not really.”

      “The Washington Post even ran an article. The headline was something like ‘A True-Crime Podcast’s True Crime.’”

      “Clever.”

      “They showed a screen grab of you and Hindley from the last live stream. Talked about what happened to your mother and—”

      “Was there any new information in the article?” I ask. “Anything about who Hindley is?”

      “No.”

      “Then I don’t need to know more.”

      “Okay.” Kip takes a measured pause. “I just want to tell you there was also an article on TMZ. A photo of you visiting your mother’s grave. You got into some kind of confrontation with the photographer?”

      Bailey was the one who really got into the confrontation, but I guess the article didn’t mention that. “It was nothing.”

      It almost sounds funny hearing someone else say it. “She did. Last thing in the world I expected.”

      “Want to talk about it?”

      “Not really.” That didn’t sound the way I wanted. “I mean, not right now. Once tomorrow night is over, we need to spend some time together.”

      I wait for his agreement, just a simple affirmation, but I don’t get it.

      “So what are you going to be doing tomorrow night if you’re not on the live stream?” he asks.

      I actually hadn’t even thought about it. “Sitting by the door, waiting for either trick-or-treaters or the grim reaper.”

      “That’s morbid.”

      There’s a long pause, and I sense the conversation is nearly over, so before we hang up, I put myself out there.

      “How are we?” I ask him.

      The silence is brutal. But he finally says, “Same as before. Scared.”

      “Me too.”

      “I mean, it all feels like a dream sometimes,” he continues. “We’re just here, talking, and it seems kind of normal and all, and then I remember that you killed someone—”

      “Jesus, Kip, not over the phone.”

      “Sorry, sorry. But I wake up at night thinking about it. About what might happen. Half the day I’m walking around feeling…untethered.”

      What a mess I’ve made of other people’s lives.

      “All I can do is keep moving forward,” I tell him. “I’ve done what I’ve done, and there’s no going back to change it. I’m sorry I told you everything, brought you into this mess. Everything feels out of control. I know that. But there are two things I know for certain, two things that help ground me when I’m also feeling untethered.”

      “What are they?”

      “One,” I say, “is that as sorry I am that I told you everything, having done so has brought me some peace. Not a lot, but some.”

      He soaks this in for a few seconds. “And the other thing?”

      I close my eyes. “All the decisions I’ve made, the things I’ve done, I’d do them all again. I’m so sure I’m right about who Hindley is—and more importantly who he isn’t—that if you plucked me out of time and dropped me back into New York all those years ago, I wouldn’t hesitate to do it all again.”

      That all sounds good, but I’m not sure I’m quite as convinced about Hindley as my bravado intimates. But I so want it to be true.

      “Wow. Okay.”

      “We are who we are, Kip. We either move forward together or separately. You know what I want. So I’ll ask you again, how are we?”

      That last line came out of me a bit fierce. I don’t want to challenge him; I just want to know what he’s thinking. But I don’t soften things up. I wait for his answer.

      “We’re okay,” he finally replies. “Like you said, we’ll talk after tomorrow.”

      We’re not good, not fine, but okay. But I’ll take it.

      “Be careful, Kip.”

      “You too.”

      We hang up.

      There’s one more conversation I need to have. I want to text Hindley and tell him he’s scared me enough after what he did to my father and that I’ll be on the show. I have no clue if he’ll believe me or not.

      I launch the number for his burner phone and type.

      
        hey you fuck

      

      I wait.

      Hindley never replies.

    
  
    
      
        Seventy-Eight

      
      Dinner.

      There’s something about the sound of filets searing against a cast-iron pan. Thirty seconds per side, then the whole thing into the oven for fourteen minutes. Tonight’s tenderloin is two inches thick; might have to add on an extra minute.

      There’s also something about having a glass of red wine while cooking steaks. Temptation pulls at me, and none too gently. But I resist. I want to wake up tomorrow with a clear head.

      Steaks out. I roast the asparagus, heat the dinner rolls. I do pour a glass of that red, but it’s for my father.

      “You ready for dinner?” I call out.

      Dad walks in just as I’m serving. Grimm follows like he’s part of Dad’s entourage, then jumps up on the dinner table.

      “I don’t think so,” I say, picking him up and dropping him gently on the floor.

      “I believe that’s the first time you picked him up,” Dad says.

      It hadn’t even occurred to me. “I suppose so.”

      “And you still have both arms remaining.”

      “Don’t turn this into a life lesson,” I say, handing him his wine.

      He sits. Then I do the same. “This looks amazing.”

      “Thanks,” I say.

      “Why does this feel like the Last Supper?”

      I take a sip from my water glass. “Just wanted to make a nice dinner. Don’t read into it.”

      He surveys the table. “No wine for you?”

      “Not tonight.”

      “Okay.”

      We eat mostly in silence, which is not the slightest bit awkward. Dad’s music plays from the den through a small Bluetooth speaker. Tonight we’re being treated to Creedence Clearwater Revival’s greatest hits. John Fogerty, appropriately, frets about a bad moon rising.

      Dad breaks the silence with a piece of bread in his mouth. “Maybe you should do the live stream tomorrow night.”

      I squeeze my hands into fists under the table. “And admit in front of the world what happened in New York?”

      “If you do, maybe he’ll slink away back into the cave he came from.”

      It takes me a moment to replay my father’s words in my mind, checking to make sure they’re not as delusional as they sound.

      “Do you know what you’re asking?” I say. “You want me to confess to murder on a live stream?”

      “What I want,” he says, his tone annoyingly calm, “is for you to be safe. And I’m just trying to figure out the best way to make that happen.”

      “Do you want me to do the event? Is that what you really want?”

      “I don’t know,” he says. “Probably not, in fact. But you’re so hell-bent against it, I figure it’s worth exploring the pros and cons of actually doing it.”

      I hate that I want a drink so badly right now. “Okay, tell me the pros.”

      He sets down his fork and rests his elbows on the table. “One, it might get Hindley to finally leave you alone, albeit that’s pretty unlikely. Two, he doesn’t seem to know the details about what you did, so even if you admit to it, you can always say you were making it up because you were scared. And three, it’s another chance for him to be exposed. For someone watching to figure out who he is, where he is.”

      I listen to his points, and they’re the same ones I’ve been chewing on for days. They’re loosely compelling but feel insubstantial.

      “Cons,” I say. “Hindley isn’t going to leave me alone no matter what I do. We both know that. He’s getting more brazen, and I don’t think he even really cares what happens to him. That makes him more dangerous than ever.”

      “Yeah, okay. What else?”

      “Isn’t that enough?”

      “Probably. What else?”

      “There’s a chance he could be Hutchins. If that’s the case, then not only would I be admitting to murder, but I’d be admitting to murdering an innocent person. And he’s going to insist on details about what I did. Details that the police could check and link to…my victim.”

      Dad nods, his face impassive as we talk about my homicide. “What else?”

      “‘What else?’ I don’t want to talk to this fucking guy anymore. I don’t want to see his face. I don’t want to play his games. I just want to live my life.”

      “That’s all I want, too, honey.” His voice remains calm as mine hits higher octaves. “And if he does have real information about New York, he’s just going to release that if you don’t do the live stream.”

      I shake my head. “He’s bluffing. He’s bluffing about everything.”

      “Running me off the road didn’t feel like a bluff,” Dad says. “Seeing him walk toward me with duct tape and a Taser didn’t feel like a bluff.”

      I realize I haven’t stopped for one second during this conversation to think about how my father feels. What it must have been like to be run off the road in a snowstorm. To see a man approaching with an intention to carry out an abduction.

      “You’re right,” I say. “He’s not bluffing about everything. He’s a sick and twisted freak who has it in for us, and I don’t know why.”

      “To try to understand his motivations is a fool’s errand. He’s unstable. He has his own brand of logic.”

      I place my arms on the table, outstretched, palms up, and it feels like I’m pleading. Maybe I am.

      “I have this insane urge to take him down,” I say. “I mean, if I could just charge at him, I would. Take him out, any way I can. But we have no idea where he is, and I feel like all we can do is wait for a lucky break. Something that alerts the cops to his location.”

      Dad reaches out and grabs one of my hands. “The last thing I want is you trying to ‘take him out.’ Jesus, Poe, I hope you can appreciate my fear that something’s going to happen to you.”

      “Something’s going to happen to all of us, sooner or later. I’d at least like my something to be on my own terms.”

      Dad mm-hmms, releases my hand, takes another sip of wine. We’re silent for a minute or so. The filet mignon suddenly feels heavy in my gut, and my appetite has vanished.

      “Two more questions, and then I’ll stop pestering you.”

      “You’re not pestering me,” I say.

      “Well, okay. First, in all honesty and on a scale of zero to a hundred percent, how convinced are you that Hindley is not the same person who killed Mom?”

      Fuck.

      I don’t want to answer this question truthfully, but I will, because I owe it to my father.

      “Seventy percent.”

      “Lower than I expected,” he says.

      “I know.”

      “Which means—”

      “Which means there’s a thirty percent chance that the person I killed in New York was just some creepy guy from a dating site.”

      Dad thankfully doesn’t have any commentary on this, just nods and looks down for a moment.

      “Second question,” he says.

      “Shoot.”

      He takes his time, and it seems to pain him just to work up to asking me the question.

      “What…what you did in New York,” he starts. “Your ability to follow through with what must have been an exceptionally difficult act of…well, I’ll just say it: an act of violence.”

      “Okay.”

      “What I guess I’m wondering is…and hell, this is a hard thing to talk about.” He shifts, squirms, takes another sip. “I suppose I’m wondering if you enjoyed it.”

      And there it is. The question sits there, heavy as our collective past. My dad wants to know if I’m a budding serial killer. A sociopath who simply needs to be handed a reason to kill. Maybe he thinks I don’t even care if Leonard Avery was innocent or not. That I was just fulfilling my need to kill, a twisted need conceived one summer afternoon seventeen years ago.

      “Enjoyed it?”

      “Sorry. It’s been on my mind.”

      I force myself to see things from his perspective, a hard thing to do for someone without kids of my own. But I understand. He loves me and wants to know exactly how fucked up I am.

      “I think the question you’re really asking is if I would I do it again.” I reach across the table, take his wineglass, drink what’s left. Fuck it. “If, under the right circumstances, I’d take another life. Take it with intention, with purpose, and total clarity. Take it without guilt, then move forward and not look back.”

      “Yes,” he whispers. “Could you do that?”

      There’s so much concern in his face, so many years hanging off his heavy brows. My answer won’t help.

      “Hell yeah, I could.”

    
  
    
      
        Seventy-Nine

      
      Nine p.m., and I resolve to go to bed early.

      The one sip of my dad’s wine turned into three glasses. I hate how weak I can be. I can find a thousand excuses if I want—I’m stressed, I’m scared, I need something to help me sleep. But the truth is, like all of us, my strength of character has soft vulnerabilities, and it’s taken the past few weeks to realize how weak I actually am around alcohol.

      November 1. That sounds like a good day to stop drinking, at least for a month. I like the sound of this, mostly because therein lies the assumption I’ll be around for another month.

      Dad’s done the dishes and is already in the den watching SportsCenter. I shut off the lights and tell him I’m heading up. He offers a wave and an “I love you,” a very commonplace end to our evening after the very uncommon conversation we had. It feels like the odd nights after my mother’s death when we’d go out to Baskin-Robbins, order cones, then sit in the car and eat ice cream. Even trauma survivors need the commonplace. Maybe we’re the ones who need it the most.

      I’m about to set the alarm when I look out the sidelight and spot Officer Gadecki sitting in his squad car. I’m not exactly sure when he arrived, but I first noticed him at six p.m.

      I put on snow boots, open the door, and start walking to his car. Seems like I should at least say thank you, offer him some coffee, or something.

      The closer I get to his car, the more a sudden fear drapes itself around me. A fear that I’ll reach the car and knock on the window, only to find Gadecki with his throat slit and blood all over the dash and fancy cop electronic gear. The moment I start screaming will be when Hindley steps out of the shadows and uses his Taser on me. He’ll drug me, and I’ll wake in a concrete room, chained to a radiator.

      I stop walking, look around. The night is funeral home silent: no wind, no birds, no cars, not a single barking dog in the distance. The snow is nearly up to my shins, and there are no tracks other than mine and Dad’s.

      Still.

