
[image: Cover: The Unraveling: A Novel, by Vi Keeland. #1 New York Times Bestselling Author.]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: The Unraveling: A Novel, by Vi Keeland. Emily Bestler Books. Atria. New York | London | Toronto | Sydney | New Delhi.]






For Kennedy,

who believed in this book before I did.





[image: ]





CHAPTER 1 Now


We used to look at each other like that. Before you went and messed everything up.

The man wraps a scarf around the smiling woman’s neck, then leans in and kisses the tip of her nose. I force my eyes from the store window and keep walking. Maybe another mile will do it—will clear my head so I can think properly. Figure out what to do with the rest of my day. The rest of my life.

Another block, then two. I stop behind a dozen people at the crosswalk. A woman checks the time on her phone, a child sways under the weight of his backpack full of books, a businessman in a five-thousand-dollar suit spews into his phone about some deal gone bad.

He’s angry. Probably needs therapy. Most of us do. Myself included.

Myself especially.

A teenage girl smokes a joint as she bops along to the buds in her ears. A twentysomething wearing baggy jeans and a T-shirt pretends he’s not freezing his ass off.

One thing stands out that makes them different from me—they all seem to have somewhere to go.

Then again, I probably look like I do, too. I’m good at pretending these days, aren’t I?

But soon they’ll be home with their families or their dog or their video game, and I’ll still be out here walking. Searching for something, though I don’t know what. I still have my wits enough to know that means I might never find it.

Maybe I should get a dog. That would at least give me a purpose for all this walking. Of course, I’d have to feed it. Drag myself out of bed early every morning to take it outside so it doesn’t ruin the carpets. Give it love and affection.

I swallow a lump in my throat. I’m not capable of committing to any of those things. Especially the last one.

The light changes, the wave of people surges forward, and I let it carry me across the street. I turn a corner at random, and seconds later I’m among brownstones. I slow my pace, and another walker brushes against me, hurrying. Another person with a place to be.

A breeze ruffles through the leaves, and the yellow and orange colors of a ginkgo tree rain down around me. We almost lived here in Gramercy Park, in one of these very brownstones. With a foyer painted in sky blue and an office window facing the city. If we’d chosen this home, instead of the apartment, would things have been different? Would that one choice have made ripples through our lives, and you’d be standing next to me right now?

I let myself imagine it. It’s the sort of neighborhood where people raise families. Maybe we’d have a baby by now. Maybe I’d have taken a year off. Maybe I’d have paid more attention and noticed how bad things with you really were. If you were still here, you’d probably be on the road right now—off playing a game in Michigan or Canada. My practice would be thriving, instead of crumbling. Maybe we’d have hired an au pair. Maybe… just maybe.

That breeze comes again, slicing through my open overcoat. I yank it closed, tie the belt tighter. I’ve been out for hours, and I should go home. But why?

Tree branches sway, and a fresh tide of leaves skims over my shoes. A rogue yellow one blows up and tangles into my hair. I reach up to pull it out and a cab rushes by mere inches away, creating wind that slaps me in the face. Shoot. I didn’t even see that red light. I step backward to the curb and bump into a person behind me, nearly falling.

“Ma’am? Are you okay?”

A twentysomething in a Burberry trench, a two-year-old on her hip in a matching jacket and pigtails, and another little one tucked into a vintage pram sucking her thumb.

A ripple, a glimpse of what could have been. What will never be anymore because of you.

I reach into my coat pocket and rub my keychain. Your keychain. The one that reminds me of all our hopes and dreams. It soothes me. As much as I can be soothed these days.

“Ma’am?” The woman I already forgot about steps closer. “Are you all right?”

I look away, her little family too close to my imaginings for comfort. “Fine. Thanks.”

I go back the way I came, walking faster now. Fleeing. Fleeing what? It doesn’t matter. I stare down at the gray concrete, then up at the gray sky. A shop window reflects back at me—a pale, narrow face, too much cheekbone, too much chin. Hollow eyes, once bright green, have gone dull. They look gray, too. I should get highlights, perk up my dishwater-blond hair.

A bell jangles over the next shop door, pulling my attention. A young couple sits in the window, all sheepish smiles and hands wrapped around paper coffee cups. I duck in, file into line, lost in the anonymity of the city once more.

I blink around. I’ve never been here, on this corner, in this coffee shop. Or maybe it’s new. The world has been changing around me over the last year, and I haven’t taken notice.

The line moves forward, and I let it pull me along. You would have hated this place. The overly bright lighting, the din of thirty or so people chatting, the hiss of a barista foaming milk, the whirr of the grinder. Paying seven bucks for a coffee.

“Good afternoon. What can I get you?” A woman with a gummy smile and a blond ponytail is a little too eager to take my order.

“Coffee. Black, please.” I hand over cash, accept change, and shuffle down the line, eyes lingering over a cranberry-orange scone. I try to remember if I’ve eaten today.

“Meredith? Coffee, black,” a voice rings out.

I pull off a glove to pick up the paper cup and let the warmth seep in through my skin as I scan the room for an open table. There’s only one, near the front of the shop, looking outside. It gives me something to focus on, at least. People swarm the sidewalks, tourists gaping up at the tall buildings with shopping bags in hands and locals grumbling as they’re forced to weave through them. Hundreds of people come and go in only minutes. It’s a sea of ambiguity, face after face after face, until they all start to blur.

