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CHAPTER 1


May 20th. The date printed at the top of the newspaper startles me, and I drop it like it’s a hot coal that’s burned my hands. It falls to the floor in a scattered array of ink-stained stories. The man behind the counter frowns.

“Sorry,” I offer as I bend, then do my best to shuffle the pages into order and place the paper back on top of the New York Post pile before moving to the magazine rack. Sports Illustrated has a racehorse on the cover. Mr. Hank, my old landlord, will like that, so I pluck it from the pile and head to the register to pay.

It’s the third time I’ve been reminded of the date since I woke up, and it’s only 4 p.m. Normally, when I’m teaching summer classes, like I am now, I only go in twice a week, so I don’t even know what day it is. But May 20th isn’t just any day, I suppose. It’s the twenty-year anniversary of the day I’ll never forget.

I leave the bodega and decide to walk the fifteen or so blocks to Mr. Hank’s assisted-living facility, rather than taking the subway. It’s beautiful out, and I still need to stop and pick up donuts. Plus, I don’t want to see him until I can clear my head. He’s struggling through dementia, so the last thing he needs is me bringing my anxiety for a visit. But my mind whirls as I walk, and not even the bright pink blossoms of the magnolia tree in Union Square Park can soothe the melancholy that lingers in my heart.

I pass the High Note, the pub where I met Derek, the guy I used to hook up with before Sam, and look through the front window. Derek was a fireman. A few guys are sitting at the bar, probably firemen, too. They seem to occupy the place most evenings. I don’t have any desire to go in, but it gives me an idea, reminds me there’s a way to loosen the tight knot in my neck and take the edge off all the anxiety I feel today. So I reach into my pocket, pull out my cell, and type as I stroll past the bar.


Elizabeth: Up for hanging out tonight?



“Hanging out” sounds so much better than fucking me until I can’t think straight anymore. But running five miles this morning didn’t clear my head, and I’m sure Sam won’t mind. He’s always been the initiator of our get-togethers and has mentioned more than once that I could reach out to him, too.

Fifteen minutes later, I arrive at Park Manor Nursing Home. I still don’t feel great, but Sam’s enthusiastic response to my text has helped, smoothing the edges of my jangled nerves. He’s working tonight, though, so I won’t see him until tomorrow.

I check in with the nurse at the desk on the third floor, and she hits the button to unlock the door to the memory care unit. It’s easy to find Mr. Hank—he’s laughing uproariously at the television in the lounge. The hearty sound lifts my mood more than anything else today. As I approach, he catches sight of me, his eyes twinkling with recognition.

“Elizabeth!” he says. “C’mon over here, young lady.”

The warmth of his greeting thrills me. Despite the fact that he saved my life when I first moved to New York—two days shy of twenty years ago—by giving me a discount on rent and telling me where to look for a job, he sometimes can’t recall who I am now. I hurry over, give him a big hug, and offer the bag of donuts I picked up from his favorite street vendor. They’re chocolate, also his favorite—that’s one thing he never forgets.

“Oh, you didn’t have to do this.”

“I wanted to.” I smile, holding out the magazine and daily racing form I picked up at OTB earlier. “I shouldn’t encourage your habit, but I thought you might like these, too.”

Mr. Hank has been a gambler all of his life, mostly on the ponies. He can’t go outside without the assistance of an aide anymore, and he refuses to use anything but a landline phone, yet somehow he’s figured out how to create a FanDuel account on his iPad so he can bet ten dollars a day on horse races.

“You’re too good to me.” He pulls a chocolate donut from the bag and licks his lips. “You know, I used to make chocolate donuts. Just like this. Only better, of course.”

I smile. “Of course. Your bakery was voted best donuts in New York City, eighteen years in a row.”

He takes a bite, chews slowly, and I can tell he’s savoring it.

“I was the only baker in my neighborhood to keep making them by hand after the donut machines came out.” Another bite. This time with a groan of happiness as he chews.

Mr. Hank looks good today. Not all that different on the outside from twenty years ago, though maybe some wrinkles have grown deeper. I wish I’d appreciated how special he was when I first moved here. Sure, I knew he was helping me—and I said thank you, and I truly was grateful—but you never realize how much you appreciate someone until they’re gone. Of course, he’s still here. Most of him, anyway.

“What block was your bakery on?” I ask, even though I know the answer.

He chews, polishing off the last bite of his donut, and something shifts in his eyes. He looks right at me and tilts his head. “What bakery?”

My heart sinks. “Oh, never mind. How was your donut?”

“Delicious. Want one?” He holds the bag out. “I made them myself. Hand-rolled, not by some machine.”

Usually, I’d say no. But he has such hope in his eyes, I can’t refuse. “I’d love one. Thank you.”

“How are your studies, missy?”

I smile, say something about how they’re going great, even though I’ve been the teacher for fifteen years now, not a student.

He nods. “I always knew you were a good one. Could tell from the moment I met you.”

My heart squeezes. He was the only one who thought that back then.

“How’s Walter doing?”