      I think about turning back around. I should just text Gadecki. No reason to come out here. What the hell was I thinking?

      Then the window of the squad car hums down, and Gadecki calls out, “Need any assistance?”

      I want to take my imagination and choke it out. I walk the remaining way to his car. “Just wanted to say thanks. I assume you’re not getting overtime for this.”

      “No, ma’am, and it’s not a bother. Though I’ll be heading out soon.”

      I almost ask him if he wants coffee when I see an empty Dunkin’ cup in his cupholder. “Any word about help from the state police?”

      “Not yet. Hoping to hear something in the morning.”

      “So I’ll just try not to get flayed alive until then.”

      He sits up a bit straighter. “Miss Webb, if you are feeling imminently threatened, I highly suggest staying in a hotel, at least for tonight. The police get a discount at the Hampton Inn, and I could—”

      “I’m just fucking with you,” I say. “And I can’t think of the last time anyone’s called me ‘Miss Webb.’ It’s just ‘Poe.’”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Seriously,” I say, “I just wanted to say thanks. That’s kind of you to be out here.”

      “My pleasure. Just make sure to lock up good and set up your security system.”

      “I always do.”

      “Good night, then. Poe.”

      “What’s your first name?” I ask.

      “Jeff.”

      “Jeff? You don’t look like a Jeff.”

      He squints, and I’m not sure if he’s amused or annoyed. “What do I look like?”

      I pull my head back, study him as best I can in the low light. “Something a bit more exotic. Like Sebastian. But maybe you were in the military, and when you were there, you got a nickname. Like ‘Wolf Pack.’ And that’s what everyone calls you to this day.”

      “Wolf Pack?”

      “Yeah. Or ‘Outlaw.’”

      “I was never in the service.”

      “Shame,” I say. “Because those are good nicknames.”

      “Good night, Poe.”

      “Night, Wolf Pack.”

      He rolls his window up, and I return to the house.

      That was a nice conversation.

      I need to have more of those.

      Someday.

    
  
    
      
        Eighty

      
      October 31

      Day of second live stream

      Two a.m.

      I wake to the sound of buzzing. Disorientation sweeps over me, and I roll over to find a heavy mass sharing my bed. I’m about to scream when I realize it’s Bailey. For a moment I think the buzzing is her snoring, but it takes me only a few seconds to realize it’s my phone.

      It’s not a call—the vibrating pattern is too disjointed for that. It sounds more like a flurry of activity in a group text.

      I reach over and grab my phone, a terrible sinking sensation in my stomach. Like looking over a cliff.

      I swipe open.

      Hindley has finally decided to text me back. Over and over and fucking over again.

      
        Happy Halloween!

        Happy Halloween!

        Happy Halloween!

        Happy Halloween!

        Happy Halloween!

        Happy Halloween!

        Happy Halloween!

      

      Dozens of the same message, one every couple of seconds. I contemplate turning my phone off, but there’s no way I’m easing back into sleep. So I reply.

      
        fuck off

      

      His messages stop. I wait for what seems like an eternity, though surely it’s only a minute. In that minute I realize this is how he’s getting to me. The silence. The anticipation.

      I write again.

      
        you’re a fraud. I’m turning off my phone.

      

      And I wait. Like a fool I wait again, letting him burrow that much deeper in my brain. Then, as I finally reach to turn off the phone, he sends another message.

      This time it’s a link. No commentary, no context. Just a YouTube link.

      The last thing I want to do is click on it.

      There’s nothing more haunting than the deep chasm between want to and have to.

      I click.

    
  
    
      
        Eighty-One

      
      The shot starts in close, zoomed tight to Hindley’s nightmarish face.

      “Poe, my dear,” he says in this little home video.

      This piece of shit. I want to stop watching. I can’t stop watching.

      “I was so close to your father earlier,” Hindley continues. “So, so, so, so close. I had plans for him. First, as bait for you. Then, most likely, as actual bait. Lots and lots of little pieces, strewn in the Atlantic—mere chum. Think of that, all those decades of life. All those experiences, all that knowledge, all those people he touched and who loved him. Just to end up as fish shit.” He licks his lips. “But I failed. I can admit when I fail, and I failed miserably trying to abduct your father.”

      I bark at the video. “Get to the point, asshole.”

      “So I had to think on my feet, something I’m quite good at.” He pulls back from the camera he’s holding, revealing a background that takes up less than 20 percent of the screen. A thousand needles prick my arms, warning me about something.

      That background.

      I know that background.

      “Thomas Edison said genius is one percent inspiration, ninety-nine percent perspiration.” He keeps smiling as he talks. “And boy, did I sweat tonight! I’m not the strongest man in the world, but what I lack in power I make up for with unbridled determination. And a Taser gun.”

      He pulls the camera back a little farther, and that’s when I see the bulletin board.

      Kip keeps a bulletin board organized with different-colored note cards to keep track of guests for my show. It’s an elaborate organizational system he set up soon after he started working for me, and he updates it nearly every day. That bulletin board hangs directly behind his computer monitor, and I look at it every time we see each other on video.

      “No, no, no, no, no…”

      Hindley looks to the side, says, “Say something.”

      Kip’s voice calls out, “Poe, I didn’t see him coming. He—”

      Hindley drops the phone, leaving me to stare at the ceiling in Kip’s office. Then I hear grunting, thumping, shouting, screaming.

      “Now stop talking!”

      Silence falls, and it’s the worst thing I’ve ever heard.

      Moments later Hindley stares back down at the phone, hovering like a poltergeist. He’s panting.

      I’ve stopped breathing. Beyond my horror, all I can think is of course. I told Kip to be safe, but I should’ve told him to leave his place.

      Hindley holds the camera close to his face again, and in this split second of fear, I’m transported back seventeen years. Frozen in terror, his face in mine, and I can taste his breath.

      “See you tonight.”

      The video ends, and I’m left here, in the dark, alone in my bed, chilled in sweat, no longer thinking there’s a 30 percent chance Hindley is Hutchins, but maybe now more like 70 percent, and I’m hours away from being the cause of another innocent death, and poor, poor, Kip, and what a fucking nightmare of a world this is, and how I’d give anything to have the most simple, boring, one-dimensional life there can be, because then I’d be sound asleep, dreaming of a tree.

      Instead, I look back to my phone.

      Then I dial 911.

    
  
    
      
        Eighty-Two

      
      Seven a.m.

      Dad and I sit on the couch. There’s nothing left to say between us, not at this moment, since the past few hours, we’ve been saying everything. To each other, to the police. There was no more sleep after Hindley texted me. No more sleep, no more messages. Just an empty space filled with my dread.

      A sleepy Officer Gadecki tore himself from the comfort of his bed to come over. He spoke to my father and me, and by the time I went to show him the YouTube video, Hindley had already taken it down. Only Dad and I had watched it, and Dad corroborated to Gadecki what was on it.

      My phone buzzes. “Hello?”

      “Hello, ma’am—Poe. This is Officer Gadecki.”

      “Hi, Jeff.”

      “Just wanted to get back to you. We did a welfare check at Kip Nguyen’s apartment. There was no sign of him. The front door’s internal lock had been broken—most likely frozen with liquid nitrogen. Signs of a struggle in the bedroom, no evidence of blood.”

      “Oh god.”

      Dad raises his eyebrows, mouths, “What?”

      I shake my head.

      “The room you described from the video,” Gadecki continues. “The office. The desk was there, but the computer and video equipment were all gone.”

      “Of course they’re gone,” I whisper. “He’s going to make Kip run the live stream, but from some other location.” A seed of hope sprouts in my chest. “Which means he’ll keep him alive at least through the event tonight.”

      “Maybe, maybe.” Gadecki clears his throat. “They dusted for prints, still waiting to hear back.”

      “Thanks,” I mutter, not feeling hopeful. “I don’t even think he cares anymore about hiding who he is. He just needs to stay hidden until he gets what he wants from me.”

      Dad is leaning forward, trying to hear both sides of the phone conversation.

      “Wherever Hindley does the live stream from tonight,” I add, “that means Kip is there as well.”

      “Right,” Gadecki says. “Which is why it’s important that not only do you participate tonight, you keep Hindley connected as long as possible. Just keep talking for as long as you can. Maybe we can get a location on him during the broadcast.”

      Not fucking likely, I think. If Hindley knows what he’s doing, he’ll make sure he’s digitally untraceable. He could broadcast from anywhere.

      “I’ll be on the live stream,” I say, now knowing that all my secrets will be coming out tonight. I no longer care. I just need to make sure Kip is okay. “Just tell me something to give me hope. I don’t need a lot. Just something.”

      Gadecki pauses. “You want a real thing, or just something a cop is supposed to say? Like, ‘Don’t worry, ma’am, we’ll get him.’”

      “A real thing.”

      More silence. Then: “If Hindley doesn’t execute Mr. Nguyen immediately after the live stream, there’s a chance he might let him go.”

      “Jesus.”

      “I’m sorry, that’s all I got.”

      “Will you please keep me updated if you hear anything?”

      “Of course.”

      We hang up, and I fill Dad in on the conversation.

      “It’s nearly twelve hours until your show,” he says. “If you sit on this couch all day, drinking coffee and worrying, you’ll be a wreck.”

      “I don’t know what to do. I feel like…like I caused this. That the man I love is going to die because of me.”

      I think this is the first time I told my dad that I love Kip.

      “It’s not your fault, you know that. Focus on what you can control,” he says.

      “I don’t think I’m in control of anything.”

      “Then get some sleep.”

      “Sleep? How they hell am I going to be able to sleep?”

      He gets up, leaves the kitchen, returns a moment later. He places a little green capsule on the table in front of me.

      “That’s Sonata. Take it. I’ll make you some breakfast, then go get some sleep.”

      I stare at it. “The hell is Sonata?”

      “Think Ambien but shorter lasting.”

      “I didn’t know you took sleep meds.”

      “For years,” he says.

      I pop the capsule in my mouth, swallow it dry.

      “Wow. You don’t mess around.” He gets up, and I can hear him rummaging through the fridge.

      “Dad?” I mumble.

      “Yeah, sweetie.”

      I close my eyes. I’m not sleepy, but the darkness feels good.

      “I don’t think I can eat.”

    
  
    
      
        Eighty-Three

      
      It’s an hour before the live stream, and as awful as I feel, I at least feel assured Hindley isn’t nearby. Wherever the hell he is, his focus is on Kip and the big show, which means I can go out to the front yard without feeling like I’m being watched.

      I open the front door, and Bailey rushes outside. She won’t go far, just enough to explore the snow and give it a good christening. I walk halfway down the concrete path leading to my driveway, stop, breathe in the night air. It’s not as cold as it was yesterday, but enough so that my breath fogs under the light from the streetlamp.

      Up and down the East Coast, trick-or-treaters are out in force. I scan up and down my street. As expected, not a single ghoul or goblin in sight. And, disappointingly, no cop car either.

      I slept until noon, waking in the thickest of brain fogs, so uncertain who and where I was that, for a moment, life was good. Seconds later it all came rushing back. That sucked.

      Gadecki called with an update around four. Well, not much of an update—no news about Hindley’s identity or Kip’s whereabouts, and the unfortunate news that the state police could not provide a detail for tonight. Gadecki said he’d try to get someone from his own department to swing by for a few hours tonight, but with it being Halloween, he couldn’t promise anything.

      “Bailey, come.”

      She lumbers over, her tail wagging, her tongue drooping, snow a quarter-way up her legs.

      An hour ago I showered and ate. Barely had an appetite, but Dad baked a quiche I had in the freezer and insisted on my getting food in my stomach. I ate one slice, picked at a second.

      Now I’m just waiting. Just fucking waiting, and every second is a knife twisting in my stomach. I don’t even care about keeping my secrets anymore; I just want Kip to be okay. I can’t even imagine what he’s going through.

      I take another deep breath and consider the best-case scenario for the evening. Even the best case doesn’t look great, but it ends with Kip unharmed and Hindley out of my life, either by disappearing on his own or getting arrested.

      Worst case? Hell, there are so many worst cases, I get pangs of nausea just counting them. No. I’m not going to waste my time thinking about worst-case scenarios. What happens, happens, and I’ll have to push through the aftermath however I can, assuming I’m even alive.

