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PROLOGUE


The manhunt for suspected serial killer Jeremy Rose has become a nationwide search. Authorities in Louisiana believe Rose may have left the state and they are working with local authorities in Mississippi, Arkansas, and now Texas to locate him.


The breaking news sounds mundane when delivered with the anchor’s standard broadcast lilt.


Philip leans back in his blue chair. He rubs his chin, letting his gaze fall on to the fire that burns strong in the hearth. For days, he has been following the torrent of news concerning his childhood friend and his nightmarish misdeeds. Lurid details of Jeremy’s crimes had been splashed all over the national media. The Bayou Butcher finally had a name and the world could look at the face of the man responsible for the vicious serial killings that had terrorized Louisiana for years.


Earlier in the week, Philip had watched a press conference with the lead detective on the case. It was clear Detective Leroux was trying to keep things close to the chest, assuring the public that updates would be provided whenever they deemed it safe and of no hindrance to their investigation. He clearly didn’t want the ruthless enthusiasm of armchair detectives and cutthroat reporters following his every move. Philip is sure everyone is speculating about Jeremy’s upbringing, deciding whether it was nature or nurture, and where the blame really lies. Next, the world would decide whether he looks like a serial killer and then there is a chance everyone will unintentionally compromise the case on social media.


Whenever news of another Bayou Butcher victim made its way out of Louisiana, Philip found himself morbidly curious—part of him always wondered if the killer was Jeremy, but he never had any proof. All he recognized were the names of a lot of the dumping grounds, and he still felt a sense of connection with the community he’d been born into, even if he’d lived in Massachusetts for most of his life. Of course, Philip knew Jeremy was a monster long before the rest of the world.


Finally, his time to be publicly judged has arrived, although no one else knows the half of it. Only Philip knows where it all began. He witnessed the depths of Jeremy’s depravity when they were only teenagers, barely old enough to drive.


Philip watched the shift take place that night, saw the brittle threads of humanity in Jeremy’s eyes dim like a low-burning flame and then snuff out. People talk about being able to pinpoint the exact moment when something changes. Philip doesn’t usually take that kind of thing seriously, but that night, he saw it. He knew Jeremy wasn’t finished. He recognized that something primal, something wicked, had sprung open, and there was no way to bury it again.


When Detective John Leroux had contacted him almost a month ago to inquire about a library card in Louisiana, one connected to a serial murder case, Philip immediately thought about Jeremy. The call had been intense. Philip had felt he was under a spotlight.


“Philip Trudeau?” A stern voice with a buttery Louisiana accent came through the line.


“Who’s asking?” Philip had replied.


“Detective John Leroux, New Orleans Police Department. Are you Philip Trudeau?”


He’d hesitated. “Yeah. I’m Philip. What’s this about, Detective?”


“Have you visited Louisiana recently, Philip?”


His blood had felt as if it had turned to ice. “I was born there, but I moved away pretty early. Haven’t been there since.”


“Any reason you can think why your name is on a library card at a crime scene?”


“Well, I did live there for a few years as a kid. I’m sure I took out a library book.”


Detective Leroux scoffed on the other end. “You think I’m looking for a cute reply?”


“Listen, I haven’t been in Louisiana at any point in almost thirty years. So, whatever crime scene you’re referring to, I wasn’t there.”


“Still talk to anyone down from the area, Philip?”


“Not really, no. I moved up North when I was twelve. My whole life is up here.”


“Think you can tell me where you were on a few dates this summer?” the detective had asked.


“Sure. I work almost every day, and I have my son every other weekend. I haven’t taken a day off in months.”


“And your employer would confirm this for me?”


“Of course. I’ll give you the num—”


“You’re a pastor at Covenant of Grace Church, right?”


Philip had laughed. “Right, you’re a detective.”


“I’ll give them a call and touch base with you again soon. Stay available, Philip. I’ll have more questions for you.”


The line had dropped without a goodbye.


The call had been unnerving, but Philip knew there was only one person who could possibly have had his childhood library card and also have a detective hot on their trail.


As far as Philip knew, Jeremy Rose had never left Louisiana. They were close to eighteen when they stopped talking, their summers in Massachusetts with Philip’s family coming to an abrupt end. It was never lost on him that the Bayou Butcher killings started not long after Jeremy returned home after that final summer.


Now, seeing confirmation of Jeremy’s degeneration into a true psychopath, Philip wonders what comes next. It’s bad enough to have someone out there who holds intimate knowledge of his deepest indiscretions, but it’s truly disconcerting to have that person be as unpredictable as Jeremy, especially when he has very little to lose and a lot to destroy.


Philip knows the library card was meant to be a message. To make sure Philip remembers his past, no matter how deep he’s tried to bury it. And with Jeremy Rose on the run, Philip fears there’s only one direction he’s heading.









CHAPTER 1


WREN WEARS THE DARKNESS like a straitjacket.


It confines and suffocates without mercy. She struggles to claw through it, but its purpose is set in permanence. The more she fights, the more it refuses to relent.


