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CHAPTER ONE
Blood. Shattered glass. Bodies. Screams. The echoes linger, resonating, filling the house. My throat is sore with the cries. They’re dead. They’re both dead. My ex-boyfriend, my father. God, the blood. Everywhere I look, blood.
I stumble past the living room, run up the blood-slippery stairs calling, calling. My sister’s room, empty. I find her in my bed, curled around a shocking bloom of red, a pillow covering her shoulder and part of her face. My hands are now covered in viscous fluid. It smells so meaty and raw. She is limp in my arms.
Across the hall, the door propped open. My mother, lying still as stone, eyes closed, the snowy white sheets stained crimson, the cream padded headboard a Pollock painting of red and white. I stare at her chest, waiting, waiting, for it to rise. There is nothing.
Blood looks peculiar when you’re high, and I have never seen so much of it. It moves. It breathes. It shimmers, coruscating even as it blackens and dries and leaks from their bodies.
It covers us all now, commingling, the DNA we share merged, out of their bodies and onto mine, being dragged from room to room, dripping on the rugs. I run to each of them again, shrieking “no!” over, and over, and over. I hit. I kick. I flail. They are gone. They are all gone.
I have to leave. I can’t handle this. I can’t.
Door. Escape. Outside. The sky is no longer black. A car pulls away. My phone is in my pocket. Finally, a rational thought.
Call for help.
“Nine one one. What is your emergency?”
I can’t form words. I can’t move. I can’t breathe.
All I can do is wail.
They find me there, on the sidewalk, covered in blood, crying, shaking, nonsensical from the drugs and shock.
Accuse me. Arrest me. Drag me away.



CHAPTER TWO
Iwake with a scream dying in my throat and the cat pawing my arm in concern.
I sit up, arms around my knees, panting, trying to get my heart to calm. Square breathing. You’re having a panic attack. It was only a dream. It’s not real.
It is real, of course. But a decade in the past. And the dreams don’t come as often as they used to; thankfully, I haven’t had one in months.
Finally under control, I feed the cat, shower, and dress. Work is my refuge. It’s cold; I bundle up and set off.
It snowed heavily overnight, and the plows have already been through to ruin it, making dirty piles that take up all the parking spaces on the street and piss off the neighbors. Not that I would drive downtown; I don’t have a car anymore. The Metro and rideshares get me anywhere I need to go. Still, the walk from the Metro is three blocks, and by the time I get to the office door, I am frozen through.
My office is on the fourth floor of a sand-colored building on an unpopular block, exactly why I can afford it. I share the tiny space with four other freelancers in various stages of success in their chosen fields. It’s a waste for me to spend the money when I can easily do the work from home. Still, it feels important to have the downtown address, and I get lonely sitting by myself at my kitchen table every day, writing piece after piece, combing social media for stories. I have the steadiest gig of my office mates, a short monthly column on the life of a young woman in the most powerful city in the world. DC gives and gives and gives.
The “office” itself is a loft space with two big library tables and a small kitchen on the far end—fridge, electric stove, sink. I dump my coat by the door and my bag by my chair, then turn on a burner and warm my hands above it.
The door opens, and two of my office mates burst through, giggling and shaking their hair free of scarves and hats. I set the tea kettle on the hot burner, and they join me, chattering. I hear about Leslie’s blind date gone awry (“He picked his teeth with his steak knife!”) and learn Stephanie’s mother is coming to visit (“She’s going to freak when she sees my roots, she doesn’t get that this is the style”). A tattered bestseller is offered. This is why I opted for a coworking space, the camaraderie. Isolation is detrimental to a young woman’s health. The pandemic proved that for us all.
The kettle starts to sing. The coffeepot burbles to life. Pulling down a chipped cup from the small cabinet, Leslie says, “Did you see that crazy story from yesterday?”
“What are you talking about? What crazy story?” I ask.
“The man who was on the street dying, for like, hours, and the guy who saved his life? Talk about something that you could use for your clips file. Get an interview with him, and you’re golden. The Post would hire you in a heartbeat.”
“Like their beat reporters don’t already have it. I don’t have a chance.”
“No one has it. The guy who saved him is a ghost. They haven’t been able to identify him.”
She hands over her phone, and I watch the video. It’s a grainy street cam but clear enough to see. A man trudges up the sidewalk, clutching a brown leather portfolio in gnarled hands. He is not wearing a coat or gloves, but a camel scarf is wound around his neck. His thin hair and the remainder of his clothes are the color of the gloomy sky; he blends into the scene like a phantom. As we watch, he stumbles on a crack and comes to a halt, palm to his chest. His stillness impedes those seeking to pass; one bothersome woman hip checks him in her hurry, and he goes down. First on his knees, then a slow pirouette onto his left side, one leg pulled up. He looks like a bug trying to swim. His eyes close.
No one stops to help. It seems no one even sees him, though, of course, they do. They must. How can you not notice a man lying across the sidewalk with one leg flung out? For hours, Leslie said. Dear God.
Have we become so inured to the pain of others? Do we just not want the responsibility? I read a story about something like this once, about some overseas locale, that if you call an ambulance to help someone and they die or can’t afford the bills, you would be held responsible. The story is already forming in my head: find that piece to source.