      Back inside. Dad’s built a fire in the fireplace, and Bailey flops in front of it, the snow crystals on her paws and nose melting. Dad’s sitting nearby, sipping wine, Grimm sitting on the back of the couch behind him.

      Absent of context, this is a lovely scene.

      “What can I do for you?” Dad asks.

      “Find Hindley and put a bullet in his skull sometime in the next hour.”

      “Aside from that?”

      My feet threaten to dig grooves in the hardwood flooring.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Does pacing help?”

      “No.” I make another couple of laps around the living room and den.

      “Do you want me to be in the room with you during the event?”

      I stop. “Hell no. I don’t even want you watching.”

      “No?”

      “I mean, you can, of course. I would expect you to.” I move over to him. “The whole thing just makes me feel so fucking vulnerable.”

      He looks up at me. “This probably doesn’t make you feel any better, but you should know I’m a complete nervous wreck about all this.”

      I have to admit that does make me feel a bit better.

      “I’m getting a drink,” I say, “then heading up to my office.”

      “You sure you want to drink tonight?”

      “Absolutely.” I lean down and kiss him on the cheek. “See you when I’m done. I love you.”

      He reaches up and grabs my hand. “I love you. And everything will be okay.”

      His lie warms me.

      In the kitchen I mix an old-fashioned. A bit heavier on the bourbon than usual.

      Up in my office, I adjust my lighting, then check my audio and video levels. Just like a regular podcast. The whole thing will be recorded on my webcam, but as usual I attach my phone to my ring light in order to have a second recording. It’ll just be my side of the conversation, but it’s video that I control. That can’t be manipulated.

      Door shut.

      Now I just sit here and wait.

      And desperately try not to throw up.

    
  
    
      
        Eighty-Four

      
      At ten minutes before eight, I log into the live stream site. I’m accessing the greenroom area reserved for the host and guests, the area Kip controlled during the last live stream. I have no idea if he’s even a part of this now.

      
        Please wait for the host to let you in.

      

      The words hover on my screen for what seems like an hour. When they’re suddenly replaced with the words joining the event, I nearly scream.

      Then.

      There he is.

      “Kip.”

      “Poe.”

      His is the only face on the screen, and what a beautiful face it is. No marks, no bruises. Except for the fact he looks beyond exhausted and is very far from smiling, this is the Kip I know.

      “Are you okay? What’s going on?”

      “I’m okay,” he says. “Well, not okay. But okay.”

      “What did he do to you?”

      I see movement behind him. A sliver of a person comes into view, and all I can see is a bit of leg and arm.

      “Look, Poe, I’m sorry, but I’m not able to talk. I’m just here to check your audio levels and give you a few instructions.” He rapid-fire blinks, Morse code for two people who don’t know Morse code. I think he’s just trying to connect with me in any way he can.

      I blink back. I love you.

      “We’re going to start on time,” he says. “Exactly at eight.”

      “Okay.”

      “Just like last time, at eight I’ll transfer you both from the greenroom to the live feed, and the two of you will be the only ones on the screen. He’ll be using my equipment.”

      The wall behind Kip is empty, which I assume was intentional to help mask the location.

      I lower my voice, as if that will help. Kip is using speakers, not headphones, so Hindley can surely hear me. “And where will you be? Where are you?”

      “I don’t know, and even if I did, I can’t answer those questions,” Kip says. “I’m sorry, Poe. I know you’re trying to help, but I need you to listen to me. You can only help me by listening.”

      “I’m sorry, yes. Okay.”

      The anxiety on his face is palpable: the beads of sweat on his forehead, the twitching left eyebrow. “The live stream has no set time limit; it ends when he says so. You are not to leave your monitor at any time unless he allows it.”

      I nod, wanting to add a nice little fuck you to Hindley, but restraining myself while Kip is talking. I’ll save it for my one-on-one.

      Kip takes a deep breath, exhales, looks down at what I’m guessing is a script. “Most importantly, you are to be honest with your answers. If Mr. Hindley suspects you are not being forthright or genuine, he will hurt me.” Kips swallows, struggles to read the next line. “Hurt me in unimaginable ways.”

      Jesus. “I’m so sorry,” I whisper.

      “If, on the other hand, you are forthcoming to Mr. Hindley’s satisfaction, this live stream will conclude his presence in your life. I will remain unharmed, and Hindley will surrender himself to the authorities.”

      Bullshit, I tell myself.

      “Do you understand these instructions?” Kip asks me.

      “Yes.”

      “Good. In that case, I’ll be turning off my video feed until the event begins.” His gaze shifts to the lower part of his screen. “My god, there are already seventy-thousand viewers.”

      Wow.

      “Goodbye, Poe.”

      “Don’t say it like that.”

      “I didn’t mean it like that,” Kip says. “See you later.”

      I nod, tears in my eyes and a boulder in my stomach. “See you later.”

      Please, god, don’t let anything happen to him.

      His video feed cuts out.

      7:58.

      I close my eyes, steady my breathing, try to focus on anything but the incessant thought of Kip being hurt in unimaginable ways.

      It does no good.

      Nothing does any good.

      This is going to end badly.

      Eight o’clock.

      The animations on my screen tell me I’m being transported to the live event. As they do, my screen temporarily goes black.

      They say it’s always darkest before the dawn.

      Wrong.

      Sometimes the light that comes after the dark is the worst thing imaginable.

      Light floods the screen, and suddenly he’s there.

      He’s here.

      It begins.

    
  
    
      
        Eighty-Five

      
      Hindley leans toward the webcam, his face filling up the screen.

      “Let’s begin, shall we? Oh, and happy Halloween.”

      “Do I look happy to you?”

      “We have a long conversation ahead of us. And you know what happens if you don’t tell me the whole truth. I know the whole truth, and now it’s time to share it with the world. So let’s try again. What’s your name?”

      I quickly glance at the attendance numbers. Nearly eighty thousand now. “You know my name, asshole.”

      “Yes, I do. But these are your rules. The guest always has a name. What’s yours?

      “Poe.”

      “Poe what?”

      “Poe Webb.”

      “And that’s your real name?”

      “You know it is.”

      He leans back a few inches, showing the blank wall behind him. I assume he has Kip nearby. Hands and feet likely bound.

      “Okay, Poe. How old are you?”

      “Why does that matter? I never ask that question to my guests.”

      “It matters because I say it does. Don’t make me hurt him any more than I already have.”

      “Okay, okay. Jesus Christ. I’m thirty.”

      “Very good,” Hindley says. “Let’s establish the ground rules, of which there are very few. I’m going to say five simple words, and when I do, the floor is yours. You start talking. Tell me your story. I won’t interrupt unless I deem it necessary. You have as long as you want to talk. When you’re done, and if I think you’re being truthful, we’ll have a chat. That sound okay to you?”

      “None of this sounds okay to me.”

      “You’re testing my patience, Poe.”

      I squirm, already knowing I need another drink. I justify my desire by knowing the more I drink, the more truthful and forthcoming I’ll be. Which is all bad for me, but good for Kip.

      “Yes, fine,” I say. “The rules sound okay to me. Like you said, they’re my rules after all.”

      “Okay, well, then. This is all very exciting, isn’t it? A very special episode indeed. Are you ready?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Here we go.” He tilts his head a few degrees to the side, his expression smug. He’s about to do what I do every episode, say the five words I always say on a podcast I now regret ever starting.

      “Tell me what you did.”
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      One hour, thirty-seven minutes later

      “Oh, oh my god. Oh my god. No, no, no. Please no. Please don’t—Please DON’T TOUCH HIM ANYMORE. I’M SORRY. I’M SORRY—”
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      I’m standing in front of my desk, staring down at the computer screen. I’m half-aware I’m not screaming anymore.

      I can’t stop looking at the screen. The webcam from Hindley’s video feed was knocked askew by the struggle, and it now points in an entirely new direction. The room Hindley and Kip are in looks like a small carpeted bedroom. Maybe an office. It’s impossible to say because there’s not a single piece of furniture in it, nor anything on the walls. The only disruption to the single white wall I can see is a curtainless window, outside of which a streetlight blazes.

      Blood.

      There’s a streak of blood on the lens of Hindley’s webcam, inking the right side of my screen in a thin red glaze.

      “Kip,” I whisper. “Oh, Kip.”

      It happened so fast.

      I’m sorry, Poe. But you’re the one demanding proof. This is all your fault.

      Hindley disappeared from the camera view briefly after uttering those words, and when he returned, he held a bound and gagged Kip in front of him. Before I even had a chance to scream—not that it would have mattered—Hindley plunged a small knife directly into Kip’s stomach.

      His eyes. How his eyes bulged.

      Kip screamed into his duct tape, thrashed, and fell forward, knocking the webcam over.

      Now, as I continue to watch—and I can’t stop watching—all I see is an empty room, a distant streetlight, and that streak of blood on the camera lens.

      I hear grunting. Panting. But no words.

      Then, like that, I’m disconnected. The browser on my screen refreshes into a simple page showing a puppy running through a field of flowers, accompanied by a few pleasant words.

      
        Your event has ended. Enjoy your day!

      

      I stare blankly at that fucking puppy.

      Dad bursts into my office and rushes over to my monitor, seeing the same thing I’m seeing. Nothing.

      “Did he really just do that?”

      “He stabbed Kip,” I whisper. “After he cut off his finger, he fucking stabbed him in the stomach.”

      “We need to call someone. Police. An ambulance.”

      I feel myself detaching from reality, just as I did after witnessing my mother’s murder. I force myself to answer Dad.

      “There are a hundred thousand people calling nine-on-one right now,” I say, my voice flat. “Probably started calling as soon as he showed the severed finger on screen. But there’s nowhere for the police to go.”

      Dad walks to the office window, which faces the front of the house. “No cops out there. He might be planning to come here next.”

      “He is,” I say, and I believe it. Hindley is coming to kill me. If not tonight, then soon. This is not cat and mouse. This is no longer a game. This is purely hammer and nail.

      “Is Kip dead?” Dad asks.

      “I don’t know. You saw the same thing I did.”

      “Is there anything you saw or anything he said that gives even the slightest indication of where they are? Anything?”

      I shake my head. “He could be anywhere.”

      Dad processes. On the outside, he’s not freaking out. Who knows what’s happening on the inside? “How much have you had to drink?” he asks.

      “Too much,” I reply. “Too goddamn much.”

      “Okay. That’s okay. Don’t worry. But I think we need to get out of here. Tonight. Head to a hotel.”

      This pulls me a bit out of my stupor. “I’m not sure that’s necessary.”

      “It is, Firefly. You said it yourself: You think he’s still coming for you. For us.”

      But what I don’t say is maybe I’m ready for him to come for me. That maybe I’m ready to be done. That whatever life is ahead of me might not be any better than simply being dead.

      But it’s not just about me.

      I have to think of Dad.

      “Okay,” I whisper. “Whatever you think is best.”

      “I’ll go pack and find a place that takes animals.” His hands are still on my shoulders, and he leans in to hug me. “Do you want me to get you anything?”

      “No,” I say. Then I leave his embrace and sit back down at my desk. “I think I’m just going to be here.”

      “Okay, okay. Be ready to leave in a half hour?”

      “Sure.”

      Dad hesitates for a moment, looking at me, probably trying to figure out how far from reality I’ve detached. I’m not sure if he found an answer, but seconds later he leaves the room.

      Back to the computer, I launch a new browser tab and navigate back to the private Facebook group. I’m expecting to be overwhelmed by five hundred messages with five hundred different theories, but what I’m not expecting is the first post that comes up.

      It’s a photo.

      A mugshot.

      And it’s Hindley.
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      It’s a much younger-looking Hindley than the man I know. Still thin, but not emaciated. More hair. Face more fleshed out. Eyes as luminescent as ever. I cringe just thinking about it, but I have to admit the man in the photo is handsome. Striking, even. Does he look like Leopold Hutchins?

      Maybe.

      But he looks a lot more like Ian Hindley.

      It takes me a second to realize it’s more than just a photo. It’s a link to an article from nearly twenty years ago.

      I click.

      The article looks like it was scanned in from an actual newspaper, which I suppose makes sense given how old it is. It’s from the Daily Hampshire Gazette and constitutes a total of four paragraphs.

      It takes maybe thirty seconds to read. Thirty seconds that change my life forever.

      The man in the photo?

      His name is John Worbly. And he was sentenced to twenty to life in prison for killing a liquor-store clerk during a botched robbery.