God, the brain is such a labyrinth of complexity. Precious memories fade like whispers in the wind while the worthless ones stay anchored. Walter was some jerk I dated briefly when I first moved here. But I’ve learned that it’s best for Mr. Hank if I don’t correct him and just continue with the conversation. So I force a smile. “Things are okay.”

He makes a grunting sound. “I think it would be best you date men your own age. Older men have agendas.”

This time my smile is real. Some things haven’t changed after two decades. Sam is ten years older than me.

Forty-five minutes later, it’s dinnertime for Mr. Hank. He opens his arms for a goodbye hug, and I step in, inhaling the scent of chocolate donuts and Old Spice. The smell is uniquely him. When I pull back, he clutches my arm for a second, gives me a big smile. “I love you, kid.”

I press a kiss to his cheek. “I love you, too.”



Two hours later, I’m soaking in the bathtub with a glass of wine. The stress I’ve felt all day dissolves like a sugar cube in a hot cup of tea, and I barely remember my name, much less today’s date. I should have done this earlier; maybe I would’ve finished the work I need to complete before it got so late. I only teach two classes at Pace University during the summer, but one of them is an online yearlong fiction-writing seminar that just started, and it requires a lot more time than the English 101 course, which meets in person twice a week. There are two dozen first chapters of books waiting for me to read and critique. I’m the only professor who volunteered to take on the class when the school started offering it a decade ago, and it’s a lot. But every once in a while, I find a diamond in the rough, a student who shows promise, and it makes all the extra hours worthwhile.

My iPad is on the bath mat, so I reach over the tub and grab it, along with my reading glasses, and press the button to fire it up. I preferred the days of students handing in papers that were on actual paper—much gentler on my eyes and easier to scribble a note in the margin with a red pen. But I’m a dinosaur at thirty-seven now.

I call up the first submission and read through the chapter. It’s written well enough, but it doesn’t grab my attention, doesn’t make me excited to turn the next page or anxious to read the whole book. Polishing it likely won’t make it a diamond, but I add a few comments, note a few suggestions to pick up the pace, and hit send.

I open the next file, sip my wine, and sink deeper into the warm tub. The document opens to a title page—The Reckoning by Hannah Greer. My course syllabus suggests not attempting to come up with a name for the book until the first draft is completed—so the title can capture the true spirit of the novel. But every year, one student does it anyway. The next page even has a dedication—that’s something new.


To anyone who has done something evil in the dark

and believes it will never come to light.

You’re wrong. Your day of reckoning is coming.



Wow. Dark. Though it certainly has piqued my curiosity as a reader. I scroll to the next page and expect the creepy vibe to continue. But it doesn’t. Instead, it opens with a prologue, a beautiful discussion about coming of age when life isn’t so easy. It might not be what I expected with that title and dedication, but it’s a strong start nonetheless. Immediately, I have a sense of the character—a young woman questioning her self-worth, on the cusp of going out into the world. I can identify with that. I add a quick comment, suggest the student describe the face her protagonist is making, rather than tell me she’s sad.

I keep reading. The main character is a girl in her senior year of high school. A girl who looks at her male teacher differently than the other kids do. It sounds like she might have a crush. She’s daydreaming, looking out the window at a yellow finch—

A yellow finch.

My breath comes up short.

My heart pounds.

I close my eyes and manage to shake it off, laugh out loud at myself even. I’m being ridiculous. It’s just a bird. And find me a high school kid who doesn’t stare out the window daydreaming at some point. I’m just being paranoid.

I read another paragraph, then another, but the farther I go, the more I realize I can’t shake it off anymore. A sheen of sweat forms on my forehead, though the bathwater has grown cool. I read rapidly to the end and swallow.

This isn’t fiction.

This is a real story, a true story.

But that’s not possible. Is it? Maybe it’s just… similar.

I wipe my forehead, grab my wineglass, and gulp the rest down. Then I flip back to the beginning and read again. It’s just a first chapter, but the names, what the teacher does, it’s…

Definitely not fiction.

And while I might’ve only read the beginning of the story, I already know the ending. Mr. Sawyer has an affair with my best friend, Jocelyn, and winds up dead.

Because I killed him. Exactly twenty years ago today.






CHAPTER 2



Chapter 1—Hannah’s Novel

Jocelyn stared out the window, watching as a bright yellow finch landed on a branch, bringing its nest full of babies their regurgitated meal. It was supposed to be innate, wasn’t it? The nurture of a parent—feeding, bathing… physical affection. Yet this morning she’d been the one to wake her mother, make her breakfast, help her into the shower. Then again, finches couldn’t stumble to the liquor store and pick up a plastic bottle of vodka that made them forget their role in life.

“Miss Burton…” Her teacher stopped at her desk. “Are you with us this afternoon?”

She blinked a few times and cleared her throat, feeling her cheeks turn pink. “Sorry. Yes.”

Mr. Sawyer placed a packet of stapled papers face down on her desk—her graded assignment—and waited until she looked up at him. “See me after class, please.”

Great. Just great.