But then… there’s a flash of familiarity. A face I know in the crowd.

I lean forward, ignoring the table digging into my ribs as I stare at the man. My hand comes to my chest when recognition turns to dismay. And my heart gallops off wildly.

It can’t be him.

Can it?

Olive skin, dark beard, lean build. He smiles—lips curled up as he talks into his phone. Then laughter, the sort that rocks his whole chest as he tilts his head up, smiling at the sky. This man wouldn’t laugh—couldn’t laugh. After all, he’s been through worse than I have.

I squeeze my cup too hard and coffee sloshes over the edges, scalding my hand. Pain radiates across my skin, and I look down at my pink flesh.

It feels good. The sting floods me with an odd sense of relief.

It’s not a normal response. I’ll probably spend hours overanalyzing it at some point. But right now… my attention is back to the window. He’s way more interesting.

I’m out of my chair, dumping my barely touched coffee into the nearest garbage, and through the jangling door in seconds. The man strides down the sidewalk, walking between gaps in pedestrians, making it easy to track him. Easy to—I jolt forward—follow him.

It’s akin to following a ghost.

Except he’s not the one who died.

They are.

We are stuck here. In limbo.

Me. And him.

Gabriel Wright. The last time I saw him, I felt almost exactly as I do now. Numb. Distant. Unbelieving. That night.

I slip my hand into my pocket again, reaching for your keychain to help shake away the bad memories. But there’s no time to soothe myself now because I’m falling behind. So I speed up, give chase. Gabriel turns a corner, hands stuffed in his pockets. He’s leaving Gramercy, heading south toward the East Village. We’re not the only two striding this way. I step behind three women, oversize shopping bags hung over elbows like trophies they’re bringing back from a hunt. Tourists. They’re the perfect blind for my own hunt.

I want to know what he’s doing, where he’s going. Why he’s here of all places, and most of all—I flash back to his face, laughing, smiling—is he really happy? Happy enough to laugh. To feel joy, after what you did.

Gabriel stops at a newsstand up ahead. A rush of suited office workers flood the sidewalk coming out of a building. It’s after seven now. I’ve been outside since noon, wandering. I should go home. Order in some food, find a way to spend my time—

But I can’t force myself away from him. I press my phone to my ear to block my face as he scans the sidewalk, waiting for his turn. He holds up a hand, uses his phone to pay for a pack of cigarettes—some brand in a white package—and shoves them into a pocket.

An urge to get closer hits me. He probably wouldn’t recognize me. We never met, not formally anyway. No. We just went through hell together, several rooms apart.

You in one room.

His wife and child in another.

I swallow the acid rising in my throat, the consequence of coffee on an empty stomach and stressing while speed-walking down the sidewalk after a man I should steer clear of.

Gabriel stays at the newsstand a moment longer. Smiling again. Chatting up the man who works behind the counter.

I step back, lean against the brick of a building, and pull out a tiny notebook, the one I keep my to-do list in. I haven’t written in it in weeks, maybe months. No point in a to-do list when there’s nothing to do. But now, I scribble.

Gabriel Wright.

I double-check the time on my phone like it’s a critical piece of information and go back to writing.

Thursday, 7:13 p.m.

Walking on East 15th Street. Stops at newsstand on corner.

Smoker.

Laughing. Smiling. Happy?

That last word gives me pause. These days, the idea of happiness is like a fable or a fairy tale. A dream every little girl growing up in a screwed-up house wants to be a part of, but knows deep in her heart is just make-believe.

Gabriel offers a warm smile to the newsstand man and turns his back to saunter off in a loose amble, like he hasn’t a care in the world. I want to grab him and scream, “Are you really happy?” or maybe, “I know you’re pretending. You’re just better at it than me. It’s not possible you’re whole again. Not after what we did to you.”

It doesn’t make sense.

He doesn’t make sense.

My breath catches in my throat as his strides quicken. I have to keep following. No, I need to keep following. I’m suddenly driven by purpose for the first time in months. A craving opens up wide inside me, something that could swallow me whole. How? Why?

I glance behind me as I step back into the crowd and lock eyes with a young woman with long blond hair and an armful of books. She looks like she’s going to say something, but then I realize she’s probably just hoping I’ll get the hell out of her way. Like everyone else except me in this city, she’s in a hurry. Though now I have purpose, too.

For the first time since you.

I don’t know where I’m going, or what happens when I get there.

But I know I must follow him.
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CHAPTER 2 Then


I almost forgot—I have a surprise for you.” I slipped out of bed and pulled open my dresser drawer.

“Get back here.” Connor’s voice was gruff. Playful. “I want to give you a surprise, too. A big one.”

I chuckled and tucked my surprise into my palm, hands behind my back. “I know how upset you were when you lost your Gretzky jersey keychain a few weeks ago.”

“My coach gave that to me on my sixth birthday. I showed it to Wayne himself when I met him the night I was drafted into the pros. He told me someday, people would be carrying around keychains with my number on a jersey.”

I smiled and brought my hands from behind my back, opening my fist. “Well, Mr. Gretzky is a smart man.”

Connor sat up in bed. “Holy shit. Where’d you get that?”

“I had it made.”