Her breath comes in short, painful bursts, her lungs raw and wounded. Each puff of air prickles through them like flames licking at bare skin. The sound of her heartbeat thunders in her ears. She can almost feel the blood rushing into her limbs as her system performs its primal fear response.


Panic threatens to overtake her, flooding every inch of her body. She closes her eyes against the dark, still attempting to regain control.


Do not allow your body to control you, Wren. Don’t give in.


Her racing mind implores her to take the wheel, but she’s lost in the rushing waters of fear that have flooded almost every inch of her body. A faint SOS call sounds in the distance, and she answers it, squeezing her eyes shut.


You are in control, Wren. Harness it.


Her sharp breath begins to steady, and she slowly opens her eyes to the night sky. Suddenly, her surroundings start to make themselves known. They appear slowly all around her, reaching out to her in a familiar way. She reaches back. Wren grasps at a hanging piece of moss and weaves it between her fingers. The soft texture immediately soothes her. She rubs it across her hand like a beloved blanket.


The cicadas scream. A hidden conductor has struck up an orchestra and the silence has turned into a nocturnal chorus. She wiggles her bare toes, feeling warm mud ooze beneath them. It smells like rich earth and swamp. She’s been here before.


Propelling herself forward, she almost trips on the exposed cypress roots that twist in every direction. The hanging moss caresses her face as she moves through the swamp, and she relishes the soft touch on her skin amid this bombardment of sensations. She stops and closes her eyes again, spinning slowly to let the wisps tickle her cheeks.


“Wren.”


Without warning, his voice breaks through the cypress trees. She stops suddenly, not daring to open her eyes.


“Wren.”


He says it again, louder this time. She can still hear the crooked smile in his voice. His presence draws closer, stalking her like a predator. Still afraid to open her eyes, she wills the environment to swallow him up, for the bayou to finally turn against him.


“Emily.”


He snarls the name, letting it hit the left side of her like an arrow. In response to her slight movement, a piece of moss slides across her cheek, startling her. She raises her hand to brush it aside and instead feels something else entirely. Her hand doesn’t connect with the kind offerings of an ancient tree; what she feels is a human hand as it brushes against her face, mimicking a comforting gesture. She grasps on to the cold, threatening hand and digs her nails into it.


Anger pulses through that hand. She can feel it ignite, infusing fear into every part of her. It reflexively grips her throat, throwing her body like a rag doll. She crumples into the soggy ground, trying to reclaim the breath that was knocked out of her. Her eyes fly open and are met with his unmistakable blue eyes. They appear to boil in their sockets, filled with hate and eager to inflict pain. He crouches and grabs her again, tightening his grip on her airway. She kicks at his legs, claws at his hands. They are a vice. Each kick seems to only tighten his hold. The terror of asphyxiation takes over.


I’m dying.


Her vision begins to blur as Jeremy calmly watches her suffocate. She can feel the picture going dark, the edges collapsing inward. As death begins to place its full weight upon her, it’s both nauseating and calming. Sound fades out, bringing her back into the loudest silence.


Then he begins laughing, a genuine laugh that cuts through the swamp. He lets go and she falls like a discarded toy. She coughs and heaves, grabbing the ground as if it will return her embrace. He leans away, trying to stifle his laughter. Finally, she feels oxygen come again, and she gulps it in greedily. In response, her body backs up against a tree. She stares at him with wide, teary eyes.


Crawling toward her on all fours like a wild animal, Jeremy presses his forehead against hers.


“Run.”


Wren hesitates, feeling the instinct to stay. Her eyes search his own. At this proximity, they appear brilliant and dangerous, an unfair biological advantage.


“No,” she says, her voice a hoarse whisper.


His eyes widen slightly and his eyebrows lift. He presses against her forehead harder, bone slamming into bone, a growl forming deep in his throat.


“I said, ‘run.’” He maintains control, but his voice is menacing, enough to cause her breath to hitch and her body to shudder. She steadies herself before pressing back into his forehead with her own.


“No!” she yells. A bird startles nearby, screeching and flapping off into the night sky. From each direction, she can hear an alarm start to wail, lending itself to the defiance she feels. She wonders if help is coming at the perfect time.


“No?” he asks quietly, slowly pulling away. He’s unreadable, conveying looks of anger and confusion in equal measure.


Wren keeps her eyes locked on his, shaking her head slightly in confirmation. A crooked smile plays at his mouth, and he produces a hunting knife from his boot.


“As you wish,” he says, before plunging the knife into the ground between them. As soon as he drives it into the earth, a fiery pain shoots through Wren’s back. It’s a hot poker of familiar pain that shakes her resolve and floods her mind with excruciating memories. Instinctively, she tries to pull her knees in to her body, but they remain numb and heavy. She hits them and rakes her nails against her legs, but she feels nothing. The alarm wails louder and louder, but it’s too late.


“Wren.” She hears another voice call out.


“Wren.”