      Twenty to life. The significance of those three words hits me immediately.

      Unless he escaped or his sentence was overturned, Worbly was in prison when my mother died.

      Meaning he’s not the killer.

      Holy shit.

      He’s not the man who killed my mom.

      I try to curb my excitement, waiting for my reasoning to get obliterated by the comments on the Facebook post. But it only takes seconds for my hopes to be affirmed by the top comment.

      
        Watched the livestream with my neighbor, who spent his early 20s incarcerated. The moment it started he recognized Ian Hindley. Said his name is John Worbly and they were in the same prison together (MCI Cedar Junction). Didn’t take long to find this article and the info that Worbly was in prison for nineteen years and was just released early, like six months ago. HINDLEY IS NOT HUTCHINS.

      

      There are nearly two hundred comments on the post, most people rejoicing at the information. Celebrating my, well, not innocence, but the fact the man I killed was indeed Leopold Hutchins.

      Other comments debate whether I made up the whole story about New York, and a few openly suggest Hindley is an actor I’ve paid to drive more listeners to my podcast. But I know Hindley isn’t an actor. I also know exactly what he is.

      Hindley is a fraud. A delusional, dangerous, attention-seeking fraud. He has nothing to do with Leopold Hutchins, and the only reason he ever looked familiar to me is because that’s how brains work. Brains try to make sense of things, put puzzle pieces together. If I’d seen a picture of Hindley before he came into my life, it probably wouldn’t have sparked even the faintest of memories.

      Hindley’s only talent all along was his power of suggestion. That’s it. That’s fucking it. He figured some shit out about my past, and I have no idea how he did it, but that’s what the best liars do. They make you believe.

      My mind is spinning so much that I can’t focus on the computer screen any longer. I push my chair away from my desk, trying to take in everything that’s happened tonight. But I can’t keep a train of thought for longer than a few seconds.

      My attempts are killed by the sight of my phone lighting up in my peripheral vision. Another call.

      It’s Officer Gadecki.

      “You okay?” he asks.

      “Define ‘okay.’”

      “I’ll take that as a no. I watched the whole thing tonight.”

      “Does anyone on the force have any idea where he is? If Kip isn’t dead, then he certainly needs to get to the hospital.”

      “I’m afraid not,” Gadecki says. “Most frustrating thing as a cop is knowing someone needs help and not being able to provide it. But I assure you, we’re doing everything we can. Turns out the guy is an ex-con, released just a few months ago.”

      “I just found that out. And I suppose he doesn’t need to wear an ankle bracelet?” I glance out the window, to the streetlight and its orange haze.

      “No, but he does need to check in with his PO, which he stopped doing over three weeks ago. There’s a warrant to bring him in. Last known address in Manchester.”

      Manchester.

      I think it through as best I can. Here’s this felon, in prison for a long time for murder, gets out early, and within months he’s after me. Very specifically after me. Then he risks his freedom to carry out this elaborate plan to get me to confess to murder.

      Why?

      “Unless he’s able to hide,” I tell Gadecki, “the guy is going back to prison.”

      “For a long time. Maybe the rest of his life, depending on…”

      Whether Kip is alive or not.

      “So he doesn’t care,” I say. “It’s like he knows it. He spent his small amount of freedom tormenting me, knowing he’d be going back.”

      “Right,” Gadecki says. “Which brings me to the point of my call, other than checking on you.”

      “Which is?”

      “To tell you you’re not safe.”

      “Yeah, no kidding.”

      “We’re sending a unit over there ASAP. Sorry it hasn’t happened sooner.”

      I hear my dad rummaging around downstairs. “Don’t bother,” I tell Gadecki. “We’re headed to a hotel tonight. Leaving in about a half hour.”

      “Okay, okay. We’ll still post a car in case he decides to show up.”

      “Thank you.”

      We chat for a few more seconds, making arrangements for Dad and me to head into the station tomorrow and file a restraining order, now that we know who Hindley actually is.

      “One more question, if I can,” Gadecki says

      “Okay.”

      “What you…what you talked about on the show tonight. You confessed to killing a man in New York. Was that true?”

      Eight years of built-up anxiety threatens to make me explode. At long last a police officer is asking me directly about Leonard Avery.

      “That’s not a conversation I’m going to have without a lawyer,” I say.

      Gadecki takes a few beats before replying. “That’s the right answer.”

      Seconds later we hang up. I’m a bit more clearheaded at the moment, though I still curse myself for drinking so much tonight. Maybe the relief of finding out the truth about Hindley gave me a shot of adrenaline. But that relief is heavily outweighed by my panic over Kip.

      I should never have even entertained the idea of a live stream. The moment Hindley came into my life, I should’ve taken a hiatus from the podcast, given Kip time off to work on his other projects.

      This is all because of me.

      Whatever Hindley’s reasons, I’m the center of all his rage. And now that rage has spilled over to those I care about. He almost abducted Dad. He succeeded in abducting Kip. Hurt him. Maybe killed him.

      I’m transported back seventeen years. I knew about my mother’s affair. I’d read the emails. I could’ve confronted her as soon as I found out, rather than waited to catch her in the act. I waited, and she died because I did.

      “I’m so fucking sorry,” I whisper. How easy it would be to cry, to sit here and sob, and how equally useless that would be. I’m about to scream in frustration when I stop myself, knowing I’d only scare Dad half to death. Instead, I look out my office window again, searching for answers that won’t be there.

      The streetlight still beams.

      I stare at it for a long time, losing myself in its haze.

      Then I suddenly flinch at the chill of a thought. A thought that has no beginning or end, just an endless cold steel blade passing through my guts.

      The streetlight.
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      I head downstairs, barely registering the space around me. Bailey follows, her nose brushing against the back of my leg.

      I walk to the front hall closet, put on my down jacket, slide on snow boots.

      I don’t see or hear Dad. He must be in his room, packing.

      Good.

      I’m not telling him what I’m thinking or planning. This is something I need to do alone.

      I head into the garage, my intention to grab the baseball bat. But once inside, I glance over at my workbench and spy the hatchet hanging on the wall. A hatchet my dad bought me a couple of years ago after I complained about how hard it was to remove some ugly bushes in my backyard.

      I’ve used it once.

      I remove it from the wall, thumb the edge of the blade. Still sharp. The weight of the hatchet is satisfying, assuring.

      Back inside the house, I start heading toward the front door. Grimm comes strutting toward me from the direction of my dad’s room, and this little fucker comes right up to me, meows, and rubs against my legs.

      It’s the only affection he’s ever shown me. I reach down with my free hand and give him a stroke along his back, which he accepts with enthusiasm. If I were to spend time searching for meaning in this, I suppose I could come up with something profound. But Grimm’s voice in my head speaks only three words.

      Nice knowing ya.

      I straighten and open the front door. Bailey tries to push past me and head outside, but I stop her with my leg.

      “Sorry, girl. I’m going alone.”

      I lean down, scratch her ear, kiss her on the forehead.

      “I love you, you know.”

      She gives me a wagging tongue and tail, which is all I need.

      Outside, I shut the door behind me.

      The night is still, the only sound my breathing, which fogs the air as I look up at the streetlight.

      I don’t even bother walking down my path to the sidewalk.

      I cut left into my lawn, my feet crunching through the pristine snow.

      I don’t have far to go.
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      He’s close.

      Of course he’s close.

      That was his plan all along. Be close enough to kill me Halloween night.

      The streetlight got me thinking. Sure, streetlights look the same all over the country, and it would be impossible to pick a specific one out of a lineup. But something about the streetlight from Hindley’s webcam made me think of the streetlight outside my house. That very specific orange hue. Again, it’s not like a fingerprint. But enough to get me thinking.

      Thinking about the blank wall behind Hindley’s face during the live stream. Then, after he attacked Kip and the webcam angle shifted, the empty room they were in.

      The house.

      It’s empty. The laptop he used for the live stream wasn’t even on a desk. It was on the floor. The room they broadcast from didn’t have a single piece of furniture or a single piece of art on the walls.

      Who lives in a place like that?

      My feet keep a slow and steady pace as I finally reach the sidewalk, contemplating the answer to my question.

      No one, I conclude.

      No one lives in an empty house.

      A minute later I’m in front of another streetlight. Identical to the one in front of my house. Orange hue.

      This particular light is in front of the house closest to mine. The one belonging to the Stohls, who moved to South Carolina a month ago. The FOR SALE sign on their lawn is a large one, a thick wooden frame with an inch of snow on top. No sale pending or under contract addenda. Nothing to indicate there’s been a single person interested in the place.

      But I think I know who might have been interested.

      I keep walking down the sidewalk, my steps slowing. The light casting down silhouettes me, outlining the hatchet in my right hand.

      Not a single light on inside the Stohls’ house, at least not from this angle.

      Could be I’m wrong.

      I’ll find out soon enough.

      Three more steps, and then I stop in front of the driveway.

      Tire tracks in the snow.

      I follow them all the way to the garage, where I see a collection of footprints.

      He’s here.

      He’s fucking here.

      And he managed to get his van inside the garage.

      My heart is beating so hard, I’m convinced the whole neighborhood can hear it. But I know it’s silent, and I take a moment to focus on that silence, listening for any sound at all. The sound of footsteps inside the house. Or someone wailing in pain because they’ve been stabbed in the stomach.

      Nothing.

      I hear nothing.

      I turn, walk around the side of the house, following a trail of footprints in the snow.

      The Stohls’ house is larger than mine, though far from a mansion. Two stories, three-car garage, and a massive backyard. Last time I was over here was for a barbeque last summer. Leslie gave me a tour of the house, and in my mind, I imagine the main bedroom stripped of furniture and wall art, and it looks a lot like the webcam view from Hindley’s computer just a little while ago.

      The main bedroom is on the front of the house; the windows look out directly onto that streetlight. The fact the lights are off in that room tells me Hindley has either left or is soon planning to. Maybe to come over to my place.

      I take a breath, trying to figure out my next move. I follow the trail of footprints until they end, which they do at the side door leading into the garage.

      I reach out and twist the knob as gently as I can.

      It’s unlocked.
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      I don’t open the door fully but let it rest cracked open an inch. The garage is dark.

      I sense this is a point-of-no-return moment, so I allow myself a minute to weigh my options. The most sensible short-term decision is to get the hell out of here, call the police, have them come over. If he’s here, Hindley gets arrested, goes back to prison. Easy peasy.

      But by the time they get here, Hindley could be gone. Or even if they arrest him, and even if he goes back to prison, one day he’ll get out again. Maybe in a year, maybe another twenty. But he’ll get out, and he’ll come right back for me.

      In fact, after searching my brain for all possible answers, I know the one fact I can rely on is that there’s only one way to stop Hindley permanently.

      My right hand grips the hatchet handle a little tighter.

      I push the door open and walk into the garage.

      The shaft of pale moonlight behind me disappears as I close the door, leaving just the light streaming through the small windows in the garage door. It’s enough for me to see the broad outline of Hindley’s van. I run my fingers along the hood as I walk back; the metal is cold to the touch. He hasn’t gone anywhere since the live stream.

      It smells like a garage: concrete and the faintest whiff of gasoline. As my eyes adjust to the dark, I can tell the van is the only thing in here. All the Stohls’ possessions are with them in South Carolina, leaving behind only the skeleton of their house.

      I walk around to the side of the van and peer in the driver’s window. I can’t make out anything.

      Then I take a few steps to the back and press my ear against the van’s sidewall panels. Nothing. Not a single murmur or whimper. If Kip is in there, I’m guessing he’s already dead.

      It kills me to even think of that possibility.

      Focus. Stay focused.

      I squint and try to discern the door to the house. I can’t tell, but I guess the general direction, and moments later I find it. A single door. No light shaft outlining it from within.

      I try this knob as well. Like the other, it turns unimpeded. I open the door just a half inch, enough to release the latch from the faceplate, but not enough to create space between the door and the frame.

      Am I really doing this?

      I try to push away the fear, but I may as well be trying to lift this house. So instead I think of anyone aside from myself.

      I think of my mother, who deserved so many more years.

      Of my father, who could also be forever targeted by Hindley.

      Of Bailey, who would eat poison in complete doggy ignorance until it was too late.

      But mostly I think of Kip. If Kip is alive, then my walking through this door might be his only shot at survival.