My husband’s eyes welled up. He took the tiny replica of his blue and red New York Steel jersey, lucky number seventeen, and ran his finger over it.

I pointed. “There’s a tiny mistake. See on the bottom, how the red paint bled too high into the blue section? I’m going to ask him to remake it, but I couldn’t wait to give it to you.”

Connor smiled. “That’s not paint. That’s my opponent’s blood. Don’t have it remade. I love it just the way it is.”

“There’s more to the surprise. The guy who made it wants to license the rights to distribute them. I gave him your agent’s number, and they’re already negotiating a contract. He would make a half million to start. Imagine all the six-year-old boys walking around with this keychain, with dreams of being you someday.”

Connor pulled me to him, cupping my cheek. “I love it. Thank you.”

I rubbed my nose with his. “You’re welcome.”

“I have something I want to give you, too, Mer.”

I smirked and playfully rolled my eyes. “Been there. Done that.”

“Oh yeah? Is that so?” Without warning, I was lifted off the bed and hoisted into the air. I yelped and Connor settled me back down on his lap, my legs straddling him. “Do you remember what I said when I proposed?” he asked.

“What?”

“I said that my entire life, I’d only ever wanted one thing: to win a hockey championship. But since the day I met you, it wasn’t enough anymore. I needed three things: You. A championship. And a family. I was lucky enough to get you to marry me. Six months ago, my dream of winning the championship came true. All I need now, for my life to be complete, is a family. I want to have a baby. I know I travel a lot for games, but I’ll be all-hands-on-deck whenever I’m home. I promise. Will you have my baby, Mer?”

I covered my mouth with my hand. “Really?”

He nodded. “Really. I know you just built your practice to where you want it. So if you want to wait, I’ll understand. But I’m ready when you are, babe. I’m more than ready.”

Connor was right. I’d busted my ass the last few years since going out on my own. Working at two hospitals and the psych center, picking up the worst on-call shifts just to get patient referrals. It wouldn’t be easy to take a step back now. But was there ever a good time to have a baby?

“I can find a part-time psychiatrist to help out. Maybe another mom who wants to go back to work but can only do half days or something.” I nodded. “I’ll make it work. We’ll make it work.”

Connor’s lips curved to a giant, boyish smile. “We’re gonna have a baby,” he whispered.

The thought left me a little breathless. I swallowed. “We’re gonna have a baby.”

“I want a boy first. Then a girl. Then maybe three or four more boys.”

“Uh… slow down there, big guy. That’s five or six kids. How about we try one and see how it goes? It’s going to mean a lot of change for us.”

“Whatever you want, beautiful.” He pushed a lock of hair behind my ear. “It’ll be a good change. I see nothing but happy days ahead, for the rest of our lives.”
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CHAPTER 3 Now


Walking in the first time is the worst part.

Weaving through the hallway of closed doors—people like me hiding behind them, ready to diagnose what’s wrong with someone who was a complete stranger only an hour ago. MD, PsyD, PhD, all sorts of fancy-sounding letters tacked on after names. I knew coming in was intimidating for my patients, but I don’t think I comprehended just how bad it could be. Until now. When the doctor became the patient.

I ride the elevator up to the third floor. It’s like every office building—cheap, rough carpet, neutral walls, heavy fire-resistant doors, and too much silence. I stop outside my destination, 302b. As I contemplate going in, my cell rings. Jake flashes on the screen. My brother. I hit ignore, telling myself I’ll call him back later. Though I know I probably won’t. He wants to make sure I’m doing okay, like everyone else who checks in on me occasionally. Except my brother knows me too well. So I try to answer on the good days, when it’s most believable that I’m happy. Though lately those are few and far between.

I take a deep breath and tuck my phone into my coat pocket, going back to staring at my new therapist’s office door. Inside waits a man I’ve never met. A stranger I’m supposed to tell how I’m feeling. Keith Alexander, PhD. Nausea works its way from my stomach to my throat, and I haven’t even opened the door yet. My hands are damp and sweaty. I wipe them on my jeans, wishing the turbulence of my thoughts would slow down, just slow down already.

Yesterday my thoughts were slow. Painfully snail-like. It took me twenty minutes to fix a cup of tea, an hour to get ready to leave the apartment. Even putting on my shoes was an effort. And now I’m buzzing like I’ve downed a dozen cups of coffee.

Gabriel. I saw Gabriel Wright.

And he was happy.

But I can’t think about that now. I need to be somewhat normal for this man. He’ll scribble in his notebook and say, “Uh-huh,” and, “Let’s talk about that.” I can see him now—fifties or sixties, gray hair, playing the part.

My hand touches the doorknob—a polished chrome, not original to the dingy building. It’s cold. I hesitate, my stomach gurgling. I’m hungry.

I can’t remember the last time I felt much of anything, much less hunger. Until yesterday.

I push through the door, and a midtwenties or early thirtysomething man looks up. He’s no older than me. Dark blond hair, tanned skin, and a welcoming, open smile. It must be dress-casual Friday, because he’s in jeans and a blue T-shirt that fits him well enough that it’s hard not to notice it fits him well. A notebook lies open on his broad desk, appointments by the look of it. He must be Dr. Alexander’s assistant.

“Hello. I have a six thirty appointment.”

“You must be Meredith Fitzgerald.”