She tries to reach for Jeremy, but he remains just out of reach, grinning widely.


“Wren!”


Suddenly she sits up, covered in sweat. Something between a sob and a scream cuts off in her throat as she looks around her bedroom. Her phone alarm trills. Richard grasps her face in his hands, gently brushing the wet hair from her forehead.


“Wren, you are home. You are safe.” Her husband’s blue eyes are kind and concerned, a far cry from Jeremy’s hateful gaze. With Richard’s comforting hands soothing her forehead, she feels immediate relief. She rubs her eyes, then switches off the alarm. She hasn’t been at work since the incident . . . since Jeremy got away—but she’s kept her six a.m. wake-up to stop herself from sleeping the days away. Two weeks, and her open-ended medical leave still feels strange.


“I had another nightmare.” Wren takes a long breath, trying to stop the images from replaying.


Richard nods, tilting his head as if to make sure she is really with him. “I know. Was it the same?”


“I refused to run this time.” She answers dryly, swinging her legs over the side of the bed.


“Well, that sounds like progress,” he offers.


Wren chuckles, running her fingers along her thighs, feeling the sensation of nails on skin. “Yeah. I suppose.”


“He’s gone, Wren. He’s not going to come back.” Richard rises, pulling Wren into an embrace.


“He’s not gone, but I appreciate the sentiment.” She smiles softly into his shoulder. Richard seems to genuinely believe that Jeremy is gone. He isn’t placating her with false hope. He means every single overly optimistic word that he says. That’s what she loves about him. But Wren knows better. Jeremy’s trail has gone cold, but that is his specialty—going into hiding when he cuts too close to the bone, exposing too much of the truth. After Wren’s own escape from his twisted playground, it was seven years before the Bayou Butcher crossed her radar again.


The New Orleans PD has put out a nationwide search for him, but nothing’s turned up except a few more cold cases to possibly add to his tally. Wren isn’t surprised. Jeremy is reckless, but he isn’t stupid. With him, there is no safety in time or distance. He’s like a virus. You can put distance between you and this virus, but it will eventually find you.


Almost every night since he disappeared under their nose, leaving a decoy body in his place, Wren has fallen into deep and twisted nightmares. It’s as if he ran away to her mind, so he could torment her freely. Every time she closes her eyes, he’s there. Sometimes she feels as if it’s up to her alone to stop it all. There’s a compulsion in her to be his undoing. She may have promised Leroux that she would let the police do their jobs, but Jeremy’s nightly visits to her subconscious are becoming harder to ignore.


Richard sighs, planting a kiss on the top of her head. “You aren’t doing this alone anymore, Wren. Now come on, I’ll make coffee.”


He gets up to leave, but she pulls him closer for a moment. They’ve been through so much together, more than they ever could have imagined; it’s as if Richard could read her mind. “I’ll meet you downstairs,” she says, releasing him.


Wren makes her way to the bathroom and starts brushing her teeth, staring at her flushed cheeks in the mirror. As she does a final rinse, she touches the tired skin under her eyes. An unhealthy mixture of anxiety and lack of sleep has caused purple circles to form. It’s like looking at Bloody Mary’s reflection and it’s just as distressing. If she keeps it up, it will be Wren’s name they chant in the mirror at sleepovers. At least no one sees her these days except her decade-long therapist, Dr. Roy.


She passes a closet full of untouched work clothes as she heads downstairs. It feels strange not to be heading into the morgue. She misses confronting the unknown of the day and the constant workout it gives her mind. A disruption in routine feels lightly catastrophic to Wren, a true creature of habit.


She wants to see Leroux holding a coffee and talking shit. She misses his humor and his sideways pep talks. John also took off time for his injuries, but now he’s back on the job, working Jeremy’s file with Will, and texting Wren daily updates.


Wren’s forensics team has taken over her caseload; she hasn’t touched a dead body since she left the crime scene of Jeremy’s compound. And she misses it—the routine, the heady rush of a new victim, all of it—but she’s been told this break is for the best. She needs to heal, to let go. Wren knows it’s not her job to find Jeremy—it’s to get better. Or at least that’s what everyone keeps telling her. But in the back of her mind, it still feels as if those two assignments are linked. She’s tried to forget him before, to turn herself from Emily into Wren, and where did that get her? She’s not sure anymore, but she’s not ready to admit defeat.


As she shuffles into the kitchen, Richard hands her a steaming coffee mug. She takes it eagerly.


“Hero,” she says, slipping into her new favorite seat at the table and tightening her robe around her body.


He smiles, sipping his own mug before placing it on the counter. “Hitting the shower.” While Richard rushes to start his day at work, she is tasked with “taking it easy” and “trying to heal.”


Wren just nods, looking out the window next to the kitchen table. It’s a view she hadn’t ever noticed before, but now, after staring at it for the last two weeks, she could compose a dissertation on the subject. After all, it offers an unchanging performance each time she takes her seat. It always starts off with the same sticky morning and a view of the same tired tree hanging haphazardly over the porch. There is an empty nest in that tree. It’s perfect and seems hospitable but remains vacant. Its strangely abandoned state does offer some dramatic tension, but so far, no wayward bird has come to shake things up.