      I open the door and walk inside.
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      In the dark I can feel the emptiness. The cavernous space, the unadorned walls, the whisked-away memories. This is a modern house, but in the moment, it feels all the world like a cave. A pitch-black place in which things lie in wait.

      I enter the kitchen, where the oven light casts a green glow and lets me know it’s nearly ten p.m. My wet boots squeak against the hardwood floor, and though the sound is almost imperceptible, in my mind it might as well be a marching band going full throttle.

      Breathe, god damn it. Don’t forget to breathe.

      In the distance I can just make out the bottom of the stairs, near the front door. In recalling my tour of the place with Leslie Stohl, I don’t remember any bedrooms being on the main level. If Hindley is still here, I’m guessing he’s upstairs.

      A sudden sound. Movement. I nearly scream in the split second it takes me to realize it’s my phone vibrating in my front jeans pocket. Thank god the ringer’s off.

      I pull the phone out. Dad’s texting me, asking where I am. It takes all the willpower in the world to ignore him and set the phone to silent, but I manage it.

      As I walk toward the stairs, I keep as close to the walls as I can, and once I reach the living room, I raise the hatchet to shoulder height. I try not to be fooled by how strong this makes me feel. I have an excellent chance of dying in this house tonight, and it would do me good to keep that in mind.

      I finally reach the bottom of the stairs and look up. It’s like staring into a black hole—the darkness at the top seems to swallow everything around it.

      The stair treads are carpeted. I begin my climb up.

      The third step groans, and I pause and listen. I don’t hear anything upstairs, and that may be the worst thing of all. If Hindley wasn’t expecting me, I would expect to hear something, even the slightest movement. Maybe he isn’t here.

      Or maybe he’s expecting me.

      Fuck.

      I shift to the side of the steps as I continue, hoping to avoid any more noise as I place my weight on each riser, slow and careful.

      I’m nearly at the top when I see the light. A yellow haze coming from the end of the dark hallway.

      There.

      I reach the top, a few beads of sweat breaching the surface of my forehead. I stare down the hallway to the very last door, which is closed. Light from the room streams from beneath it, around its edges. This isn’t the room Hindley used during the live stream; that room faced the front of the house. This room is at the back, and it’s the only room with a light on.

      I can hear my heart. My shallow breaths. My footsteps on the carpet.

      But there’s no sound coming from behind that door.

      It takes everything I have to walk down this hallway. In the dark. Past three other doors, all of them closed, and Hindley could be behind any of them. If he knows I’m here, he could have turned on the light in the one room to lure me. All the while he comes out from another door and plunges a knife between my shoulder blades.

      He doesn’t know I’m here. I have to keep telling myself this because otherwise I’ll hesitate. He doesn’t know I’m here.

      I reach the backlit door. My left hand grasps the cool brass knob, my right clutching the hatchet.

      I can still leave. Still call the cops, still take my chances and hope the justice system will forever keep Hindley away from my family.

      I take a breath, savor the air in my lungs as best I can, then let it out with purpose and a prayer to the universe.

      I open the door.

      And there they are.
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      Kip is sitting on a folding chair facing me, his wrists zip-tied together and each ankle fastened to a chair leg.

      Kip’s eyes widen when they see me.

      He’s alive. Thank god he’s alive.

      My immediate thought is that he could at least break free from the chair without too much difficulty, and then I remember he’s been knifed in the stomach.

      There’s a gag in his mouth, and he stares at me in wide-eyed silent horror. His bloodied beige T-shirt has been sliced open, layers of gauze wrapped around his abdomen. His left hand is also heavily bandaged, but not enough to keep the stump of his pinky finger from saturating the dressing in red.

      Hindley has treated the wounds. But not to save him, I think. Just to keep him alive a bit longer.

      “You’re so predictable.” Hindley sits in a chair next to Kip, his legs outstretched casually, a gun held loosely in his right hand.

      “I wouldn’t have pegged you for a gun person,” I say.

      “I’m not usually. But I find they work nicely when you can’t rely on your own physical strength.” He lifts it and points the gun at my head. I find myself not really caring. “And look at you. Bringing an axe to a gunfight.”

      It’s jarring to see Hindley in the flesh. The real-life Hindley is even more emaciated and diseased looking than the digital version. This person is a fucking scarecrow.

      “How’d an ex-con get a gun?” I ask.

      Now Hindley stands, moves behind Kip, rests the hand with the weapon on Kip’s right shoulder. “So, you figured that out? Well, that was bound to happen.”

      I take a step forward, look down at Kip. I try to reassure him with my gaze, but have no idea how to do that.

      “You’re not Hutchins,” I say. “You were in prison when my mother was murdered. And you’re not even Ian Hindley. You’re John Worbly.”

      He smiles. “You can still call me ‘Hindley.’ I quite prefer the name. And you, dear Poe.” He shifts the gun to his left hand. Because, unlike Hutchins, he’s left-handed, or ambidextrous. “You’re drunk, I’m guessing.”

      “I could drink you under the table.”

      “Of that I have no doubt. Now, please, put the hatchet down. In fact, throw it out of reach, down the hallway.”

      There’s no point in buying time with questions. I do as he says.

      “Good. Now give me your phone. Toss it to me, gently.”

      I hesitate for just a moment. Giving him my phone severs any hope for help, and I instantly regret not telling Dad where I was headed. But if I resist, I chance Hindley hurting Kip more than he already has, so I lob my phone. It thuds along the carpet and lands near Hindley’s feet.

      Hindley doesn’t even pick it up—he just starts stomping on it with his right foot. In a few seconds it’s destroyed.

      “The cops are on their way,” I say.

      “No, they’re not,” Hindley says. “You came here alone.”

      “And how do you know that?”

      “If you had called the police, you would have waited at home. I think this is something you had to do yourself. The arrogance suits you.”

      “They’ll be here any minute.”

      Hindley shrugs. “Well, they’re awfully slow to respond, then, aren’t they?”

      He walks around Kip and gets within six feet of me, forcing me to take a step back.

      “Do you really think I care about the police?” he says. “Do I seem to be doing everything I can to stay out of prison?” He pauses. Then a flash of anger lights up his face. “That’s not a rhetorical question. Answer me.”

      “No,” I whisper. “Your identity was bound to be revealed. You stopped checking in with your PO.”

      “Exactly.”

      Then the full impact of it hits me. “You don’t care because you’re not planning to live long enough to go back to prison.”

      There’s that fucking smile again. “You do have a knack for criminal psychology. Must be all those podcast interviews.” He walks a bit closer to me; I take another step back. “Take a seat next to your lover.”

      I know better than to argue. If—when—it comes time to make a move, I want it to be as much of a surprise as possible. I want him to think I’m weak, that I’ll acquiesce to anything he says. So I walk over and sit next to Kip. Hindley takes position where I was just standing, at the entrance to the bedroom, facing us, his back to the open door.

      I look down at the pieces of my phone. Hindley seems to have the same plan for all of us.

      “So you’re planning a murder-suicide in this room,” I say. Kip groans at the comment.

      “Oh, no, no, no,” Hindley replies. “Let me be very clear. I don’t want to die. But I don’t really want to live either. Call me a moment-to-moment kind of guy. I want to have fun here now, and then I’ll leave. If the police get close to me, I may take an off-ramp from this world. But I’ll certainly try to have a lot more fun before I do.”

      He’s planning to kill us, hard stop. Which means I definitely have to make a move. It’s just a matter of when. He hasn’t restrained me yet. When he tries to, that might be my best—and only—chance.

      “Kip’s hurt,” I say. “Just let him go. That’s my one request.”

      Hindley’s expression softens to a dull flatness. If not for those fiery eyes, he could be a corpse. “I wasn’t aware I was taking requests,” he says. “But if it makes you feel better, I have no intention of killing your boyfriend.”

      “Thank you,” I say, having thought I’d be thanking this piece of shit for anything.

      He nods, as if to say, You’re welcome. “You’re killing him.”

    
  
    
      
        Ninety-Four

      
      I anticipated these very words a half second before he spoke them, and I think I’m able to contain my shock. Of course, he isn’t planning to let either of us live.

      Kip shifts in his chair, then tries to stand. Hindley raises the gun and points it not at him, but me.

      “Sit down,” he says to Kip. “Just because I have no intention of killing you doesn’t mean I won’t. But it’d be more fun to have you suffer through each other’s deaths.”

      My adrenaline is spiking, and I hope it stays that way. I could punch through a fucking concrete wall right now. Hand to hand, I could take him. But he’s got the gun and, somewhere, a knife. My hatchet is a good twenty feet down the dark hallway behind Hindley’s back. My only weapons are my words, sharpened and honed after years of interviewing those with dark things to confess. I need to keep him talking.

      “You really have it in for me,” I say. “What’d I do, exactly? Cut you off in traffic or something?”

      Hindley grins, says nothing.

      I lean forward in my chair, being careful not to raise my butt even an inch off the seat. I don’t want him to feel threatened and tie me up. “Look at you,” I say. “You’re dying to tell me. This is the moment you’ve been fantasizing about, isn’t it? I bet you have a speech planned. Rehearsed in the mirror, over and over.” I smile, cold as all that snow outside. “This is your Scooby-Doo villain moment, motherfucker. Let’s hear it.”

      Hindley lowers the gun, sits on the floor, crosses his legs. “You know, by the time the criminal was confessing his motives on Scooby-Doo, he’d already been caught. Is that what you’re expecting, Poe? That you’ll live through this night and I’ll be either caught or killed?”

      “A woman can dream.”

      He nods. “You could be right. No one can predict the future. But I’d guess your chances of survival are very low.”

      “Anything can happen,” I say, more prayer than threat. “Except for one thing. I’m not hurting Kip.”

      Hindley studies me for a few moments, wide-eyed and with his mouth hanging just a tad open.

      “Tell me,” he says, “when you poisoned my brother, how much did he suffer?”

    
  
    
      
        Ninety-Five

      
      And, just like that, the truth.

      All this time spent wondering about Hindley’s motive. About whether he was Leopold Hutchins.

      His fucking brother. I remember thinking of the possibility of Hindley being related to Hutchins, but the logic never clicked with me. It made far more sense that Hindley was an obsessed fan, a stalker who’d dug up my past.

      I guess Leonard Avery wasn’t lying after all when he said he had a brother.

      “So you’re not just a random lunatic,” I say. “Wow, your momma must be so proud of what the two of you became.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “Did he suffer?” I narrow my gaze. “Yeah, that piece of shit suffered. Screaming, foaming at the mouth, convulsing. It was hysterical. I’m happy the poison didn’t make quick work of it because it was such a pleasure to suffocate him.”

      I see a cloud pass over Hindley’s face. “I’ll admit,” he says, “it was difficult to hear the details of what you did during our interview tonight. He was the only person in the world I loved. My best friend.”

      “I highly doubt you’re capable of love.”

      “If I had time, I would’ve gone out and bought rat poison for you to feed each other. But I’m afraid we’ll have to make do with my knife.”

      “I’m not touching him.”

      “We’ll see.” He glances at the watch on his left wrist. “The clock is ticking. I’ll need you both dead in the next, oh, let’s call it fifteen minutes. So, if you have questions, now’s the time to ask them.”

      It’s impossible to know if I’m succeeding at hiding the fear on my face. “Sure, I have a question: How many small animals did you kill growing up? Or did you become a fully formed sociopath the moment you hit adulthood?”

      Now he laughs, just a chuckle, and it’s everything joy shouldn’t be. “Tick tock, Poe. You keep stalling, and I’ll just shoot both of you now.”

      “No, you won’t. This is the moment you’ve been waiting for. It’s going to happen exactly as you’ve planned it.” I try my best to steady my voice. “The last thing you want is to come too fast.”

      At this, Hindley stands and walks over to me. Stands right in front of me, my face at his crotch, the stench of his unwashed body powerful. He points the gun at my head, inches it closer until it’s angled against my temple. The math isn’t difficult. Half my brains would land behind Kip’s chair, fragments of my skull painting the wall behind me. And maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. It’d be fast, and then it would be over. Hell, it’d do wonders for my drinking problem. Were it not for Kip sitting next to me, I’d be tempted to tell Hindley just to get the whole fucking thing over with already.

      But he doesn’t pull the trigger. Instead, while keeping his gun on me, he leans down, brushes my hair away with his free hand, and drags his tongue along the nape of my neck.