“Meredith McCall,” I correct him. “I’m using my maiden name, but it wasn’t changed when…” I let my voice trail off. If Dr. Alexander’s assistant doesn’t know the details, I’m not going to be the one to provide them… when I made the appointment,” I conclude.

“Ah.” He straightens, offers a kind smile. “Well, Dr. McCall, come right in, then.”

It’s not until I step past him and into the inner office that I realize no one sits behind the desk in the corner. Dr. Alexander is not perched on the leather couch or the matching armchair. Because the young man I mistook for an assistant is Dr. Keith Alexander. Heat works its way up to my face.

How many times had I been mistaken for an assistant because I was young and attractive? Too many to count. Furthermore, he is not what I was expecting. How am I supposed to talk to him about the crushing guilt I feel or how much I miss my husband while simultaneously wishing I’d never met him?

I blow out a breath, sitting tentatively on the edge of the couch. Instead of the creamy white walls my office has, his are alternating blue and gray. A modern white-and-wood coffee table sits atop a Persian rug. A frosted-glass window calls my attention from a few feet away. During the day, it must bathe his patients in sunlight.

“I’m Dr. Keith Alexander. I’m glad to see you this evening.” He sits across from me and crosses one leg over the other, hands folded in his lap.

Dr. Alexander gives me an open, welcoming smile, but I’m not seeing him—I’m seeing myself, doing the exact same thing with my own patients. Except I don’t get to do that anymore. Not after what happened. For the time being, my office goes on without me.

He clears his throat, snapping me back to the moment. “Can I offer you herbal tea? Water?”

“No, thank you.” I set my purse beside me and work my jacket off my shoulders. I find the clock behind him. 6:32 p.m. Only fifty-eight minutes to go. I press my lips into a smile that probably looks more like a grimace. “Oh, before I forget.” I unzip my bag and pull out the paper I’d folded in half. “I have this for you to sign.”

He leans forward and takes it. “What is it?”

“It’s for the Office of Professional Misconduct. You enter the date I’ve started therapy and sign. I’m required to start by next week, so I guess this just tells them I’ve complied with their punishment.”

Dr. Alexander takes a pen from the end table next to him. He pushes his glasses down his nose and reads the document over before scribbling today’s date and his name at the bottom.

“Here you go.” He hands it back to me and smiles. “And I’m sorry you think of coming here as punishment. I promise to do my best not to make it feel that way.”

“I… I didn’t mean…”

He waves me off. “It’s fine. I understand. I’d probably feel the same way if I was mandated to do something instead of coming voluntarily.”

“Thanks for saying that. But I really didn’t mean to use the word I did.”

“It’s fine. Let’s move on.”

“Okay.”

We stare at each other for a long time. It’s definitely not a comfortable silence.

“So… this is awkward, isn’t it?” I say. “A therapist getting therapy.”

“Not at all. I’m of the opinion that all therapists should go to therapy, at least occasionally. Just like we get a physical checkup once a year, we should get a mental one, too.” He taps his head. “How’s your day going?”

I force another nervous smile. “Fine. Yours?”

“Very good, thanks. Any weekend plans?”

I hold back a sigh. He’s making small talk. Trying to make me comfortable before he jumps into the real stuff.

“No,” I say. “It’s hard to…” Do anything after what happened. Plan a life without my husband. Get out of bed before noon. “… make plans these days,” I finish.

“I see.” In my peripheral vision, he shifts, then switches tacks. “Well, I’ll get right to it, then. How are you doing following the tragedy you endured seven months ago?”

My tragedy. Like my life is a Shakespeare tale instead of the train wreck it is.

Static fills my head. I’m still trying to wrap my head around the simple fact that I wake up alone every morning. Dr. Alexander’s leap into the deep end is too much, too fast. I need to make sure I can keep my head above water before I begin to swim.

I swallow. “Do you think we can talk about something other than my husband to start?”

There, a simple request. An easy-to-respect wish. If my patient said that to me, I’d nod and move on. And Dr. Alexander does exactly that.

“Okay, well, what did you do today? Can you run me through it?” The timbre of his voice is soft, kind. It grates at my nerves, and my gaze drifts toward the clock again. 6:35 p.m.

Fifty-five minutes to go.

“What’s a day in the life of Dr. Meredith McCall like?”

“Well, earlier I went for a walk,” I say, “a long walk. I pretty much do that every day lately.”

“And how was that? Go anywhere interesting?”

“The park,” I say. “And I got coffee.” I stop myself before I say the rest of it—where I saw Gabriel Wright for the second day in a row and followed him for another hour. Maybe longer. Long enough that I nearly didn’t make it here in time. “Then I did a little shopping,” I finish, wrapping up my day with a lie.

“Oh? Grocery shopping or…?” Dr. Alexander tilts his head to show interest.

“Just window-shopping, mostly.” Another forced smile. I catch my leg jiggling and press a hand over my knee to still it.

He holds a pen in one hand, a small bound notebook in his lap. I haven’t seen him jot down anything yet, unlike me when I see patients. I take lots of notes.

Is he not writing because he knows I’m lying?

Maybe it’s a bad idea to lie. Maybe, like me, he can almost surely tell when someone is lying. And lying is half of what got me into this mess in the first place, isn’t it? Pressure builds inside me until I find myself asking, “Is what I say here confidential? I mean, obviously I know about doctor-patient confidentiality rules. But do you have to report details of our session to the medical board, since my visits are mandated by them?”