She doesn’t feel healed by watching the view outside her window. Healing isn’t even her goal; its everyone else’s. She desperately misses rushing around with somewhere to go. It’s hard to just allow time to pass without purpose. And as much as she struggles with leisure time, everyone keeps telling her that it’s an important step to healing.


There’s that word again, she thinks to herself.


After all, isn’t that what everyone wants? Everyone wants Wren to take a beat, to distance herself from the trauma she clamped off for so long. To heal.


No one wants to consider that there’s no moving forward without a conclusion. There is no temporary lid that can be placed over Jeremy’s escape. It’s reality.


Everyone wants slow and deliberate recuperation, like a set fracture left to fuse over time. But Wren doesn’t want a process. She wants swift and incautious justice.









CHAPTER 2


JEREMY LISTENS TO THE TWIGS crunch under his boots and counts his steps.


Thirty-four, thirty-five, thirty-six . . .


When he reaches fifty paces, he glances to his right and sees the large boulder he’s been searching for. He touches the stone and runs his hand over the crude carving of a rabbit. Using a screwdriver and another rock, he’d chiseled the marker the last time he was here, a few years prior. The deep indentation feels sharp under his fingers.


Full of adrenaline, Jeremy feels a surge of encouragement. It’s been a couple weeks since he left home and making it to West Virginia is a feat and a relief. He knew there was always the possibility of needing to flee from Louisiana, and when things went south, he would have to go north. This is where he had to get first for everything else to fall into place.


He looks down at his feet. His boots are almost hidden under dead leaves. Bending into a crouch, he pushes the natural debris out of the way to expose the raw earth. He produces a small garden trowel from his bag and begins to cut the ground open. The earth splits like skin and it somehow bleeds too. Soil and water from recent rains pour back into the hole. Deeper and deeper he cuts, bringing the trowel down like a knife. After several minutes, he finally stabs something foreign and inorganic.


Clearing away the remaining dirt, he pulls the blue bucket out of the hole. It takes some shimmying from side to side, and he swears the dirt almost gasped as he removed it. Inside he finds everything he needs to continue forward. He pulls out a length of piano wire, two different guns, and extra bullets. Stashing them into his bag, he reaches back into the bucket and finds an extra knife. It’s shorter than his bowie knife, but it’s sharp as hell and curved. Alongside it is a scalpel in a clear plastic container, three boxes of dark hair dye, and a bunch of zip ties. He tosses it all into his bag.


Finally, there is the plastic bag at the bottom. Opening it, he reaches inside and pulls out a stack of cash, about $10,000 in all. The bills look brand-new, still in the wrapping from the bank. They are flat and clean as if they were taken out that morning.


After his mother’s tragic death, Jeremy was the beneficiary of her life insurance payout. After using some of it to renovate his living conditions, he took the rest of the money and hid it here, as a last resort. It was always a backup plan.


His bag is heavier now, but he weighed out the contents and knows he can carry it the remaining distance. That’s why he chose this place. It was all planned out, all calculated to the minute, to the pound, to the mile.




The chemical stench of recently box-dyed hair is burned into Jeremy’s sinuses. His naturally blond hair is dark brown now, disguising one of his most recognizable features. He tilts the brim of his hat forward to cover his eyebrows and scans the room from under it, picking at his fries. It’s just a sea of things and people he doesn’t want to look at until he notes a young man with dark hair sitting at a table across from him. Immediately, Jeremy is interested. This stranger looks exhausted, like someone who works with his hands all day. He’s got grime under his fingernails, but he gratefully eats his cheeseburger, stopping only to remove his filthy baseball hat to rub his greasy hand over his hair. Jeremy studies his features without blatantly staring. He suspects hard labor has aged this man beyond his years, and Jeremy imagines the age on his driver’s license is a better match for Jeremy’s own. All things considered, he’s a decent double.


Jeremy leaves the plate of fries on the table and gathers his things. Taking out his burner phone, he carefully pantomimes calling someone. Holding the phone to his ear, he walks past the man, feigning anxiety and speaking loudly.


“I swear I am going to find a way to get home to you, darlin’.” He pauses, waiting for his invisible partner to respond on the other end. “No, don’t say that. You won’t have to have this baby alone.” The man is listening. He lets his eyes wander, clearly trying not to fall directly on Jeremy and his conspicuous conversation. No one can resist prying when they hear human suffering, even on this scale.


Jeremy knits his brows together, stopping near the man’s table and bringing as much emotion into his words as he can muster. The man’s eyes dart over to him, but he quickly returns to his meal. “Hang in there, Brit. I will get there. I love you so much.” He allows his voice to crack a bit, pausing in dramatized silent reflection before hanging up.