Jocelyn glanced once more at the finch before forcing her attention to the front of the classroom. Her eyes landed on Mr. Sawyer’s ass as he continued down the row, handing papers back. It wasn’t her fault her gaze lingered. The man had a good body—way better than the boys her own age. She chewed her lip, contemplating how many hours of exercise her English teacher must do to look like that. Firm and fit, his ass complemented the rest of the man—broad shoulders, a narrow waist, and a smile that belied the sternness of his voice.

Her friend Ivy leaned over and whispered, “Close your mouth. You’re drooling.”

Jocelyn squinted. “I am not.”

Ivy chuckled and turned over her own paper. C–.

And Mr. Sawyer hadn’t asked her to stay after class…

Jocelyn had thought she’d nailed the assignment. She drew in a deep, steadying breath before flipping it over to check her grade. A+ was written at the top in red, a big fat circle around it.

Oh, wow.

Ivy leaned over again and snuck a peek, rolling her eyes.

After that, Jocelyn managed to pay attention for the rest of class. When the period was over, she approached Mr. Sawyer’s desk. Without looking up at her, he shuffled some papers and gestured to the first row. “Have a seat.”

Once the last students cleared out, he closed the classroom door and leaned a hip against the front of his desk.

Jocelyn sat up a little taller.

“Talk to me.” Mr. Sawyer folded his arms across his chest. “Do you have an interest in studying writing in college?”

She shrugged. “I’m not sure I’m even going to college.”

“Why not?”

Jocelyn’s eyes shifted to the window. She couldn’t see the finch now, but it was on her mind. She didn’t want to say her only goal in life was to find a job that paid enough money to get the hell away from her mother, so she said nothing.

“Jocelyn?”

Her eyes jumped to meet Mr. Sawyer’s.

“Look at me when I speak to you.”

She nodded. But instinct drew her eyes down again, so it wasn’t as simple as it sounded. Especially not when Mr. Sawyer—her secret crush—held her gaze in silence for a full minute.

Eventually, he smiled. “Thank you. I think you’re an excellent storyteller. Do you enjoy writing?”

Jocelyn nodded.

“Speak, Miss Burton. Use your voice. You’re not a bobblehead.”

She met his eyes once again. “Yes.”

“Yes what?”

“Yes, I enjoy writing.”

“Excellent. Tell me what you do in your free time. Do you write for fun? Do you keep a daily diary?”

“I don’t have a diary I write in every day, but I keep a notebook that I like to write random things in.”

“The yellow one with a butterfly on the front that sometimes you have out during class?”

Jocelyn looked down. “Sorry.”

“I’m not looking for an apology. Good writers write when it strikes them. Tell me, what kinds of things do you write about in your notebook?”

Jocelyn shrugged. “I don’t know. Stuff.”

“Do you write about boys?”

Her cheeks grew warm. “Not usually.”

“Do you have a boyfriend?”

“No.”

“Ever had one?”

“Not one that’s worth writing about.”

Mr. Sawyer’s lip twitched. “Do you write about your friends?”

“Not really.”

“So I’ll ask you again, Miss Burton. What is it you write about in your journal, if not boys and friends?”

“I don’t know. I guess I mostly write what I’m feeling.”

“And what is it that you feel?”

Jocelyn’s pink cheeks burned crimson. “Angry.”

“Good. Now we’re getting somewhere. Angry about what?”

“My mother. She’s a drunk.”

“What about your father?”

“I’ve never met him.”

Mr. Sawyer rubbed his bottom lip with his thumb as he stared at Jocelyn. His eyes were a deep, intense green. They seemed to darken as the seconds ticked by. It made Jocelyn want to squirm in her seat, but she knew he’d see it, probably call her out on it, too. So she did her best to stay rooted in place.

“Williamsburg College isn’t too far and has a creative writing scholarship. The top submission gets a full ride. Second and third place receive partial tuition funding. I can help you improve your writing. It’s not something I do for many students. But I think you might be special. However, you’ll need to work on becoming more disciplined. You’re easily distracted.”

“How do I do that? Study more?”

Mr. Sawyer’s eyes gleamed. “Discipline doesn’t have to be about studying. It can be learning self-restraint in general. For example, you fidget a lot and often stare out the window.”

“How do I fix that?”

“We’ll work on it. That is, if you’re interested in my help.”

Jocelyn couldn’t nod fast enough. “I’m interested.”

A ghost of a smile tugged at the corner of his lips, and he pointed a few rows away. “Good. Meet me here Friday. Four o’clock.”








CHAPTER 3


It’s a bright spring day, warm air floating between campus buildings, navy-and-gold Pace flags fluttering in the wind. Usually, I’d grab a coffee and sit and enjoy the sunshine, or maybe finish up grading on a park bench. But today, I have a singular goal.

The registrar’s office is in a big, modern brick building with a glass front. I find the entrance, step through the automatic doors, and come to a stop. To my right, there’s a student help desk, but I need more than they can give. My purse vibrates as I look around. Digging my cell from inside, I find Sam’s name flashing on the screen. We have plans for tonight, which I forgot all about until this minute. It seems impossible that it was only yesterday I texted him. Yesterday, when my biggest problem was that the date on the calendar read May 20. Now there’s someone who knows what happened leading up to that date twenty years ago, someone who has threatened a reckoning. I ignore Sam’s call, too anxious to get the information I came for to let anything else distract me right now.