Lord knows I signed a bunch of papers at the hearing without reading them. Maybe I’ve lost my right to privacy—like so many other things I’ve lost because of you. Perhaps that notebook on his lap isn’t so much our session notes but where he’ll write notes on what he has to report back. Maybe—

“What’s said in this room is confidential.” His voice interrupts my ruminating. “I do have to tell the medical board if you don’t come to your sessions, but what you tell me here is covered by patient confidentiality, the same as any other patient we would treat.”

My hands unclench. I take a deep breath and let myself sink back on the couch.

“Okay.” I make the split-second decision that truth is the best policy. At least here, where these words will only echo within the walls of his office. “I did go for a walk, but I didn’t go shopping afterward. I spent my day following someone.”

“Following? Do you mean someone was leading the way? Or you were following someone without their knowledge?”

“Without their knowledge.”

He nods, keeping his face expressionless—something we are both trained to do. Lately it’s been the only face I wear, since expressions display our feelings, and I don’t seem to have any.

“All right. And who was it that you followed today?”

“A dead woman’s husband.”

Dr. Alexander’s mask slips and his eyebrows widen. His pen spins in his fingers, presses to the notepad, and he scribbles before looking up. “Tell me more.”

I look away for a long time, staring out the window at the swaying trees. I don’t make eye contact when I finally speak. “His name is Gabriel Wright. He’s the husband of the woman that was killed, the father of the child killed.”

Dr. Alexander quietly absorbs what I’ve said. I feel his eyes trained on my face, but I can’t look at him. Not yet, anyway.

“Was today the first time you followed Mr. Wright?”

I shake my head. “Second.”

“When was the first time?”

“Yesterday.”

“And why did you follow him?”

I shrug. “I have no idea. I saw him yesterday at a coffee shop. It was a surprise, definitely not something I’d planned. He looked… happy. I followed him. I think maybe I followed him again today to see if it was just a fluke, if I’d caught him during a singular moment where he’d just learned some good news, perhaps. I was curious if after that he’d slip back into a miserable existence.”

“And was he? Miserable, I mean. During the rest of the time you followed him?”

I shake my head again. “He seemed… normal. But that’s not possible.”

“Why not?”

“How could he be? How could he be happy after all that he lost? Some days I wake up in a cold sweat, with the image the newspaper ran the morning after the accident haunting me. A tarp covering a tiny little body. A stuffed Hello Kitty on the ground a foot away. What must he wake up to every day? Losing an innocent child and the love of his life? He proposed to her in the middle of a performance of A Midsummer Night’s Dream.”

Dr. Alexander scribbles more notes on his pad. “If we could, I’d like to back things up a bit. I’ve read your case file that the medical board sent over. But it doesn’t go into any detail about the family of the victims. You knew the Wright family before the accident?”

“No. We’d never met.”

“Then how do you know how Mr. Wright proposed?”

I look up and meet the doctor’s eyes for the first time. “Google. Gabriel Wright teaches at Columbia. He’s an English professor specializing in Shakespeare. The way he proposed is noted in his bio. He refers to her as his Juliet. I sat under a tree while he taught his classes earlier today and read everything that came up in a search. That’s how I passed the time while I waited.”

Dr. Alexander’s eyes dart back and forth between mine. “If you’ve never met, how did you know who Mr. Wright was when you ran into him yesterday?”

“I’ve seen him before. The night of the accident, I was in the hall at the hospital when the doctor told him his wife and child had died. He crumpled to the floor, sobbing. The memory of his face isn’t something I could ever forget. Though last night when I followed him home, I also checked the names on the mailboxes inside the lobby of his building just to be sure. It was him.”

“Okay. So yesterday you saw Mr. Wright by chance and recognized him. You followed him because you were curious after seeing him smile. Is that correct?”

“Yes.”

“And what about today? How did you come to follow him again?”

“I went back to his apartment early this morning and waited for him to come out.”

“How early?”

“Does that matter?”

“No.” Dr. Alexander smiles. “It’s not important if you don’t remember. But if you can recall, I’d like to know. That is, if you’re comfortable sharing.”

I take a deep breath in and blow it out. “I left my house at four a.m. and stopped for some coffee. It was probably about four thirty when I arrived at his building to wait.”

He scribbles some more on his notepad. “So yesterday you followed him because you had witnessed Mr. Wright showing signs of happiness. You wanted to know if that was something fleeting or not, and you seemed to have gotten that answer. What did you hope to learn when you followed him today?”

“I’m not sure.” I shake my head. “I guess I just can’t believe he’s really moved on. So I went back to look for cracks in the mask he wears.”

“There isn’t a specific timeline on healing. I’m sure you know that from your own patients. Coping with loss is a unique experience for every person. We all grieve differently.”

“I know that, but…”

Dr. Alexander waits for me to continue, but I don’t. I can’t argue with what he’s said because he’s right. In theory, at least. It’s what the textbooks all say. Every person heals on their own timeline. Yet I know in my heart of hearts that Gabriel Wright can’t have moved on. Part of the process of healing from a tragedy is acceptance, and acceptance requires forgiveness. But some things in life are just unforgivable. Dr. Alexander can’t understand that, even though he thinks he does. You need to live it to truly understand it. And I don’t have the energy for that type of argument today.