Jeremy moves toward the door, appearing to busy himself with more fake phone calls. He waits only a few minutes before the man walks past him out to the parking lot. He follows, stopping just outside the door to watch which vehicle the man heads toward. A pickup truck is parked nearby and Jeremy’s sure it’s the winner. It’s red with faded, unreadable bumper stickers, but it has a set of brand-new oversized tires. As the man walks closer to the vehicle, Jeremy starts after him with a quickened pace. He begins wringing his hands and sighing loudly, occasionally looking up at the sky in simulated desperation. He brushes the man lightly as he crosses near him. This small contact alerts the man to his presence and he spins to look at Jeremy.


“Man, you scared the shit out of me.” The man shakes his head, clearly startled at the sudden invasion of his space.


Jeremy puts his hands up in a show of surrender, stepping back a bit. “Sorry, didn’t mean to sneak up on you like that. I am really in my head right now.”


“Yeah, I overheard you in there. Ya ought to take it easy. I mean, don’t walk into traffic or some shit, Jesus.” He is still shaking his head, turning to open his door. Jeremy detects a slight drawl to his speech. It’s subtle but hits deeper on certain words.


Jeremy nods, chuckling lightheartedly. “Good advice, thank you.” As he says this, he looks down. He makes a show of looking bothered and distracted again. Letting his expressive face do the heavy lifting. He’s sure this guy can’t leave well enough alone and within a few seconds, he proves Jeremy right.


The man pauses before he opens the door of his truck. There is only a moment of hesitation before he walks straight into a situation that doesn’t have to involve him. “Are you in a bind, man?” He rubs the back of his neck apprehensively. “I wasn’t eavesdropping, but you were talking pretty loud in there and it sounded like you need to get to your girl.” He’s reluctantly kind, but stupidity wafts from him like department store cologne. It immediately makes Jeremy feel nauseated.


“You heard that, huh? Yeah, my girl is about to pop. I need to get back to meet my son and my car died back on I-79.”


The stranger looks Jeremy up and down, probably evaluating the risk as quickly as he can. “Where are you headed, man?” he asks.


“She’s doing a home birth. We live in Strange Creek. It’s about a ten-minute drive off the highway.” Jeremy keeps the look of anxiety on his face, hoping he’s sealed the deal.


“Well, listen. If it’s a ride you need, I can get you home. I am going right past that exit anyways.”


Jeremy grins, desperately trying to keep it friendly. “Wow, are you sure? That’s—I really appreciate it, man. Seriously.”


The man keeps a straight face, clearly already regretting the commitment to spending time alone in his truck with an emotional stranger. “Yeah, it’s no problem. I can’t let you miss the birth of your kid.” He starts to turn toward the truck but stops, extending his hand. “I’m Tom,” he says gruffly.


Jeremy shakes it firmly. “David.”


“Hop in, David. Don’t touch the radio.” Tom opens the truck door and slides into the driver’s seat.


“Thank you.” Jeremy rushes around to the passenger side.


Country music fills the truck’s cab and the engine roars to life. Jeremy scans the interior of the truck as they leave the parking lot. There is a center console, but it’s not oversized or acting like a wall between them. Less of a barrier means easier access to Tom’s neck and a better chance at incapacitating him without a fight.


As they pull onto the highway, Jeremy wants to kill him just to make the music stop. Instead, he lies, “You don’t have to worry about me touching the radio. I love this song.”


Tom doesn’t respond. He doesn’t even nod. Jeremy looks out the window, clenching his teeth very nearly to dust as the music twangs on. It’s an unbearable mix of awkward silence and overstimulating noise. He hates small talk under normal circumstances, but he can always fake it. Something about this situation is harder to choreograph.


“Do you ever pick up hitchhikers?” Jeremy asks.


Tom looks a little caught off guard, but he recovers and clears his throat. “Not often, but I guess every now and then I’ll help someone out.” He pauses, glancing quickly at Jeremy. “Why?”


Jeremy shrugs, scanning the road in front of them. “I guess I was just wondering when it stopped being safe to give someone a ride.”









CHAPTER 3


SHE PICKS A SPOT on the wall and becomes entranced by it almost immediately. This office has a calmness to it, with plenty of books and healthy plants scattered around. The walls are a deep but vibrant blue. There’s something about that color that must make people want to sink in and reveal all of their secrets to a stranger. Wren wonders if the color was chosen purposefully. Was it a researched choice? She doesn’t like the idea of being manipulated by a color, but she doesn’t like a lot of what’s happening to her lately.


The couch is incredibly uncomfortable, too soft thanks to years of use. It wears the trauma that it has seen and heard too. It’s shattered from the inside out, like many of the unfortunate souls that have sunk into it before her. She absentmindedly picks at a twisted fiber that sticks out of the cushion and she can’t help but shiver.


It’s too cold in the room. It’s the cold that makes you feel a little sick. She can see the air-conditioning unit working hard out of the corner of her eye, and she swears it’s colder than the morgue in here.


Why can’t these places ever get the temperature right? she thinks to herself.