The main office is a DMV-like setup, with seating to wait and numbered stations, staff calling up students. I peer around for someone to help me. Of course, only two of the stations out of twelve are currently staffed with employees. One of them I recognize. The twentysomething doesn’t just work here. Eric’s also a student. He catches my eye and smiles. I’ve dealt with him a few times before, when I had scheduling issues and errors in my class roster. He’s the sort whose eyes rest on you too long, who remembers your name and classroom when he shouldn’t. And every single time I’ve spoken to him, he’s given me a compliment of some sort. But that might work to my advantage today.

He finishes with a student, so I step up to his station. “Hi, Eric.”

“Aaron,” he corrects, yet smiles. “But how are you, Elizabeth? It’s been a while.”

I should remind him it’s Professor Davis, not Elizabeth, but instead, I smile. “Right, of course. Aaron. I’m doing well. How about you?”

“Can’t complain.” He eyes my hair. “I’ve always wanted to ask you… Is that your natural color? Usually, red is sort of orangey, but yours is more like a cinnamon.”

Who asks a woman if she dyes her hair? Certainly not a student. Yet I twirl my hair like some flirty teenager and lean in, because I’m not above anything today. “It is. Do you like it?”

He leans closer, too. “It’s beautiful. Makes your green eyes stand out.”

Oh God. It’s difficult not to roll those eyes. I need to cut to the chase. “Listen, I need help, Aaron. Do you think you can help me?”

“Of course. Whatever you need.”

Perfect.

“I’m having trouble reaching a student. She’s not answering her student email, so I was hoping she might have another email listed in the school’s records? Or a phone number or an address? Some other method of contact.”

“Oh, that’s…” He swallows, looks down at his hands. When he looks back up, he won’t meet my eyes. “I’m afraid it’s against policy to give that out to anyone, even professors.” Aaron fidgets. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s really important,” I press, dropping my voice. “She could fail the class if I can’t get ahold of her. I would feel really awful. Aaron?”

“Yes, ma’am?” He looks up, locks eyes with me.

“I think this once we could make an exception, right? Help out a fellow student. And because we’re friends. Right?” Another smile, just between us.

“Well… okay. But don’t tell my boss, all right?”

“Oh, I thought you were in charge.” I slide him a paper where I’ve written down what I know about Hannah Greer. “This is her name and student number.”

“Let me…” He types away, clicks the mouse, then pulls the scrap of paper toward him and scribbles a Gmail account. “Oh, interesting,” he mutters. “This might be why you can’t get ahold of her.”

My ears perk up. “Oh? Is something wrong?”

“No. But she’s a visiting student.” He slides the paper back. “Nonmatriculated. It looks like yours is the only class she’s taking.”

I pause, sirens blaring in my head. So “Hannah” could be anyone, anyone who only signed up for my class.

“Thank you so much, Aaron. I owe you.”

Stepping outside lets me breathe a little easier, but not for long. My nerves come back full force as I glance down at the sheet. Hannah Greer. I have a Gmail now. I would have preferred an address. I’ve slowed to a stop, lost in thought, staring down at the scrap of paper, when someone bumps into me.

“Excuse me,” the man mutters. He’s tall, wearing a dark jacket, and continues striding down the sidewalk. I look up, watch him go. There’s something familiar about him, but then again, I’ve had hundreds, thousands of students here. Of course I recognize some. I glance over my shoulder, cross the street, and hurry toward my office. I can’t help it—once I’m across, I look back one more time. The man in the dark jacket, he’s stopped. And he’s looking right at me.

Is he watching me?

Did he bump into me on purpose?

Could he be Hannah?

No, no, no. I’m being paranoid. Have been since I read that damn chapter. The chapter that’s a coincidence. A very big one, but a coincidence nonetheless. It has to be. Once I sort out who this student is, I’ll know for sure.

Back in my office, I pull off my jacket, unwind my silk scarf. They both go on a hanger, and I adjust my blinds so the outside is blocked—as if someone might want to see what I’m doing. I sit down to type at my laptop, speedy pecks of keys, entering the Gmail account and hitting search. I already know from my Google research this morning that the name alone returns millions of hits. It’s too common. Maybe that’s the reason they chose it. But nothing comes up with the Gmail account, either.

No social media tied to it. No image of a person.

I huff in frustration and repeat the same search, this time adding the name Hannah Greer to the Gmail account—still nothing usable comes up. My phone vibrates from my purse, and I pull it out, annoyed by the interruption.

Sam.

Again.

I need to cancel tonight, so I swipe to answer.

“Hi, Sam.” I stare at the tiny cactus on my desk, the one that’s shriveled into a collection of brown, dead spikes—a sign that I should not be in charge of the care of any living creature.

“Hey. Sorry to interrupt your day, but I thought I’d see if maybe you wanted to come to my place tonight,” he says. “I can cook us some dinner. I’ve been told I make a mean chicken piccata.”