So I force a smile. “You’re right. We’re all different.”

“Do you think you’ve gotten whatever compelled you to follow him out of your system?”

I shrug. “Probably.”

But a person who doesn’t plan to follow someone anymore doesn’t stop and buy a dark hoodie and baseball cap right before going to meet their therapist. They probably also don’t pick up a set of mini binoculars.

“Dr. McCall?”

I hear him call my name but I’m staring out the window again, mesmerized by the sway of the trees. They’re so peaceful to watch. My office is too high up for trees.

He smiles warmly when I eventually shift my gaze to him. There’s no sign of judgment on his face. “Is it okay if I call you Meredith, rather than Dr. McCall?”

“Of course.”

“Great.” He nods. “Anyway, Meredith, I think if you’re still curious about Mr. Wright, we should discuss that here, rather than you following him again. Aside from the obvious, that stalking someone is illegal and you’re already in trouble with the medical board, I think you’re playing with fire by becoming emotionally invested in the happiness of the survivor of your husband’s victims.”

“Gabriel Wright is not only one of my husband’s victims.”

Dr. Alexander’s brows puckered. “Who is he, then?”

“He’s the husband of my victims, too.”
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CHAPTER 4 Then


Hey, Irina.” I took my usual seat, two rows behind the Plexiglas barrier, and unraveled the scarf hugging my neck while I searched the ice for Connor. When I saw him skating in one piece, I breathed a little easier.

My friend looked over and squinted. “You okay?”

“Yeah. I’ve just had one of those weird feelings all morning. Not to sound dramatic, but it’s almost like a sense of impending doom. I forgot about it by midday when I got busy with patients. But then it came back on the way to the arena.” I sank back from the edge of my seat. “It’s silly. I know.”

“It’s not silly. I get that impending-doom feeling all the time.”

“You do?”

Irina grinned. “Yeah, it’s usually about ten minutes before my two-year-old twins wake up.”

I laughed. “Now, that makes sense.”

“You’re never late,” she said. “Did you get stuck on the A train? They’ve been having track-switch trouble all week. I got caught for over an hour this morning.”

My gaze followed Connor as he zigged and zagged, skates cutting into the ice. “No. My train was fine. My last patient was new and went long.”

“Don’t you have one of those timers? Like in the movies?”

“I have a clock, but if someone is upset and struggling, I can’t kick them out. So I don’t always stick to the hour allotted.”

Irina rubbed her seven-months-pregnant belly. “Shit. I would. Hell, I’d kick this one out if I had the chance. The struggle is real to not pee my pants these days.”

I laughed, and it felt good. Everything was fine. The game would end, we’d have a round of drinks, and I’d fall asleep next to my husband after celebratory sex. Yes, even after a game, he had plenty of energy. I smiled wider at the thought.

“Speaking of struggling,” she added. “Misery loves company. When are you and Connor going to take the leap and start popping out little ice skaters?”

I hesitated, my smile falling away. Sharing personal information is something I’m careful to avoid doing all day long. But Irina was a friend, not a patient. She and I had sat next to each other for the last four hockey seasons. Her husband was Ivan Lenkov, one of Connor’s teammates and closest friends, and Irina and Ivan had recently moved into an apartment in our building. Our lives were busy, hers with a growing family and mine with my practice, but we tried to make time for dinner at least once a month and watched all of the away games we weren’t able to go to together.

“I actually went off the pill last month.” I bit down on my bottom lip. “I’m excited. But nervous, too.”

“Oh wow. Well, if Connor’s sperm are as athletic as the rest of him, you’re probably already pregnant with triplets.”

I chuckled. “Don’t even joke. Juggling one with our schedules seems challenging enough.”

The roar of the crowd dragged our attention back to the ice. Connor was skating shoulder to shoulder with a defensive player, the puck under his stick’s control with one hand while the other fended off the opponent. It always amazed me how many things these guys could do at once, all while balancing on a three-millimeter-thick blade. Connor sailed down the ice as if it were as easy as walking. I supposed to him, it was.

Seconds later, the buzzer sounded for intermission. Connor skated off the ice, following his teammates, but glanced back my way. I couldn’t see his face, but I was certain he winked. Warmth spread through me, and I waved.

“You two…” Irina rolled her eyes. I hadn’t realized she was watching me. “Still making googly eyes at each other.”

I kept it to myself that my husband, the man I’d been with for almost a decade now, had also sent me flowers for no reason today. Deep purple and cream hydrangeas. My favorite.

I stood. “You want to go up to the Suite for the break?” The Suite was short for the Wives’ Room, a place where only the wives of players or serious girlfriends invited in by a wife were allowed. It wasn’t really my thing. But Irina liked it. Lately, more for the free food than the company. And there was wine in it for me.

Irina hooked her arm with mine. “Lead the way to the pigs in blankets, girl.”

Eighteen minutes later, we were back in our spots. The opposing team had taken the lead, and we gripped the edges of our seats, necks craning, hoping the Steel would score again.

We didn’t have to wait long. The other team got hit for a penalty, and Connor’s team retook control of the game. With the score suddenly tied and their team up a man, the quieted crowd roared back to life. Irina and I jumped up. My heart was in my throat as Connor got the puck. He skated down the center, sharp edges of his blades spraying ice with every leg change. When he reached the net, he swung his stick back.