“It’s the only way to truly begin to heal, Wren.” Dr. Roy knows she is disassociating, so she punctuates the sentence with her name.


Wren blinks, finally looking at her.


“Wren?”


She’s probably not talking about the temperature in here.


For a moment, they just look at each other, the hum of the fan saving them from the vastness of true silence. Wren’s brain runs through a series of sentence starters. It’s very similar to being stumped for small talk at a social gathering. Sometimes the conversation goes stale and it’s like a defunct slot machine in there. Pull the lever and nothing but duds flash by. So you say nothing, with panic in your eyes. This time Dr. Roy is the first to start gambling.


“Wren, I can see you’re checked out.” Dr. Roy says it with a hint of a smile pulling at her mouth. She has a kind way of speaking. Even when she should be frustrated, she never lets on that she’s anything other than patient.


“I’m sorry, I can’t seem to focus today.” Wren throws her head back, taking in the view of the ceiling. She begins counting the holes that dot the tiles but quickly refocuses. “I can’t help but think that I’m just taking up space here—space you could fill with someone you can actually help.”


“You think you can’t be helped?” Dr. Roy doesn’t miss a beat. She counsels right through the bullshit.


Wren laughs, bringing her head back down. “I don’t know.” She picks at the fibers of the couch more. “I don’t even know if there is anything that needs helping. Maybe I am supposed to just move on and pretend he’s dead.”


“But he’s not dead, Wren.” She launches the assumption at her like a missile.


“Can’t prove that beyond a reasonable doubt, right?” Wren forces a smirk.


“We can’t prove either side of that argument beyond a reasonable doubt, can we?” Dr. Roy answers pointedly.


Wren bites at her lip, finally extracting the fiber from the couch. She hates this part of therapy. It’s the part where the doctor starts pulling at your thoughts and actually makes headway. It’s a strange feeling, like being towed by a speedboat. You yell at them to slow down but they power on, the roar of the engine too loud for them to hear your pleas. All you can do is hang on tight and go where they lead you.


She wants to allow this brilliant woman to help her, hoping to avoid wasting her expensive time at the very least. But ironically, she is consistently having trouble opening herself up to be dissected like this. It almost feels like something is wrong with her, but she’s certain it can’t be fixed with some words.


Dr. Roy herself was a massive part of her becoming Wren in the first place, but it all seemed easier back then. In the beginning, she allowed the tools to be taught to her and was eager to use them to become the strong, healthy person she once was. Wren was born out of years of work and perseverance to become whole again, so she knows there is a lot to gain from therapy.


Now she just wants to be Wren again. There’s no grand shift in perspective at the end of this anymore. She wants to step back into her own broken-in shoes instead of crafting new ones from scratch. It’s different this time.


“Touché,” she finally responds, twirling the fiber between her fingers. “But I am already sick of playing this game.”


There is a beat of silence, as if Dr. Roy is contemplating her response. “Does it feel like another game? Is the entire situation maybe a bit triggering for you because of that aspect?”


Wren smiles, shaking her head at the question. “Honestly, is it though? I don’t know if that’s it.”


“You may feel like he’s still looming, ready to chase. It’s very likely this is bringing up your past trauma in a much more specific way.”


“I really didn’t think of it that way, but maybe you’re onto something. Like, the arena has gotten larger, but the dread is still very familiar.” Wren drops her eyes to the ground, focusing on the area rug.


Dr. Roy nods. “Sometimes trauma is a lot more focused than we can perceive. Of course you will have trauma from what you have endured, but that doesn’t mean it’s all coming back. You don’t have to go right back to the beginning and start again.” She captures Wren’s gaze and holds it. “Your mind has been able to work through a lot, but there may be specific aspects of the situation that haven’t been resolved, and this is pressure-testing those a little bit. That’s all.”


Wren can feel tears start to form, but she blinks them away. She nods slowly, bending the couch fiber back and forth in her hand.


“We will get those parts resolved, Wren. You will get control back. You’re still right at the top of the mountain. This is a stumble, but I will help you get there again.”


Wren lets her tears fall freely now. It breaks through the numbness, the exhaustion of her fight-or-flight mode. She has wanted to fly away, to let this all go, to forget. But at her core, Wren is a fighter. And she keeps bracing for the monster to jump out from the shadows.




Stopping in the restroom on her way out, she swipes concealer under her eyes, patting it to cover the evidence of a not-so-cathartic sob. The face reflected at her in the mirror appears foreign and tired. She touches her cheek, remarking at the delicate lines that have appeared in the corners of her eyes. Stress and exhaustion do a good job of writing a horror film on your face.


Her phone buzzes in her bag.


“Hey, John,” she answers.


“Muller. Have you thought it over?” Leroux asks.


She sighs.


Leroux asks again. Even though she’s on leave, he thinks it may be a good idea for her to tag along on their final sweep of Jeremy’s home. Dr. Roy thinks it’s a good idea too. Wren isn’t so sure.


“Ugh,” she moans, “I guess I should bite this bullet, huh?”