Sam and I don’t have that type of relationship. He’s a nice guy, a handsome police detective who will probably make some lucky lady a great boyfriend or husband someday, but that’s not what I’m looking for, and I was up front about that from the beginning. He’s been good with our arrangement, too. Though lately, I’ve suspected he wants more. “I think I actually need to cancel tonight. I have a lot of work to finish up for this class I’m teaching.”

“Oh. Then maybe we can just hang out like usual and do dinner another night?” A car door slams shut, and the city sounds in the background go quiet. “I caught this call last night. I’m going to be pretty busy with it for a while, at least once the autopsy comes back in tomorrow.”

The word autopsy makes me go still. “Someone died?”

“Well, yeah. It’s New York City. We average more than one homicide a day.”

My voice climbs an octave. “That’s… that’s awful.”

“You get used to it, sadly,” he says. “Looks like an older-man-younger-woman thing this time.”

My eyes flare. “What happened?”

“The suspect was his mistress. We can’t find her. She took off, but no one else had motive.”

I swallow back the rise of fear. “How much younger was she?”

Sam chuckles. “Not getting ideas, are you? Killing an older man you’re sleeping with?”

“Of course not.” I force humor into my voice, levity. Inside, though, I’m sinking deeper into a dark place. Nothing about the last twenty-four hours feels like coincidence right now. “How would I ever get that home-cooked meal then?”

“I could make dinner at your place while you work tonight. You gotta take a break to eat sometime, right?”

I open my mouth to tell him I can’t. The last thing I need is to spend time with a police detective right now, but the scrap of paper on my desk catches my eye, gives me an idea. “Hey, I have a question.”

“What’s that?”

“Is there a way to trace an email address?”

“Just an email address? Or an email received?”

“The address.”

“An email address by itself can be tough. But you can usually trace an email received back to the approximate location of the sender using their IP address, as long as they’re not using a VPN. Though you would need an incoming email for that.” He pauses, and the wheels turn in my head. “You need to track someone down?”

“Just wondering.” I chew the end of a pen, practically hearing the curiosity on his end as silence fills the line. “One of the students in my fiction-writing class had a character track someone’s location from their email in their story. I didn’t know if it was accurate or not.”

“Oh, gotcha.”

“Listen, Sam, someone just walked into my office,” I lie. “So I have to run. Maybe we can get together next week?”

“Yeah, okay.”

“Good luck with your… homicide.”

We disconnect. My brain tingles with the information he’s given me. I want to think about the woman murdering the older man, but I’ve got other things to keep me busy.

I pull up a new email, type in the address Aaron provided, and compose yet another lie:


Hannah,

I received the chapter you submitted through Blackboard. However, for some reason I was unable to open it. It’s a system glitch, which happens occasionally. Can you please email it to me directly? At this address would be fine.



I stare at the screen. Hit send. And the wait for a response begins.






CHAPTER 4


Normally, on Thursdays after I’ve finished teaching, I head to the yoga studio across from campus, but today I skip exercising. I also haven’t been running every morning like I usually do. It’s been almost a week since I emailed the student who submitted the ominous chapter, and I can’t seem to quell the unsettled feeling in the pit of my stomach.

I’ve considered calling Ivy. The three of us—Ivy, Jocelyn, and me—were inseparable back in the day, the three musketeers. A trio of lost souls who bonded over being dirt-poor and neglected by our alcoholic, single moms. Or in Ivy’s case, alcoholic and drug addicted. We told each other everything. So it’s hard to believe it’s been twenty years since I’ve spoken to either one of them. I know where Ivy is at least. Jocelyn, though, she disappeared the day I did, two decades ago. I went north, and she went south to Florida, and that’s the last I heard of her. I’m not sure whether I should try to make contact with either of them. What if someone is trying to smoke us out, cause us to make mistakes? No, it’s best to keep to myself. Besides, it could all still be a coincidence, couldn’t it? I once read an article about identical twin brothers separated at birth. They never even knew about each other, yet they married women with the same names and gave their firstborn children and dogs the same names.

It’s not impossible.

That’s what I keep telling myself.

But today I need to do a little more digging, a little more research—though not from my laptop this time. Everything we do in today’s world leaves an electronic footprint, and one can never be too careful.

My eyes are alert, scanning face after face as I walk to the library. Three kids fresh out of high school kick around a hacky sack to the left, a redhead twirling her hair and making googly eyes at a nice-looking guy with broad shoulders sits on a bench to the right—he’s too busy to notice, checking out the ass of every woman who passes. Before last week, I wouldn’t have seen a single face, but suddenly everyone is a suspect to rule out.

Inside the library, I take the stairs to the second floor. My pulse quickens as I approach the bank of cubicles, each equipped with a desktop available for anyone’s use. There are more than a dozen, yet only one is occupied. Everyone has a laptop or iPad these days.

I choose the workstation farthest from the woman working and glance around before pulling out a chair. No one seems to be paying attention, so I hit the space bar to wake up the screen and jump right into it, clicking the Google icon from the menu bar, then typing:

D-A-M-O-N S-A-W-Y-E-R

My hand shakes as I hit the enter key. It’s a name I’d managed to not think about in a very long time—almost two decades—until last week.