A defenseman came out of nowhere, slamming Connor from the left, hard enough to rocket him into the air.

“Connor!” His name tore itself from my throat.

The world went into slow motion.

Connor flew into the air.

Another defenseman came in from the right.

Connor flailed, trying to brace himself for the fall.

But gravity waited for no one.

He hit the ice. Hard.

One leg stretched forward and the other splayed back, bending in a way no leg was meant to bend.

My husband screamed, his wail reverberating through the arena.

The crowd went silent.

For a second, I couldn’t breathe. Then I bolted down to the ice.

I might’ve been a psychiatrist, a far cry from an emergency room doctor. But I had gone to medical school. And I knew enough to realize we were headed straight for the hospital.






CHAPTER 5 Now


After a week, I know his schedule. I rise early and start walking the streets of Manhattan as they wake up around me. But I don’t rush. I meander. I know I have time before Gabriel leaves his building.

Coffee at the stand on the corner. Perusing the news as I wait for a bagel. Watching the ever-changing leaves turn from yellow to orange to red, a little each day. I chew a thick pumpernickel bagel smeared with cream cheese and lox and think of Dr. Alexander, his advice to stop stalking Gabriel. I don’t see it as stalking. Not really. I have no ill intentions. I just need to know…

I swallow what’s in my mouth and pause, envisioning it: Gabriel’s face, lit up with happiness.

I need to know it’s real.

I fold the rest of the bagel into its paper and toss it in the nearest trash can. The rest of my coffee goes with it, making a satisfying clunk as they hit the bottom. A bookstore is two doors down, and with a quick glance at my watch—Gabriel won’t be by for another twenty minutes—I duck inside. The store has just opened, and two employees murmur behind the counter as they sort books. I brush by them to the self-help section.

Build the Life You Want.

Secrets to a Happy Marriage.

Life Sucks. Get Used to It.

I could’ve written the last one…

My eyes catch on a stand near the checkout section. It’s half empty, but what remains are spiral-bound journals with bright splashes of color. Rainbows and sunrises and the sort.

I reach out and pick one up. Scrawled across the front is It’s never too late to start writing a new chapter. I stare at it, slipping back into the before world, when I got to see my own patients. When I’d ask them to pick out a journal and write in it every day as part of their therapy. Dr. Alexander assigned no such task, but a little self-assigned homework never hurts. I look to the register, where the two employees are chitchatting away, paying no attention to the patrons. I make a rash decision and tuck the journal into my purse. My heart starts to pound, a frantic whoosh of blood filling my ears. I’ve never stolen anything in my life. And I’m certain I have a few hundred dollars in my wallet, not to mention two or three credit cards. I have no idea why the hell I do it, but I feel like I’m going to jump out of my skin with every step I take toward the door. Once I’m outside, I keep walking, power walking almost, until I get to the end of the block, turn right, and duck into the doorway of a store that isn’t open yet. Then I can’t help it. I smile. It feels exhilarating.

It takes a few minutes for my heartbeat to slow. A glance at my watch tells me it’s time. So I head to my post, stop one on my daily Gabriel Wright tour. He comes out right on time as usual.

It’s easy enough to not be seen as I follow. The morning rush of people headed to work, to the gym, to the subway, is my camouflage. He strides down the sidewalk, hands tucked into leather gloves and holding nothing, headed north. I let him pass, wait five seconds, then follow.

Within a couple of minutes, I know where he’s heading—the same place he went yesterday. Instead of continuing on to Columbia, he takes a left, then another. This time, I stop across the street and press my phone to my face, turning partially away. He enters the redbrick building lined with dozens of little windows that is Manhattan Mini Storage and disappears through the glass door. The same light flicks on as yesterday. This time I count—twelve tiny windows down from the entrance. I haven’t gone as far as to follow him inside yet. I’m too afraid he’ll see me. Though I am curious what he’s doing in there. Plenty of New Yorkers have storage lockers. With minuscule apartments, it’s often a necessity. But yesterday he came with nothing and left with nothing. Was he sorting through boxes? Organizing things? Looking for something in particular? I suppose whatever it was, he didn’t find it. Maybe that’s why he’s back again.

A breeze picks up, whipping my hair around my face. I reach for it, tie it at the nape of my neck, and hazard a glance at the sky. It’s been cloudy all morning, but those clouds have darkened. With the high buildings all around me, it’s claustrophobia-inducing—like the sky might actually fall on me, and there’s no escape. But then, soon enough, Gabriel emerges and my blood starts pumping—the same as when I slipped that journal into my purse and walked out of the bookstore a thief. He’s again empty-handed, again headed uptown toward Columbia—and I hurry to not lose him.

His classes are the same on Tuesdays and Thursdays, so after he enters his building, I know I’ve got two hours before he’ll emerge and take a lunch break. I find a bench and sit, withdrawing the journal I stole, feeling in my purse for a pen. Around me, students walk to class, clutching satchels or shouldering backpacks. Few seem dressed warmly enough for the brisk autumn day.

I suddenly feel eyes on me, a steady gaze, and I look up, searching for its source. But there’s only a passel of students, a group of sorority girls, all bottle-blond, all wearing matching sweatshirts—no one in particular is watching. Probably I’m imagining it. It makes sense that I feel paranoid, considering what I’ve done at the bookstore, and that I’m sitting around waiting for a man to come out who doesn’t know I’ve been following him. I search around me once more, but it’s just college students crisscrossing campus.