      It’s all I can do not to scream.

    
  
    
      
        Ninety-Six

      
      Hindley straightens, takes a step back, says, “You’re going to come before I do, and that’s all that matters.”

      He returns to his seat on the floor by the door, and disgust courses through my body as I realize I just missed what may have been my best opportunity. I’m unbound. I should have attacked him while he was that close.

      I have to focus. I have to think about opportunities, not final moments. If I tell myself we’re going to die, that’s exactly what will happen. All this means I need to play into his plan, ask him questions, let him have his moment. That’s my only chance at lulling him into a false sense of confidence.

      I look at Kip and blink, the same I love you blink from the preshow. He blinks back.“What was your brother’s name?” I ask Hindley.

      “Leo,” he says. “My parents named him Leonardo, but he hated it. Always went by ‘Leo.’”

      Leopold Hutchins.

      Leonard Avery.

      Leonardo Worbly.

      “Leo and John Worbly,” I say.

      “Yes.”

      “And, what, you just committed crimes together until you got locked away?”

      Hindley—and all I can do is think of him as Hindley—looks up at the ceiling, seemingly lost in a search of a memory. “We don’t have that kind of time,” he says. “But yes, essentially. We only had each other, but that was enough. He was the one who shot and killed that liquor-store clerk, though we were both there. I took the fall for it and was happy to do so. I would have died for him, and him for me.”

      “Sounds like he left you high and dry,” I say. “Twenty years for a trigger you didn’t pull?”

      “Watch your mouth,” he says. “You’re not allowed to talk about him like that.”

      “Why would you take the fall for him? I mean, there’s love and there’s stupidity.”

      His jaw twitches, and I think I’m getting to him. Yes, I’m undoubtedly pissing him off, but if I keep playing it cool, he might slip up. I don’t even know what a slipup could look like, but I have to try. And I’m sure as hell not going to sit here and beg for my life.

      “My brother had previous experiences with violence that he’d gotten away with,” Hindley says. “If he’d been arrested, the police could very well have found out about those crimes, and he undoubtedly would have spent the rest of his life in prison.”

      “So you traded twenty years of your life so he’d avoid a lifetime in prison.”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m so glad I spoiled your reunion, then.”

      Another jaw twitch, accompanied by his hand visibly tightening on the gun. “Last chance for questions, Poe.”

      I almost say, Or else what? But I know Hindley has plenty of or-else-whats swirling in his head.

      “Why did he kill my mother?”

      This brings the smile back to his face. “That was his thing for a while. He always liked the ladies, and he’d regale me with the stories when he came to visit me in prison. We developed a special code to talk about things like that when we knew we were being recorded. It was always a fishing metaphor.” He motions with his free hand as he speaks; his left hand still has the gun firmly in grasp. “Landed a big one last weekend. Fought it for nearly a half hour before getting it on the boat. Then gutted it and cooked it for dinner.”

      His words sear into me. “So your brother was a serial killer.”

      “Of sorts. He killed six women over the course of about a decade. Not big numbers. Your mother wasn’t the first, though he became much more careful after her. No more witnesses.”

      I glance again at Kip. His eyes are still wide, begging me to find a way out of here. I give him the slightest nod and turn my attention back to Hindley.

      “Why did he stop?” I ask.

      “Because you killed him.”

      “Oh.”

      “Leo moved to New York after your mother’s death. He needed to get away, and had wanted to move there ever since we watched American Psycho. He even got a job on Wall Street, fancied himself a modern-era Patrick Bateman.”

      I lean forward another inch, flexing my toes to keep my feet from falling asleep. “How did you know he was killed?”

      The answer is swift. “I didn’t until you confessed to it tonight. But I suspected.”

      My head is spinning with all this information. But of everything Hindley’s revealed, the comforting part is knowing I killed a serial killer who likely would’ve gone on to kill even more. Hell, I was probably his next target.

      “He told you he was meeting me,” I say. “You still talked.”

      “Every Sunday, he called me in prison. And yes, he said he was meeting a person whose profile picture was that of your mother. And then he even called me midweek to tell me about your first date, and that it was you. The daughter. He said it was all very amusing and that you were a fish he couldn’t wait to catch. His Moby Dick.”

      “Did he think I knew it was him?”

      “Leo wasn’t sure. But he certainly wasn’t one to rely on coincidence.”

      “Well, then, he was pretty fucking stupid to pop those appetizers in his mouth the moment he came to my place.”

      “He wasn’t stupid. You didn’t know him.”

      The pieces fall together. “And then suddenly he stopped calling you.”

      Hindley nods. “No one heard from him again. He was just…gone. I didn’t know anything about you, but I figured it had to be you. You recognized him, and you killed him.”

      “But you couldn’t do anything about it—”

      “Because I was stuck in prison.” He tilts his head just a bit to the left. “For years I didn’t care about getting out or even dying while incarcerated. I had nothing to live for, until I learned about you. I became the model prisoner after that and even had some time shaved off for good behavior.”

      We’re running out of story, which means I’m running out of time. “And as soon as you got out, you came for me.”

      He opens his arms wide. “And look where we are.”

      “So…” I squeeze the sides of my chair. “You’ve risked everything just to get to me.”

      “A worthwhile risk. You killed my brother, after all.”

      “He killed my mother!”

      Hindley remains calm, and I curse myself for losing my cool.

      “The things we do for family,” he says. He was sitting on the floor but now stands, an ominous sign. As if echoing my thoughts, Kip squirms in his seat.

      “My brother had a sickness, I’ll admit that. It’s part of being in our family. We come from a line of sick people. But he didn’t deserve to die. What you did to him…that was inexcusable. You treated him as one would a rat.”

      “An insult to rats, I’d say.”

      Hindley reads my face, knows it’s time.

      Kip is going to die.

      I’m going to die.

      “One of you is going to kill the other with my knife,” he says. “The other I’ll shoot in the head, quick and painless. Poe, do me a favor and remove the gag from your man’s mouth.”

      I do as he says, pulling out a wadded bandanna from Kip’s mouth, the thin cotton warm and wet. Kip sucks in a deep lungful of air, coughs it out, then tells Hindley to go fuck himself. “I’m sorry,” Kips says to me. “I don’t know how he got into my building, my loft. But he was there waiting for me. God, I love you.”

      “I love you,” I tell him. “And I’m sorry. I’m not hurting you, I promise.”

      Tears form in Kip’s eyes—not the first of the night, I’m guessing. “I’m not hurting you either.”

      “Sorry,” Hindley says. “I hadn’t yet explained the extent of my rules. Whoever kills the other not only gets a quick death, but their family will be spared. On the other hand, if you choose not to do the killing, not only will you die horribly, but so will anyone connected to you. And if both of you refuse, I’ll visit both your families.” He takes a step closer, then removes a knife from his front pocket and unfolds it. “I think you both know I’ll make good on that promise.”

      Hindley takes another step, and now he’s just a few feet from us. I feel my bladder beg to give out but hold it in with everything I have. I will not piss myself out of fear in front of this motherfucker.

      Kip lowers his head, stares at his lap. He sobs once, and only once.

      I keep my attention drilled into Hindley. This weak piece of shit. I’ve seen stronger-looking stick figures. But he has a gun in his left hand and now a knife in his right. Perhaps his greatest weapon is his willingness and excitement to use both.

      I’ll have to rush at him. There’s no other choice. He’ll probably shoot me first, then finish me with the knife. But maybe that will give the slightest of chances for Kip to live.

      Hindley will kill my dad. Probably Bailey and Grimm, just for good measure. I can only hope the cops get to him first, but there’s no way to calculate such odds. All I know is I won’t hurt Kip. No fucking way.

      “So,” Hindley says, now one step closer, a ghost floating up to us. “Who’s going to be the first to die?”

      Then.

      A figure in that deep, dark hallway behind Hindley, directly in my line of sight.

      The figure moves forward, now appears in the light.

      “You,” the man says.

      Dad.

    
  
    
      
        Ninety-Seven

      
      There’s my baseball bat in his right hand and an expression on his face I’ve only seen once. The day Mom died.

      Hindley turns, points the gun at him, says, “A family reunion.”

      Dad looks at me and gives me a little nod, an odd air of confidence considering the situation. I’ve never been happier or more distraught at seeing him.

      “Saw your footprints in the snow when I couldn’t find you,” he says to me. “Followed them here.”

      I don’t bother to ask if he called the cops or not. Best to assume we’re on our own.

      “Smart cookie,” Hindley says. “And thank you for making my job easier. Now I don’t have to come to you.” Hindley looks back at Kip and me, knowing I could charge from behind at any moment. But he mostly keeps looking at my father. Hindley doesn’t seem threatened by any of us.

      It’s going to be up to me. I have to attack. The odds are slightly better now that Hindley’s attention is divided, but I don’t see how we get out of here unharmed.

      “We were just talking about your wife,” Hindley says. “I’m not a big fan of repeating myself, but you might want to hear the story. I’m sure your daughter found it illuminating.”

      Dad’s voice is pure menace. “I’m not interested in a single word coming from your fucking mouth.”

      Hindley smiles and seems poised to say something else, some sinister little aside, but he doesn’t get a chance.

      Dad charges him.

    
  
    
      
        Ninety-Eight

      
      I can hardly process what’s happening, much less find the clarity to shout a warning or scream in horror.

      Dad just runs full bore at Hindley, a suicide mission. An act of sacrifice just to buy me enough time to make my own move.

      The thing is, Dad closes the distance at a speed I never would have expected. I haven’t seen him run in years, but he races at Hindley like a college track star.

      No one is more surprised than Hindley, and his calm, snide expression morphs into momentary wide-eyed panic.

      Hindley manages to shoot, and this is when I finally scream.

      They say moments like this slow themselves down, making witnesses able to recall every little detail. But not now. This is chaos. A tangled mess of shapes and motion.

      Dad plows right into Hindley, and both men fall to the carpeted floor. Dad must be hit, because he didn’t even try to use the bat, which has fallen just out of arm’s reach of them.

      My limbs finally spring into motion, and I jump out of my chair to help.

      Hindley throws a wild punch that lands weakly on my father’s shoulder, but Dad doesn’t punch back. With that same unexpected speed, my father is back on his feet. It takes him just a second to grab the bat from the floor and stand over Hindley. Hindley raises his left hand, in which he’s still holding the gun. He points it directly at my father’s stomach.

      “Dad, look out—”

      Dad kicks Hindley’s hand, as casually as swatting a fly. The gun scatters several feet away.

      Now Hindley, on his back, holds up both hands, an act of submission. “You don’t have to do—”

      The next word is nothing but a bone-rattling expulsion of air, a direct result of Dad smashing the baseball bat directly into Hindley’s bony and sunken chest.

      Dad doesn’t hesitate before swinging again, this time connecting the end of the bat with Hindley’s left kneecap, which yields a sickening crunch.

      Hindley screams, a sound nightmares are born from.

      I grab the gun off the floor as my father takes a step back. His expression is one of fury, of pain that’s built up over seventeen years, seeking a release.

      “Are you okay?” I ask him.

      Dad breathes heavily as he reaches up and touches his shoulder, then grimaces. “Nicked me. Nothing bad.”

      I spy the blood on his fingers.

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m fine, Firefly.”

      I don’t think I’ll ever have enough gratitude for Hindley’s poor aim.

      Hindley gasps in mind-twisting pain. He’s looking everywhere and nowhere, all at once.

      Kip stares on in silence, like all this is a movie.

      Dad wipes his mouth, then lifts the bat again. Moves forward so he’s once again straddling Hindley’s body, and I know the next blow will be to the skull.

      “No,” I say.

      My father looks over to me while keeping the bat held high. “What?”

      “Don’t do it.”

      Confusion on his face. He’s panting. “Poe, he’s just going to keep coming and coming. If he gets out of prison again, he’ll come after you. After us.”

      “I know,” I say.

      “So what are you doing?”

      I walk up to my father, touch his arms with just enough pressure to get him to lower the bat. Then I kiss him on the cheek.

      “You’ve never killed anyone,” I say. “You have a clean record. We’d argue self-defense, but it could get complicated legally.”

      A smidge of realization dawns over his face, but he’s going to make me say it.

      “What are you telling me?” he asks.

      I look at the broken man on the floor. “I’ll do it.”