The search return at the top of the page is the website of Chapman and Sons Funeral Home. Obituary of Damon Sawyer. I’ve read it before. Hundreds of times, a lifetime ago. But I click into it and read.


Damon Sawyer passed away tragically at age thirty-nine on May 20. He is survived by his devoted wife, Candice, and a seven-year-old son. Damon was born and raised in Minton Parish. Upon graduating from the University of Southern Louisiana with a degree in secondary education, Damon returned home to Minton Parish to become a teacher at the local high school he had attended. He was a beloved member of the teaching community and earned the title of Teacher of the Year three times—a testament to how much he gave to his students.



How much he gave…

Scrolling the rest of the results, I find most of it vaguely familiar—a few mentions from Minton High School, an old article from the Minton Herald, triathlon results from twenty-five years ago. I guess when you’re dead, very little gets added to your Google search. At the bottom of the page, though, there is something new—another obituary on the website of Chapman and Sons Funeral Home. Obituary of Candice Maynard-Sawyer.

His wife. I click into it. It’s dated five months ago.


Candice Maynard-Sawyer passed away at age fifty-eight on December 13. Candice met the love of her life, Damon Sawyer, while attending college at the University of Southern Louisiana. Together they had one son. Candice was a Eucharistic minister for more than thirty years, bringing communion to elderly church members who were unable to attend mass. Her yearslong battle with heart disease ends only for her to be reunited with her beloved husband and our Father in heaven.



Beloved. What a joke.

The nerves I felt typing Damon’s name are suddenly replaced by anger. I tug at the neck of my blouse. Why is it so damn hot in here? I need some fresh air, so I close out of the web page and gather my things. But as I start to get up, I think better of it. There are other names I haven’t searched in a long time. So I type:

I-V-Y L-E-I-G-H-T-O-N

Unlike Mr. Sawyer’s, this name comes back with a ton of hits—the first of which is from Minton Parish Child Protective Services. A few years back, I had a rare, lucid conversation with my mother, and she mentioned that Ivy had become a social worker. The irony isn’t lost on me that the child who used to get removed from her home has now become the remover. Curious, I click into the web page, and I’m taken aback when a picture of my old best friend pops up. She hasn’t aged so well, but there’s no doubt it’s her. Plump face, tired eyes, gray-streaked frumpy hair—the same gummy smile that shows off the tiny chip in her front tooth she got when we were riding bicycles at seven. I read the bio and stare at her for a while. She lives in Clarion, a stone’s throw from where we grew up and where she apparently still works. But it couldn’t be Ivy who sent me the chapter, could it? She’s the only person in the world who stands to lose almost as much as I do by dredging up things from the past. Plus, she has five kids. She wouldn’t have time to dig skeletons from closets. But before I click back, I jot down her email and telephone number—just in case.

I look around before typing again. The one woman using a computer isn’t paying me any mind, and other than her, it’s a ghost town up here.

My eyes well up as I type the next name.

J-O-C-E-L-Y-N B-U-R-T-O-N

More than seventeen thousand hits. I try adding Florida at the end, since that’s where she went after leaving Louisiana, but it doesn’t narrow it down much. So I spend the better part of three hours scrolling page after page, looking for anything that seems like her. But I come up empty.

I slump back into the chair and sigh. Where do I go from here? I want to reach out to Ivy and Jocelyn, but we made a pact before I left—never to contact each other and never to talk about anything that happened with anyone. Jocelyn was adamant that we never cross paths again, and it looks as though she made sure we wouldn’t.

As if on cue, my phone vibrates. It’s Sam. I haven’t heard from him since I canceled getting together last week.


Sam: Any chance you’re free tonight?



My first instinct is to say no. But then I glance again at the screen in front of me. Seventeen thousand, one hundred and forty-eight hits for Jocelyn Burton. There must be a better way to find her, and to find Hannah Greer. Who better than a police detective to give me some guidance? I nibble on my lip, debating for a few minutes, before finally typing back.


Elizabeth: Sure. My place or yours?





I wind up meeting Sam at a restaurant, rather than one of our apartments like we usually do when we get together.

“This is nice, isn’t it?” He smiles as we eat. “I mean, what we usually do is pretty damn nice, too. But I like taking you out. We should do it more often.”

Shoot. This was a mistake. I knew it when he suggested meeting for dinner, but I didn’t push back. Sam seems like a great guy. Not once in the few months we’ve been getting together has he shown any red flags. He’s been a perfect gentleman, except in the bedroom, where he’s aggressive, which I rather like. But I learned years ago to be up front with the expectations I have of men. Most are thrilled to find a woman only looking for sex. Once you take the next step, it’s difficult to pull back without upsetting the other person.

After we’ve finished, I look him in the eyes. “I like you, Sam. You seem like a genuinely nice guy.”

He frowns. “I hear a but coming…”

I smile sadly. “But I’m not looking for a relationship.”

“It was just dinner.”

“I know. But I want to be up front with you.”

He sighs. “Is it me?”

I shake my head. “No, it’s me.”