I push the thought aside and write about the past week. About seeing Gabriel in the coffee shop and following him. About wondering how long he can go on pretending to be happy. About the twelfth window in Manhattan Mini Storage, and Columbia University, the sprawling campus in the middle of jam-packed upper Manhattan.

When Gabriel skips down the stairs, presumably headed to lunch, something is different. I notice it right away—the lightness of his step, the lean of his body, the tautness around his eyes. He’s not just headed to the cafeteria to grab a sandwich. He’s going somewhere to do something.

And I want to know what.

Five minutes later, he opens the door to an Italian café on the edge of campus, and I can’t help myself—I duck in after him. My skin chills, forming goose bumps with the knowledge of the risk I’m taking. It’s darker in here, low lighting and fake plants in the corners. Square tables with red-checkered tablecloths. Booths and tables, and a woman at the front who’s got ten years on me.

“Any table’s fine, hon.” She waits with a menu in hand. I scan the dark room, trying to catch sight of him. Then I realize I’ve passed over him twice, because he’s already seated, back to me, in a booth in the rear corner. Directly across from a woman.

“Here is fine, thanks.” I take the nearest table, a little two-seater in the middle of the restaurant. Not exactly unobtrusive, but he can’t see me. As long as I keep my head down, even if he leaves first, he’ll never know I was here.

“Need time to look at the menu?” She sets it in front of me.

I look down at it. “I’ll take the caprese salad. And a glass of pinot, please.”

She disappears. Seconds later, a glass of wine is at my fingertips. The glass sweats, it’s so cold, and I take a tiny sip, watching the back booth. Gabriel’s hands are gesturing—tanned skin, creased with whatever hobby exposes them to frequent sun—and across from him sits a petite woman with blond hair tied back in a ponytail. Young. Pretty in a girl-next-door kind of way. Her gaze is focused on him very seriously.

It’s probably a meeting with a fellow professor. Maybe she’s new—that explains the skin young enough to not have met wrinkles yet. Or she could be a family friend. Perhaps even a business meeting of some sort, given the way she’s watching him so intently. A lawyer or an accountant or—

He does it again.

He throws his head back, deep laughter coming from his gut, and she smiles, clearly pleased with herself for garnering such a reaction.

I take a long sip of the wine and let its sweet, tart flavor roll over my tongue.

He’s so good at pretending.

I wish I was better at it. I’ve just barely gained back the ability to eat, to do something other than force myself through the motions. I’d love to actually enjoy food again, order an appetizer and dessert rather than a single dish I know I won’t even make a dent in. Then again, I don’t deserve to enjoy anything after what I did. What I didn’t do. I exhale forcefully, then startle when a hand is suddenly right in front of me.

“Oh, my apologies. I thought you saw me.” The waitress. Setting down my salad. “Can I get you anything else?”

I shake my head. “No. Thank you.”

I ignore the salad, pull out my new notebook, and scribble more notes. Maybe if I search through them later, I’ll find a pattern. I’ll recognize something, some semblance of a hint that will allow me to see the truth underneath the mask he wears.

Eventually, I pick at the salad. I study the spread of the oil and balsamic, eat a piece of cheese, nibble on a tomato. At least I’m getting my veggies. Kind of. But all the while, I’m listening—catching bits and pieces of their conversation, though not enough to make sense of it. Something about a mutual friend, I think. A problem at her work, which may also be teaching. And then he says, “Storage unit,” and my ears perk up. I look over, but the blonde notices me staring their way. So I flash a vague smile and force my gaze to move elsewhere, like I’m just a diner alone admiring the restaurant and fellow diners.

I’m more careful after that, not wanting to meet the eyes of the woman a second time. Then a couple takes a table between mine and theirs. The new couple’s talking drowns out any chance I have of more eavesdropping. Except for when I hear the woman’s energetic laugh come from the booth in the corner. I chance a quick peek. It’s a fraction-of-a-second look, yet I come away with a new revelation.

Maybe she’s a girlfriend.

My mind catches on that idea. Maybe he and his wife were about to get divorced. Maybe he really is happy because she’s dead—

But no. Even if he had been ecstatic to be rid of her, he also lost his little girl.

His beautiful little Rose.

Even I had to click away when the picture came up on Google. The sweet, innocent face that would never grow old, too much for anyone to bear. Except maybe a monster. Which Gabriel Wright wasn’t. I saw the devastation on his face that night. His world had shattered into a million pieces. He’s pretending to be happy. He’s just mastered the art of camouflaging his feelings. His misery is lurking under the disguise he wears. Soon I’ll see it.

Sitting here alone, pushing salad pieces around my plate with a fork to make it look like I’ve eaten more than I have, I realize it’s the first time I’ve been in a restaurant since—well, you. We spent three hundred bucks on dinner and barely uttered two words to each other that night.

Emotion swells in me. I set cash on the table and gather my things, leaving before they do, before Gabriel can lay eyes on me. And before I start sobbing, gaining the unwanted attention of everyone around me. Because I feel it coming. Feel the emotions whirling around like a tornado building strength, ready to touch down where it’s least expected.
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