    
  
    
      
        Ninety-Nine

      
      Dad and Kip wait downstairs. How does one wait for a killing? My father protested, as I expected him to. Nearly pulled me out of the room by force, demanding we call the police, even though he was all too prepared to commit the act himself.

      Kip was quiet, uttering a simple “you don’t have to do this.”

      I told them both, “Yes. I have to.”

      Before leaving, Dad grabbed the knife from the floor. Hindley hardly reacted.

      The bedroom door is closed. I take a seat in the chair I’d been in earlier, Kip’s empty chair next to me. Hindley is on the carpet, a continuous low moan escaping his lips. Could either be the pain or a long prayerful chant. I don’t care.

      I’ve never fired a gun before. Hindley’s is a revolver, and I quickly figure out how to open the cylinder, confirm it’s loaded.

      It is. Five of the six chambers.

      It’s heavy and warm in my hand.

      I stare at him, this twisted creature, and consider that I have the power to end the Worbly lineage of evil. Two brothers and all their destruction, gone.

      He flips himself over onto his stomach, tries to crawl and fails.

      One might think that the longer I sit here and look at him, the greater the chance of pity creeping in. Human compassion and understanding overtaking my thoughts. That I might spare him.

      But I sit here, taking my time, not with subconscious hope of that happening, sparing myself the guilt along with his life. I take my time because I want to remember this.

      I think about angles. Specifically, the angle of the bullet. If I just shoot him in the head while he’s on his stomach, it’ll clearly look like an execution, making self-defense a more challenging argument.

      But this is self-defense. Hindley living is a permanent threat to my life.

      You’ll regret this, a thousand voices say. You’ll live the rest of your life with the guilt of what you’ve done. You’re not like him. You’re better than this.

      But these voices? They belong to all those ignorant viewers streaming popcorn thrillers on TV, expecting their heroes to do the noble thing in the end. They want to like their heroes, picturing themselves in the character’s shoes, commending themselves for doing the right thing, for shunning violent temptations in order to achieve some brittle and thin-shelled redemption. But they don’t know me. They don’t know that I’ve done this before and lived not in guilt but only fear of being caught. They don’t know that sometimes the path to redemption is forged in poison and bullets.

      I no longer care about being caught. I embrace who I am and what I’m about to do. I will wear my actions with a badge of honor, and if I spend the rest of my life in prison, I’ll still prefer that to knowing Hindley still breathes.

      Simply put, whoever you are, I don’t give a shit what you think.

      Hindley rolls to his back, looks at me. I half expect him to say, Do it, but instead he smiles, blood-soaked teeth betraying internal trauma.

      “It won’t end,” he says.

      “It ends now,” I tell him.

      The smile grows. “We…we have another brother.” He coughs, spits, squeezes his eyes shut, but doesn’t lose the smile. “He’ll come for you next. But I can stop all this.”

      I stand, take a step closer to him, processing his lies. He holds my gaze for a moment longer, then closes his eyes, and even the smile fades. I look at my watch, find us creeping closer to midnight. Closer to November first, the Day of the Dead.

      I raise the gun and aim it directly at the back of Hindley’s head, not caring if it’ll look like an execution to the police. I don’t want to see his face anymore.

      “There’s another one of us,” he mutters, the last thing he ever says.

      I shift my weight, feeling it all rush into the grip of my right hand. “No, there isn’t.”

      I picture Dad and Kip flinching at the deafening crack that echoes throughout this cold and empty house.

    
  
    
      
        One Hundred

      
      Seven months later

      Taconic Correctional Facility for Women, Bedford, New York

      “I told you,” Tiger says, “I didn’t do nothing.” The inmate looks at me with her mesmerizing cat eyes, too large for her face and green with flecks of yellow. I assume it’s why she has that nickname.

      We’re sitting at a plastic table just outside the prison commissary. On top of the table lies a small digital voice recorder with a stand-up mic plugged into it. The audio is shit compared to what I’m used to, but it’ll do.

      “That’s not how this works,” I tell her. “You signed up to do this. You’ve heard the show. You get fifteen minutes to talk about what you did, and then we’ll have a conversation.”

      She leans back and folds her arms across her chest. The woman outweighs me by easily eighty pounds, and I have no doubt she could rip my arms out of their sockets if the mood struck her. But she’s not like that, at least as far as I know. Tiger’s in here for felony criminal mischief, aka setting her ex-boyfriend’s car on fire. If anything, she might be wary of me. I’ve killed two people, after all.

      “How many people listen to this shit?” she asks, one eyebrow raised.

      “A lot.”

      “And those advertisers, they pay?”

      “A lot,” I say.

      “How much do I get?”

      “Nothing.” I lean over the table, making sure the mic is capturing our conversation. “As long as I’m in here, all proceeds from the podcast go to charity. I can’t profit off this.”

      “So why do it?”

      I shrug. “What the hell else am I going to do in here?”

      She’s thinking, thinking. I can almost hear the debate in her mind. One voice telling her about all the folks who will be excited to hear her on a popular show. The other voice telling her never to admit to anything.

      “Nah,” she concludes, shaking her head. “Fuck this. Like I said, I didn’t do nothing.”

      “You’re already in here,” I say. “Confessing to what you’ve already been found guilty of won’t lengthen your time.”

      She stands, leans over, casting a shadow from the ceiling fluorescent lights over me. “I’m changing my mind. I got my pride, bitch. I’m not confessing to shit.”

      I sigh. “Fine.” I stop the recorder as she walks away.

      God damn it. I’m only allowed to record once a week, one person per session, and without Tiger talking, I’ve got no show. I’ll need to get the word to Kip not to stop by this week to pick up the recorder. Maybe he’ll come by to visit anyway. I’d like that.

      Pinkston—one of the more tolerant guards—walks up to me as Tiger leaves. She’s in charge of safeguarding the fifty-dollar recording setup. Doesn’t seem like much, but everything in here is worth something. And anything of worth can be traded. The most accepted form of currency is Skittles.

      “Show was a bust,” I tell her. “Tiger changed her mind.”

      Pinkston takes the recorder and mic from me. “Let me guess: she has nothing to confess.”

      “Yup.”

      “You picked the worst place on earth to do this show.”

      “Yet the place with the most people having something to confess.”

      Pinkston barks out a hearty laugh. “You shouldn’t even be recording now anyway. It’s visiting hours, and you got someone waiting on you.”

      Shit, I think. I must have my days mixed up.

      “Is it Tuesday? My dad doesn’t come until tomorrow.”

      She nods. “It is indeed Tuesday. Guess it’s someone you weren’t expecting.”

      “Who is it?”

      “How the hell should I know?”

      She walks away, taking the equipment with her. I head to the visitor’s area.

      As I wait to be allowed in, a sudden and terrible image comes to mind. I picture the person waiting for me to be a third Worbly brother, the one Hindley warned me about. Dad did as much digging as he could into the lives of the Worbly family, finding no evidence there were any more siblings than the two brothers. Yet I still picture him in my mind, the third brother waiting for me, pale and rail thin, just like Hindley. He’ll tell me in a very calm manner how he’s counting the minutes until I’m released. That he has a very special release party planned for me. A party his brothers would have insisted he throw.

      It’s not hard to imagine this third brother’s face because the features of the Worblys are engrained in my temporal lobe. Hindley’s face comes to me every night, just as his brother’s did for a solid year after New York.

      As I walk into the visiting room and head to my designated phone area, I’m very relieved to find a familiar and comforting face.

      I pick up my phone, as does she.

      “Hi, Alice.”

      “Hi, Poe.”

      “I can’t believe you came all this way.”

      “I was spending some time in New York City, so it’s not much of a drive from there,” Alice says. “And I’m sorry for not giving you notice. It was a bit of an impulsive decision.”

      “I’m happy to see you. Surprised, but happy.” I study her features through the thick plexiglass partition. There’s a vibrancy about her I hadn’t noticed before. The look of a survivor. “I was supposed to be recording a podcast right now, but my guest wouldn’t talk.”

      She nods. “Fortuitous for me, then. I’ve listened to a couple you’ve recorded in here. Fascinating stuff.”

      “Some of the highest number of downloads we’re ever gotten,” I say.

      “Wonderful.” Alice pauses, looks at me with intention. “How’s your father?”

      “Good,” I say, nodding. “Well, depends on what you mean. His gunshot was nothing more than a graze, so that healed quickly. But he absolutely hates the attention from everything. Even 60 Minutes wanted an interview, if you can believe it. He turned them down.”

      “I know how he feels,” Alice says. “And you, Poe? How are you?”

      How to explain a thousand whirling thoughts and emotions? “I’m okay. This place isn’t as bad as you’d think. I have my own cell, which is good.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.” She glances to her left. “I’ve never been in a prison before.”

      “It’s small. I think that helps. I’ve made some friends.”

      She smiles. “Good for you. Though I imagine it can be lonely.”

      “Visitors help. My dad comes every Tuesday, and Kip comes three times a month.”

      Her eyebrows raise. “Oh, that’s your producer, right?”

      “He’s my boyfr…my partner.”

      “He’s the man who was stabbed.”

      “In the stomach,” I say. “Nicked an intestine, but no major organs. Two surgeries. And lost the top of his pinky. He’s doing good, physically. Still healing emotionally.”

      My relationship with Kip strengthened after Halloween, even as it became clear I’d be headed to prison. I’ve never been one to picture myself settling down with someone for the rest of my life, and maybe it’s just the loneliness brought about by gray prison walls, but I can’t wait to see where life takes us together once I’m out.

      “I’m glad he’s physically better. The emotional part…I think we both know you never heal from that. You just think about things differently for the rest of your life.”

      I never really thought about trauma in those terms, but she’s right.

      Alice looks down at the booth counter, and I imagine she’s the type to grow weary after prolonged eye contact. “I heard about your sentence,” she says. “I don’t mean to make light of your situation, but it doesn’t sound so bad. Considering.”

      The State of Vermont established a formal case against me in the killing of Hindley—Case J4–3125A47, for those who care to search public records. The Vermont Forensic Laboratory even recovered video footage from my broken iPhone as part of the investigation, including footage I took during my Halloween live stream. After an excruciating month, the charges brought against me were ultimately dropped; the prosecutors agreed with our self-defense story.

      But I outright confessed to killing Leonard Avery, aka Leonardo Worbly, in New York nearly eight years ago. This was done against both my father’s and lawyers’ wishes, but I was ready to own it. In fact, I’m fucking proud I killed him. Saying my live stream confession was fiction felt like too great of an insult to my mother’s memory.

      My formal confession was structured as part of a plea agreement, and part of the terms was leading authorities to the body to the best of my ability. To my surprise, the teeth of a backhoe never clamped down on the tuba case that’d been buried for so many years. Maybe my memory led me to the wrong location, so Worbly’s resting place remains untouched. I still smile thinking of him decomposing under tons of New Jersey mud.

      Though I’d confessed to the premeditated killing one of their residents, I’d also rid New York State of a serial killer. After days of legal back-and-forth, my lawyers were able to plea the charge down to second-degree manslaughter. I received fourteen months in prison.

      Fourteen months. It sounds like nothing, feels like forever.

      “Yes,” I agree. “Not so bad.”

      “What’d you do with that lovely pup of yours?” Alice asks.

      My heart does a little dance just at the thought of Bailey.

      “My dad took her. Turns out she’s getting along with his cat and everything. Even added a couple of pounds. She might not even want me back after I get out.”

      “I expect she’ll be over the moon to welcome you home.” Alice contemplates for a moment. “You did it, you know,” she says.

      “Did what?”

      “Fought with every last shred of your soul.”

      I smile, feel myself choking up. “Hell yeah, we did. My dad and I make a good team.”

      Now she smiles, and for some reason, the sight alone washes my arms in goose bumps.

      “You know,” she says, “I believe I mentioned the advocacy group I’ve been working with.”

      “You did. For women who are the victims of stalkers.”

      “Right,” she says. “I’m taking on more of a leadership role with the group, and I was wondering if you’d be interested in joining us. After you’re out and, of course, after you’ve had all that catch-up cuddle time with your pup. I think you’d be a tremendous addition to the team.”

      Those goose bumps turn into boulders, and the tears I’ve been holding back break free. “Yeah,” I say. “I’d fucking love that.” The thought of having Dad, Kip, Bailey, and Alice with me after I leave here makes this feel like a life worth living.