“We haven’t talked too much about our previous partners. Did something happen to sour you on relationships?”

You mean like a deadbeat dad, a string of “uncles” who used my mother, and a teacher who abused the trust of my best friend? Yet I shake my head. “No. I just like to keep things simple.”

Sam rakes a hand through his hair. “All right. If that’s the way you want it.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine.” He smiles, trying to make light of the moment, but it doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “The alternative isn’t a bad consolation prize.”

A few minutes later, the waitress brings the check. Sam takes out his credit card and sticks it in the leather padfolio.

I hold out my hand. “I’d like to pay half, if you don’t mind. I’ll give you cash.”

Sam frowns. “Really? You can’t let me pay for one meal? Do you want the receipt for the condoms, too? Maybe we can calculate how much one from the box costs and you can leave the cash on the nightstand before you slip out each time?”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. I just prefer to pay my own way.”

Sam says something under his breath and tosses a few twenties into the check holder, taking his card back out. “Whatever. It’s fine.”

I open my wallet and count fifty dollars. But as I pull the cash from the compartment, something tucked between the bills falls out—a slip of paper. It floats to the floor, closer to Sam’s feet, and he reaches down and picks it up, extending it to me across the table.

“Louisiana, right?” he says.

I freeze. “What?”

He looks down at the ink on the paper, at Ivy’s phone number. “The area code. It’s Louisiana, isn’t it? My ex-partner retired there to be near his kid who went to college at Tulane and stayed. His area code is 337.”

I snatch the paper back. “Yes, it’s Louisiana.”

“That’s where you were born, right?”

I blink a few times. There is no way in hell I told him that. I don’t tell anyone where I’m from. “How do you know that?”

Sam looks away, clears his throat. “You must’ve told me.”

“I absolutely did not tell you.”

His shoulders slump, and he hangs his head. He knows he’s been caught in a lie. “I, uh, ran you when we first started dating.”

“Ran me? What does that mean?”

“Through the system. At work. I do it to everyone I date. You can never be too careful, especially in New York.”

“You investigated me?” My heart thumps around in my chest, but not just at the indignity of being spied on. What if he found something about what happened before?

“Not investigated. Just punched you into the system. You know, to see if you had any priors or anything. System also gives all last known addresses. It showed you grew up in Louisiana. I was surprised. You don’t have a Southern accent.”

It feels like I’ve just had my clothes unwillingly ripped from my body, and I’m standing naked. I should have known better than to date a detective. Of course he’d look me up. My head spins while I take in the fact that Sam has known where I grew up for the three months we’ve been spending time together, and yet never once mentioned that he knew I’d lied to him about being from New York. Paranoia creeps in. I start to remember other things—like that time we were at his apartment and I went to the bathroom. When I came out, he had my phone in his hand. He claimed he’d picked it up instead of his by accident. Was he lying? And another time when he stayed over, and I found him looking through the end table drawer in my living room. He claimed he was looking for the remote, but the remote was sitting right on the coffee table.

The waitress comes over to collect the check, but I haven’t yet put my half inside. The cash is still in my hand. I open the padfolio, then look up at Sam’s face. “On second thought…” I shove the bills back into my purse. “You can pay the whole damn bill.”

“Elizabeth—”

Sam says more, but I don’t stick around to hear it. I’m already out of my seat and taking long strides toward the restaurant door. He catches up to me outside, just as I lower my arm and a cab pulls to the curb.

“Elizabeth, wait!”

“No, Sam. I’m leaving.”

“Just come home with me. Let’s talk about this. It’s really not a big deal.”

I ignore him and climb into the back of the cab, slamming the door shut.

“Twenty-Second and Second, please,” I say to the cabbie.

He looks in the rearview mirror. “The guy outside is still talking to you.”

“Just drive. I’m done talking to him.”






CHAPTER 5


I don’t even like roses.

I pluck a petal from one of the flowers and briefly consider texting Sam to provide him with my thoughts on the originality of this delivery, which arrived three days ago. But that would mean answering one of his four apology texts, something I’m far from ready to do at the moment. I still can’t get over that he investigated me.

“Hey. You want to grab a bite to eat?” Aiden’s belt jingles as he walks from the bedroom to the living room, buckling it. Or maybe his name is Cayden? I’m not actually sure.

“That’s not necessary. You can go.”

He chuckles. “Damn. That’s cold. I guess you really meant it when you said you were looking for a quick hookup only.”

I smile politely. “Yes, I did.”

“Can I see you again?”

“I doubt it. But thank you. I had a good time.”

The guy shakes his head. Though at least he doesn’t argue. Aiden or Cayden or whatever the heck his name is grabs his jacket from the chair and heads for the door. “Take care, Emily.”

I don’t bother to correct him. Once he’s gone, I latch the chain on the top lock and fill the kettle with tap water. My insomnia is back. It’s been years since I had trouble sleeping, but I still remember all the remedies I used to try. I’ve been drinking lavender relaxation tea every night for the last week. It didn’t work half as well as my Tinder date to relieve the stress knots in my neck, but maybe the combination will finally allow me a good night’s rest. Sleep has eluded me since that mysterious chapter arrived ten long days ago. It doesn’t help that I still haven’t heard from the student who turned it in.