A trio of boys walks past, then circles back. One, darting glances up and down the street, plucks the portfolio from the man’s hands, and they run.
The video fast-forwards until a younger man in a puffer jacket, jeans, and sneakers halts. He looks warm. He looks scared. He looks horrified.
He drops to his knees at the old man’s side. Rips away the scarf to feel the man’s carotid for a pulse, then looks around in a panic. No one is nearby.
He rolls the man onto his back and begins chest compressions. He sits back on his heels. He speaks into his phone. He checks to see if the man is breathing. He removes his soft down coat and places it under the older man’s head, cradling him gently. He checks the pulse again. Resumes chest compressions. An unnatural wail and the young man’s head jerks up.
The ambulance skids to a halt, and the street is suddenly flooded with people. People who care what happens next.
The younger man removes the jacket from under the man’s head. Stands. Puts his hands in his pockets. Walks away. The video ends with a close-up freeze-frame on the Good Samaritan’s face at an angle. It is a good face. Rugged.
“No one knows who he is,” Stephanie chimes in, breaking the spell. “When the EMTs arrived, he walked away. Saved the man’s life too. Turns out the guy he helped is a famous photographer, Robert Clark? I looked him up. His work is gorgeous. Lots of black and whites.”
“So he lived?” I ask. “This stranger saved him?”
“So far. He’s in the hospital, in critical but stable condition. Isn’t it amazing? After all those people walked by and ignored him, this one man stopped. He’s a damn hero.”
“I know him,” I say softly. I stare at the small screen as if it might come to life without me hitting the play button.
Their voices in incredulous unison: “What? The man who almost died?”
“No. The Good Samaritan. I mean, I think I do. He looks like a guy I went to high school with.” I feel the blush creeping up my neck. “I maybe thought he was cute.”
“Wow, look at you getting all excited,” Stephanie teases, bumping my shoulder and taking back her phone. “Had a pretty big crush on him, did you?”
My cheeks are burning now. “Not a big crush. More like a small chagrin. He didn’t know I existed.”
“So you’re not having some torrid internet affair with him?”
“Yes, Steph, we’ve been having cybersex for months. He is my fated mate, and I’m going to run away with him. Now you can start planning our elopement.”
Steph glances back at the screen. “At least you’re getting some somewhere.”
But it’s Leslie who’s staring at me intently.
“Look him up. Get the story. You said you needed something major if you want the paper to hire you full time. This is it. You land the story no one else can get, and you can write your ticket.”



CHAPTER THREE
Iwake at three o’clock in the morning, the cat walking up and down my body, begging for treats, meowing in those soft trills that indicate she’s hungry. Though there is always a full bowl of food on the table, she likes company when she eats. I carry her, purring away on my shoulder, to the kitchen, then set her in front of the bowl. She shoves in her face with a happy growl, and I sit, hard, on the window seat bench, dispirited.
I can’t let him go. Almost every night following the incident, I startle from the dream of that afternoon—the older man’s broken body, the streams of people, cold and aloof, passing by him as if he doesn’t exist. Stepping around and over a dying man with barely a glance down. They think he’s already dead. They think he’s homeless, worthless. What have we become, I wonder, if we won’t help a stranger in need?
Someone stopped, I remind myself. Someone helped.
Getting a story from a stranger is easier said than done, especially one who’s become an internet sensation overnight. I know the man’s name, though. He is not a stranger to me. Todd Preis. I’ve been looking for traces of him relentlessly. The alumni directory doesn’t list any personal information: no email, address, or phone number. I’ve searched the property records in DC, Maryland, and Virginia to no avail. Wherever he lives, his name isn’t on the deed. He has no criminal record. I have hit a dead end before the story is underway.
But my dead end means everyone else trying to land an interview is also hitting a dead end. The paper has moved on; there are more important tales to tell. The window of opportunity is closing. But if I find Todd this week, I’ll have a chance.
The only thread to follow means going home. Something I’ve sworn I will never do.
I wrestle with this for a day, playing with the cat, making pesto, cleaning the bathroom, staring in the medicine cabinet. I haven’t had to take the pills for several months. I feel good. Healthy. Is it worth reopening the wounds I’ve spent a decade healing to get the story that could make a career for me?
I close the cabinet and start to pack.
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Marchburg, Virginia, is a small town, a school town. The most well known, both through reputation and scandal, is the Goode School, an überelite private all-girls prep school. When the girls were on campus, the city’s population tripled. There was a very cute Main Street housing the coffee shops and boutiques that catered to the girls. But when the school burned down, the shops failed. The newly rebuilt Goode will open next year and hopefully breathe life into the area again. For now, it’s no different from any other isolated southern mountain town, dying a leisurely death as families move away for better opportunities and crime overtakes the remainder left behind.
I left ten years ago. I haven’t been back.
Driving in, nothing has changed. But that’s not true. Everything has changed. I am not the same girl who ran away in the night. I am strong. Capable. Independent.
Healed.
That doesn’t mean I will seek out the people who drove me from this aerie.