      We talk for another ten minutes, and then Alice leaves, promising me to start laying the foundation for the nonprofit and check in with me on a regular basis.

      I leave the visiting room filled with excitement, something I never would have anticipated when I woke in my cell this morning.

      

      * * *

      Nighttime.

      One month in, the walls of my cell don’t seem quite as close as those first weeks.

      Yet again I’m thankful I stuck with my promise to quit drinking back in November. I would have hated going through withdrawal in prison. I haven’t had as much as a craving in months.

      Lights out, and I’m buzzing with energy. I get off my cot, spend a little time pacing. Then that pacing turns into dancing. I think of what Alice told me back in the Stone Rose, how she’ll close up and dance alone to eighties music as she cleans up, not caring who might be watching through the windows.

      So I dance.

      Alone in my dark prison cell, my imagination is the only source of music, and I put in a quarter in the mental jukebox and queue up “Just Like Heaven” by the Cure. My heart’s pounding by the end of the song, but I’m not nearly done. Song after song, I thrash, leap, and spin, and were a guard to walk by, I’m sure they’d think I was having a seizure. I don’t care. I don’t care about anything except the music, which is as real to me as if I were Alice herself, cranking the sound system in her sanctuary of espresso and scones.

      Finally, I collapse on my cot, sweat covering my body.

      I fear I’ll be awake all night, but sleep quickly sneaks up, grabs me, pulls me into its fold.

      And deep, deep in the night, I have the dream.

      I’m in the middle of an endless field blanketed by wild grasses, the sky sea blue. Endless.

      And there. Not far from me. A solitary tree. A massive oak, gnarled and noble, like a soldier who’s survived a thousand battle wounds only to become invincible because of them.

      In this dream, I walk through these grasses and sit under the tree. I do nothing else. Just sit here and stare straight ahead for what seems like hours.

      And I realize.

      This is all I need.

    
  
    
      
        Author’s Note Two

      
      For those readers unfamiliar, Alice Hill is the protagonist of my 2018 award-winning thriller Mister Tender’s Girl. When I was writing this story, it dawned on me that Poe and Alice have many things in common, and I started wondering what a meeting between the two would look like. The scenes with Poe and Alice were some of the most enjoyable chapters to write in this book, and I’ll be curious to see if they end up working together. To read more about Alice and her own dark journey, check out her story.

    
  
    
      
        Looking for more Carter Wilson? Keep reading for an excerpt from The Father She Went to Find

      
    
  
    
      
        One

      
      July 13, 1987

      Eau Claire, Wisconsin

      Monday

      I remember everything.

      This isn’t an exaggeration. As the few who know me would confirm, I’m not prone to hyperbole. And when I say I remember everything, I’m not talking about the events of this morning. Or yesterday. Or the whole of last week.

      I remember everything since October 2, 1973.

      Since the day I woke from my coma when I was seven years old.

      Every meal. Every conversation. The lyrics of every song that entered my ears. Every word of every page of every book that passed beneath my gaze.

      Every word of abuse.

      And all the words of praise.

      One of those outnumbers the other, but I’m not in the mood to report the score.

      I have supreme eidetic memory combined with hyperthymesia—the ability to recall life events in great detail. It’s exceedingly rare that a person has both these things.

      Lucky me.

      Thing is, my abilities sometimes haunt me, but not as much as one of my profound inabilities.

      I remember almost nothing of my life before October 2, 1973.

      I’ve seen photos. I’ve heard stories. I’ve been told surely you remember more times than I can count—okay, that’s a lie; I’ve been told that 217 times in the past fourteen years.

      But I don’t remember. And when I try to, it’s like trying to watch a movie through a crashing ocean wave.

      And yet.

      Every now and then, once every two years or so, I recall something of that lost period of my life. Usually, it’s a small detail, like eating vanilla soft serve under a towering oak tree in the park near my house. These sudden memories will surface in good—but not vivid—detail. And, god, how I want these rare finds to be meaningful, to be revelatory of some greater truth, but my guess is they’re just the result of an improbable synchronicity of firing synapses.

      But today.

      Today I had my most powerful recollection ever.

      I suddenly remembered bits and pieces of a road trip I took with my father.

      I was six.

      We drove from Wisconsin to Los Angeles. I assume we drove back, too, but I don’t remember that.

      This recollection was the first time I ever saw my father within the confines of my own mind. No photos. No old Super 8 reels. It was the father I experienced as a little girl.

      This memory.

      This happened today.

      Right before I turn twenty-one.

      Right as I expect to hear from him, his annual birthday card.

      Goddamn. This could be meaningful. It’s going to be a good day.

    
  
    
      
        Two

      
      Hours later it all turns to shit.

      Worse than shit.

      Shit can be cleaned off.

      “I don’t understand,” I say into the phone. I’m just buying time to absorb his words along with the feeling of a razor to my belly. I clench my core with all my might, as if otherwise my guts would spill onto the linoleum floor of the institute.

      A pause. Dr. Brock clears his throat on the other end of the line.

      “Yes, you do, Penny,” he says. “That’s the thing. You understand everything. You always have.”

      His voice sounds different over the phone. Ten years, and I’ve never spoken to him anywhere but in person.

      I grip the weighty receiver and resist the desire to smash it against the wall. “You never told me you were going to leave.”

      “I know. But this is a promotion. It’s important to me. To my family. I’ll still come back to visit from time to time.”

      I’m sitting on the floor of my private room in the institute, folding my legs beneath me.

      “You’ve been my therapist since I was eleven. I can’t start over with someone new.”

      “You won’t be starting over. You’re continuing all the work we’ve done over the past decade, just with a different psychologist. I know it won’t be easy, but you can do it.”

      “But I don’t want to.”

      “I know that, too,” he says. “But it’s important you do. And you already know Dr. Cheong. You’ll be in fine hands with her.”

      I close my eyes, thinking how being in anyone’s hands is not something I desire.

      “This is completely fucked.”

      “Penny.”

      “And you didn’t even stay to tell me. You just left. I don’t know where you are.”

      “I’m in Washington, DC.”

      “What’s in DC?”

      “The National Institutes of Health. I’m leading a team that’s going to produce the definitive text on savant syndrome. I suspect you’ll feature largely in the book.”

      That razor in my belly? It just began shredding organs.

      “I don’t want to be in the book. I’m not a lab rat. I just want things to stay how they were.”

      “Everything changes eventually,” he says, and what a frustrating group of words that is. “We’ve changed together over the years. This is just a new phase of our relationship.”

      I open my eyes, finding nothing of comfort in the light. “I can’t believe you would do this. I trusted you.”

      I know this man. He’s never one to say anything until he’s chosen his words carefully, which can sometimes result in long gaps of silence. This is one of those times.

      “I know how you feel about abandonment, and my intention is not to hurt you. As your friend and therapist, I know you’re ready for this transition.” Then he adds, “I’m not your father, Penny.”

      Wow.

      “No,” I tell him. “You sure as hell aren’t.”

      “Our relationship might be changing, but your work with the institute isn’t. It’s important you continue your studies there, with Dr. Cheong. Probably two or three more years at most. And you want to spend those years setting yourself up for the best possible success. When the time comes, you’ll have opportunities most people would kill for.”

      Kill. That’s an interesting word choice.

      “Maybe I’m ready to leave here now,” I say. “Maybe I couldn’t care less about opportunities.”

      Of course, I’ve been free to leave the Willow Brook Institute for the Brain at any time. My years here have all been voluntary; in exchange for getting an education far beyond what the Eau Claire public school system could provide, I’ve allowed Dr. Brock and the rest of the doctors and researchers to study my brain. This place? It’s a boarding school for the brilliant, but rather than outrageous tuition, I pay in research. There’s no question, I am a lab rat, though I’m treated as the most valuable rodent in the world.

      “You’re angry. I get it. I would be, too.”

      Fuck off, I want to say. But it doesn’t take a genius to know those words won’t change anything.

      “Is there anything else?” I ask. The sensation in my belly is hardening already, like scar tissue tightening over a sutured wound.

      “Yes. I have a new phone number, obviously.” He tells it to me, and the numbers, like everything else, etch themselves permanently into my brain. “You can call me anytime, day or night. I mean that.”

      “I believe you.”

      “I just want the best for you, Penny.”

      I look out the window, thinking about irony. Specifically, the irony of how I know so much about the world yet have seen almost nothing of it.

      I reply, “Okay.”

      There’s nothing else to say.

      I hang up, twisting the phone cord until it resembles a noose.

	Want more from Carter Wilson?

	Order The Father She Went to Find

    
  
    
      
        Reading Group Guide

      
      
        	Do you like true crime podcasts? Why or why not? Are there crimes/stories that interest you more than others?

        	What does a sense of anonymity (such as over the internet) allow a person to do that they might not do otherwise?

        	How difficult is it to tell when someone is or isn’t telling the truth? Can you usually spot a lie?

        	Is it right to keep secrets from your partner in a relationship? Does what the secret is matter?

        	Knowing Poe is a murderer as well as a victim, do you empathize with her? Why or why not?

        	When Ian breaks into Poe’s house, he moves one of her photographs. How observant are you of your usual surroundings? Would you recognize if something was out of place?

        	Poe’s dog, Bailey, is often her source of comfort throughout the book. Do you have a beloved pet or object that always brings you a sense of peace and calm?

        	What do you think of Poe’s “sleuthing” and decision-making in New York when she was hunting her mother’s killer? Do you think she made wise, carefully thought-out decisions, or was she acting irrationally (and impulsively) the whole time?

        	How difficult is it to keep a long-held secret? Do you have someone you would trust with a secret like Poe’s?

        	Did you figure out who Ian was before the reveal? Did you ever believe Poe had killed an innocent person?

        	Kip and Poe are still together at the end of the book. Would you be able to be in a relationship with someone with Poe’s past? Could you forgive their actions/crimes?

        	How does trauma affect the characters in the book? Consider the pasts of Poe; her father, Kip; and Alice, among others.

        	Is there a moral difference between the murder of a “bad” person and the murder of a “good” or innocent person?

      

    
  
    
      
        A Conversation with the Author

      
      
        Where did you get the inspiration for this book? Where did the podcast idea come from?

        My friend Blake once told me about a podcast where listeners could leave an anonymous apology to whomever they wanted on voicemail, and then the podcast host would simply play all those voicemails. I thought that had good potential for a story but only if those messages were actually confessions. Dark, disturbing confessions. I never listened to that podcast, but I tucked that idea away in my mind for a year or so, figuring if I liked the concept enough, I’d remember it. And I did.

        What was it like to write Poe’s character, seeing as she’s so morally gray?

        I tend to only write morally gray, because absolutes are boring and unrealistic. I loved writing Poe, because as a flawed human myself (though not a murderer!), I kept wondering: What would I do? Poe found herself in a constant battle between seeking justice and saving her own ass, and I loved trying to figure out where that line was and what the consequences were of veering too much in one direction or the other.

        What was the most difficult part of the book to write?

        Probably making sure Poe’s situation was sympathetic enough that the reader would be invested in what happened to her. Poe is a hard-talking, hard-drinking vigilante, and that doesn’t always make the easiest protagonist to write. Of course, I don’t need readers to like her necessarily, but her situation should be one that readers will care about what happens at the end. You always want the reader to root for the hero, even if your protagonist is really an antihero.

        What do you hope readers take away from Poe’s story?

        As always, I want the reader to feel the story is unlike any they’ve read before and leave with a sense of satisfaction about the protagonist’s ultimate fate. That’s pretty much the best a writer can hope for.

        What are you working on right now?

        In addition to my constant novel-writing (and yes, working on one right now!), I’ve recently launched my company Unbound Writer, which offers writing retreats, one-on-one writing coaching, and online classes. It’s going to be a busy year!
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        About the Author
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      USA Today bestselling author Carter Wilson has written ten critically acclaimed, standalone psychological thrillers, as well as numerous short stories. He is an ITW Thriller Award finalist, a five-time winner of the Colorado Book Award, and his works have been optioned for television and film. Additionally, he is the host of the Making It Up podcast and founder of the Unbound Writer company, which provides coaching services, writing retreats, and online classes. Carter lives in Erie, Colorado, in a Victorian house that is spooky but isn’t haunted…yet.

      Visit him at carterwilson.com and unboundwriter.com.
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