While I wait for the water to boil, I pluck more petals from the roses. Three flowers are completely dismantled now, and I leave their barren sticks in the vase and the petals strewn all over the kitchen counter. The look is more interesting than the original.

Once the kettle sings, I steep the tea bag and decide I’m not tired enough for bed yet. So I grab my laptop and a stack of English 101 exams I’ve already marked and sit down on the couch to enter the grades into Pace’s system. My computer fires up to the last page I’ve visited—the one I’ve stalked all week—my email. Nothing new has arrived since the last time I checked a few hours ago. At least that’s how it looks until my email syncs, and then suddenly it shows a new message on the screen.

It’s from her—Hannah Greer.

My heart pounds so hard that I have to shut my eyes and take a few deep breaths before I’m calm enough to read. When I click to open the message, I think I stop breathing altogether.


Professor Davis,

I apologize for taking so long to respond. I hadn’t checked this email until now. I assumed any correspondence would come from the school email students are instructed to use, not my private one. Attached please find the original file that was submitted. Please let me know if you have any difficulties opening this one.

Thank you,

Hannah Greer



The message is innocuous enough, a typical response a real student might send upon receiving an email from a teacher. But the response isn’t really what I’m after. I’ve already memorized the steps required to determine the location of the sender of an email, so I go right to the header, click to the received line, hit reply, and select show original to open full details on the origin. Once I find the IP address, I copy it and open a new window with the IP-lookup tool I’ve bookmarked. Instantly, a map pops up with a red dot planted on the United States. I can easily tell the sender is not in New York—the mark is too far south—though I have to zoom in to see exactly where the email has been sent from. When I do, my heart stops.

Saint James, Louisiana.

There’s a scream building in my lungs, and I swallow hard to keep it down.

Saint James is not far from Minton Parish. I click on the map’s plus sign to zoom in closer, see exactly how far it is. There isn’t a scale, but knowing the roads and surrounding cities, I’m certain it’s not more than a ten-minute drive. My eyes trace the journey, lingering on the small town I’d hoped never to think about again. But then they catch on something else—a city an equal distance from Saint James, but in the opposite direction. Clarion. Where Ivy’s bio said she lives. I gnaw on my lip, considering…

An advertisement on the IP-locator page snags my attention. It’s for a VPN service—virtual private network. I read about them recently, too. For eight bucks a month, anyone could have sent the email I just received from anywhere in the world and made it look like it came from Louisiana. A VPN establishes a digital connection between a computer and a remote server, masking the true IP address. Disguising your location can be as simple as clicking a box and picking a city. For all I know, the sender could be sitting in the apartment next to me.


OEBPS/e9781668047514/fonts/Lora-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668047514/fonts/NotoSerif_Condensed-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668047514/fonts/Lora-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668047514/fonts/Roboto-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668047514/fonts/SansitaSwashed-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668047514/fonts/Roboto-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668047514/fonts/Taviraj-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668047514/fonts/Taviraj-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668047514/fonts/ArchitectsDaughter-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668047514/fonts/Taviraj-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668047514/fonts/SansitaSwashed-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668047514/fonts/Lora-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668047514/fonts/Lora-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668047514/fonts/CrimsonText-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668047514/fonts/Roboto-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668047514/fonts/Roboto-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668047514/fonts/Roboto-Medium.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668047514/fonts/NotoSerif_Condensed-SemiBold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668047514/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Chapter 1


		Chapter 2


		Chapter 3


		Chapter 4


		Chapter 5


		Chapter 6


		Chapter 7


		Chapter 8


		Chapter 9


		Chapter 10


		Chapter 11


		Chapter 12


		Chapter 13


		Chapter 14


		Chapter 15


		Chapter 16


		Chapter 17


		Chapter 18


		Chapter 19


		Chapter 20


		Chapter 21


		Chapter 22


		Chapter 23


		Chapter 24


		Chapter 25


		Chapter 26


		Chapter 27


		Chapter 28


		Chapter 29


		Chapter 30


		Chapter 31


		Chapter 32


		Chapter 33


		Chapter 34


		Chapter 35


		Chapter 36


		Chapter 37


		Chapter 38


		Chapter 39


		Chapter 40


		Chapter 41


		Chapter 42


		Chapter 43


		Chapter 44


		Chapter 45


		Chapter 46


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright








		IV


		V


		VII


		VIII


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		I


		II


		III


		VI








OEBPS/e9781668047514/fonts/CrimsonText-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668047514/fonts/LeagueGothic-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668047514/fonts/SourceSerifPro-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668047514/fonts/Taviraj-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668047514/fonts/Asul-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668047514/images/9781668047514.jpg
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

ANOVEL

\/1 1/ AR






OEBPS/e9781668047514/images/title.jpg
ll
INOWS

A NOVEL

VI KEELAND

EMILY BESTLER BOOKS

ATRIA

New York Amsterdam/Antwerp London
Toronto Sydney/Melbourne New Delhi