“Yes. I really think you should. Walk through that place and take the control back and shit.”


She laughs, rolling her eyes.


“All right, Dr. Leroux. I’ll join you. Just let me do something first.”


“I’ll see you at one thirty.” Without waiting for a proper goodbye, he hangs up.


He always does that.


She heads onto the street outside Dr. Roy’s office, squinting in the bright midmorning sun. The office is in a crowded part of town, so she always takes an Uber to avoid the parking situation. A black Jeep with an older gentleman in the driver’s seat pulls up. He lets the car idle, saying nothing. Wren doesn’t break the silence, instead choosing to stare at him through the passenger-side window until he presses the button to lower the glass.


“Good morning, did you call for a ride?” he asks pleasantly.


“Do you have a name on that ride request, sir?” Wren asks, bending slightly to meet his eyes.


He looks slightly embarrassed and swipes his phone screen quickly. “Oh yes, Wren? Are you Wren?”


She smiles, nodding and opening the rear door to slide in behind the passenger seat. “Yes, thank you. Sorry, I am just a nut with ride-share safety.” She changes her tone, shifting into a slightly friendlier disposition.


He glances into the rearview mirror to connect with her gaze. “No need to apologize, miss. It’s a scary world out there.”


As he pulls away from the curb, she looks out the window. Everything blurs by and she rests her head back on the seat to watch it.


“It sure is, Paul.” She uses his name from the app. “It’s kind of wild, I was taught my whole life to never get into a car with a stranger, and now it’s the only way to get anywhere.”


He laughs, genuinely amused. “Ya know, I always think that whenever I pick someone up. Things sure have changed.”


She nods. “They really have.”


“We can just do our best to keep up.” His eyes scan the road in front of him.


Wren wonders if Paul has children or grandchildren. He has kind brown eyes and an authentic smile. It’s the face of a grandpa who would give you too many cookies behind your parents’ backs. He has a comforting aura about him that is incredibly nonthreatening, possibly disarming.


Abruptly, she realizes she has shifted her gaze to him in the rearview mirror and has been absentmindedly staring as she analyzed him. She finds herself in this awkward position a lot, staring like a toddler would while dissecting someone internally. She quickly brings her eyes back to the window. To her, Paul just looks like a sweet man.


Of course, Paul could also be a serial killer. Now she notices the small teddy bear tucked into the corner of his dashboard. It’s cute and disarming. It’s something a lot of monsters do to make it look as though they have children, to bring a false sense of safety to their intended prey. He has a whole grandfather vibe working in this car, and it could all be an elaborate trap. She hates that she always thinks in dichotomies, but she grips the mace on her key chain tightly anyway.


The car rolls onto Coliseum Street and comes to a stop outside of the powder-blue Commander’s Palace restaurant.


“Here we are, miss.” He smiles, putting the car in park and getting out. In an instant he appears at Wren’s door and opens it, stepping aside to let her out.


“Thank you, Paul,” she says. “It was nice to meet you.”


“The pleasure was all mine.” He says this without even a hint of artifice.


She smiles and turns to walk down the sidewalk, slinging her bag across her body as she does. She takes a step but turns around.


“Hey, Paul,” she calls out, stopping him in his tracks before he can slide back into the driver’s seat. He pops his head over the door.


“Do you have kids?” she asks.


He grins again, shaking his head. “Nope.”


Wren nods, putting a hand up to wave. “Have a great day, Paul,” she says as she walks toward Washington Avenue. I knew it. Serial killer, she jokes to herself.


Not unlike St. Louis Cemetery, Lafayette Cemetery resides behind a white fortress. The walls keep it safe from the bustling world outside, sealing in secrets and the warm reticence inside. The entrance on Washington Avenue is imposing yet beautiful. The intricate wrought iron gate both welcomes and warns visitors as they cross through to the silent world of the dead. Wren likes that world. It’s a world she knows and understands to an extent. It calms her mind and helps her sort her thoughts in a way that no therapist can. Today, she quietly asks this place to help her heal.


As she crosses through the gate, she passes a tour group waiting outside. They stand, sweating together in a clump. They hold papers in their hands and giddily look foreward to the macabre adventure that awaits them. It’s a thrill to hear the sordid history of these souls and their final resting places. But what the tourists won’t readily reveal to you is that they are looking for a plot twist. People love turning death into something other than the ultimate horror show they believe it to be. They romanticize it to turn a historically documented death by tuberculosis into a jilted lover dying of a broken heart. The tourists’ voices are loud as they mill around the entrance, but they almost always instinctually drop to hushed whispers as they cross the threshold into the cemetery. It’s like an unspoken agreement between realms.


Wren glides past the small tour group and saunters down the path in front of her. It’s a long, roughly paved trail lined with tombs of various shapes, sizes, and conditions. The pavement beneath her feet is broken but walkable. As she travels the well-worn path, she wonders how many bones are beneath her feet. Lafayette was proclaimed to be “full” at least twice in its lifetime. Whenever the walkways are disturbed for renovation or repair, it’s like a bat signal to forensic anthropologists to converge upon the unclaimed burial plots. A bone here, a bone there. The cemetery sextons soon saw these rogue grave discoveries as just another workplace quirk.


Today, cemetery ferns reach out from every crack, infusing life into death. Wren always heard them called resurrection ferns, and they live up to both names. They are hardy enough to lose 97 percent of their own water and still seamlessly resurrect from a small splash of hydration. Wren touches the brown end of a fern that bursts through the side of a tomb to her left. The dried-up tip of the tendril crumbles between her fingers, blowing away in the slight breeze. It’s comforting to know this is only a pretense before its inevitable resurrection. She feels more connected to these plants than she ever has before. Their presence signals a delicate message, showing that something can thrive and adapt even if it’s surrounded by death.


Wren can’t help but feel a pang of jealousy. The ferns probably never have to explain how comfortable they are with the world of the dead as much as she has to. They never have to apologize or avoid acknowledging death’s omnipresence. They merely accept it as a part of their vibrant life, a vital piece of their show. As a result, they are celebrated and left to prosper in their strange world. No one asks them to heal. They just do.


She gazes around her, taking in the peculiar landscape. Anyone could get lost in this place, with similarly hued tombs and crypts lining every conceivable aisle. But if you have chosen to cross into this labyrinthine world, it’s best to take the time to not only appreciate the architectural beauty but to use it to your advantage. Notably intricate tombs can become homing beacons in a sea of decaying stone. For Wren, she always notes the Karstendiek tomb as her home base. Its deliciously Gothic structure drew Anne Rice to create a similar resting place for Lestat. As it is the only cast-iron tomb in the cemetery, it is easy to spot.


She pauses, feeling her heart race and cold sweat drip down her back, and watches the world around her bend and wobble as she is hit with the memory of digging into soggy earth to retrieve a body—someone’s daughter who never went home again. Emma was one of Jeremy’s victims, only a few short weeks ago. She had clawed at her prison deep in St. Louis Cemetery, and Wren had failed to save her in time. The memory of it continues to haunt her, but it’s especially fraught when she finds herself in a cemetery. It’s maddening that a place that has always given her so much serenity has become tainted by Jeremy’s vicious scent.


Wren lets herself take a second. She breathes and feels the cool air hit her skin, calming her stomach and bringing her back to the present where she belongs. It’s an exercise of release, by way of amateur exposure therapy. Exposing herself to these memories is difficult, but doing so is necessary for her to conquer them. She knows she will never see real peace until she dismantles the source of them. His continued existence remains her most challenging vexation.


Once she feels steady enough, she continues, farther into the rows of tombs. It’s easier and easier as she propels herself forward, letting tranquility take control once again.


As she heads toward the southwest corner of the cemetery, she passes tombs whose textures beg to be touched. These graves are like miniature cobblestone cottages. Wren’s hand impulsively snakes out to run her fingers across the stones. There is a strange dichotomy in the construction. Two disparate ideas fight for supremacy among her senses. As her fingers connect with the wall of one of the tombs, it feels organic and familiar. A body encased in stone just feels right. Surrounded by stones that were quarried from the ground, a body is reclaimed. But to the eye, these cobblestones appear like bulging flesh bound too tight. It’s an unnatural pattern that feels like a trap. Still, she touches them, tracing the ligature as she walks past.


Finally, she spots it. An area of the cemetery known as the Secret Garden. It’s her favorite thing about this place, if only for the legend behind its existence. In this corner sit four almost identical tombs. The area stands out because of its simplistic beauty. The four graves are neat, uncomplicated designs that sit side by side. Surrounding them is a green, lush hedge of boxwood that signals something unique is happening here. Etched atop the four markers are the names Dupuy, Ginder, Palfrey, and Griswold: four lifelong best friends who wished to be entombed together along with their families.


In life, it was said that they formed a secret society called the Quarto and together would perform random and anonymous acts of kindness around New Orleans. The legend goes on to say that they made a promise to one another: in the end, the last one alive would destroy all records of the Quarto, forever assuring its existence in mystery. Wren imagines this pact of friendship sealed with blood. Of course, there’s no historical evidence of a blood pact, but it’s the truth according to Wren.


There is something about the Secret Garden and the Quarto that makes Wren feel like a kid again. Instead of thinking about murder, she can lose herself in a fairy-tale legend. It’s a story of secret societies and mysterious pacts, punctuated by an eternity of fellowship. This is what Dr. Roy means when she tells Wren to do what fills her cup. This fills it up. It makes it overflow.


She understands what Dr. Roy was getting at now. Wren lives. Wren survives. Wren has an entire life she has built, filled with success and love and discovery. She doesn’t have to ignore what is happening. Leroux wants her there, wants her mind, her sharp eyes, her keen intuition. That’s what she does best and that’s what she will continue to do. No one will shatter that part of her.


Shake it? Yes.


But no one will shatter it.
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