Once, I’d thought of spending my life here. Get my degrees and teach at Goode. Find a nice guy, settle down, and have some kids. I did not need a life any bigger than the one this mountain could provide.
Now, having lived in the city, I know I was never going to be happy here. Seeing the church spires and white-columned houses lining the streets, the baby carriages and dog walkers, it all seems forced. Fake. DC is real. Hard. Ruthless. It’s why I’m here, this ruthlessness. A bunch of people left a man to die without a second glance. That is the world I’ve chosen over the feral domesticity of my youth.
Though I told myself I wasn’t going to, I drive the rental car past my childhood home. The white stone two-story with the formerly white picket fence and the green shutters—green because I’d begged my father to imitate the house in a movie I loved—is dirty and sad. Empty. Unloved.
Of course it is. There’s been no one to attend to its many demands. No one but the ghosts of my family lost to a maniac’s knife.
Blood. Shattered glass. Bodies. Screams.
I don’t slow. I don’t think. I drive to Todd’s house, five miles and a lifetime away. His parents will know where I can find him.
The house is red brick, smaller than my expansive childhood home, but perfectly maintained. Winter camellias line the fence, each face with its perfectly uniform pink petals a tiny work of art turned to the sun. The yard has been put to bed for winter, the leaves raked, freshly chopped firewood stacked between two trees on the far side of the lot. Smoke rises from the chimney. Someone is home.
Before I can talk myself out of it, I park on the street, lock the car, and stride to the gate. It’s on the latch but unlocked—of course, it is. Marchburg has never been the sort of town where people lock their doors. Even after the murder of that Goode girl, even after the murder of my family. That is the sort of thing that happens to other people.
The walkway is flagstone, and my boots clatter pleasantly on the path. Maybe I am making noise to warn them I am coming; maybe I am just hurrying. As I reach the porch stairs, the front door opens wide—a very Marchburg welcome.
A boy stands in the doorway. Not a boy, a man. A handsome man with broad shoulders, long legs, and a rugged face. It is not Mr. Preis. It is Todd.
How lucky am I?



CHAPTER FOUR
Todd watches me curiously, trying to place me, his brows furrowed in confusion. He won’t remember me from school, though he might recall my face from the newspaper reports. But my hair is highlighted blonde now, and I’ve lost the glasses and taken up yoga, so I’m rangier than I was in school. Anything to try and blend into the DC world, to escape the little girl who loved movies about fathers and brides and did homework at the kitchen table while her mother cooked dinner.
I smile and start to stick out my hand, but before I can say anything, he grins and shocks me.
“Addison Blake. Is that really you?”
“You remember me?”
“How could I forget?” he says, grinning again, and something sparks deep in my belly. He was only a boy when I knew him. This stranger is a man, and an incredibly handsome one at that. I feel bad for the cybersex joke now.
“I’m surprised you recognize me.”
“Of course I do. You were only two grades behind me. And your . . . What in the world are you doing here?” he asks, now slightly flustered at the almost mention of the murders.
What in the world am I doing here? Chasing down a man who clearly doesn’t want to be disturbed, planning to use my local notoriety to gain his trust?
“I’m just down for the day.”
“Where do you live now? I heard you moved away.”
“I did, I did. I live in DC. That’s why I’m here, actually. The artist you saved. I’m a journalist. I wanted to see if you’d tell me the story. You walked away—”
“No.” His face shutters. Gone is the welcoming excitement. He looks furious for a moment, a flash of black anger, then his face clears as if he’s realized how rude he’s being. “I mean, it’s not a big deal. Anyone would have done the same.”
“That’s not exactly true. No one else bothered. He lay there for hours, and people simply walked past or stole his things. You, however. You stopped, and you saved him. Everyone is talking about it. I thought maybe—”
“No way, Addison. I’m not doing an interview. I don’t want to have anything to do with this. Do you understand?”
He is so stern that I simply nod in acquiescence.
“Of course. I’m sorry to have bothered you.” I turn to go, and he calls after me.
“Addie. At least come in for some tea before you go. It’s cold out here. Just no talking about what happened in DC. Deal?”
I turn with a smile and lie through my teeth. “Deal.”
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Todd makes a pot of tea, and we sit out back facing the woods, and it’s like we’re old friends catching up. He’s surprisingly chatty.
His father died last year, and his mother moved to Clearwater over the summer to live with a man she met in an online support group for widows and widowers. She gave Todd the house. He doesn’t really miss his parents; they were never terribly close. (I can’t help but cringe as he so coldly shrugs—what I would not do to have mine back to dismiss so casually.) He does IT for a company in Maryland that makes decorative household items—tissue-box covers, hand-knitted throws, overpriced knickknacks made of teak—and no one needs him anywhere near their offices since everything is online. He’s always wanted to start his own company, but this is just fine for the time being. He turned the parlor in the front of the house into a study/office and spends most of his time there.
We reminisce about school, he fills me in about some of my friends whom I never talk to anymore, and he tells me stories about his travels overseas—before the pandemic, he spent a summer touring Europe. Italy was his favorite. Florence. He stayed in the hills outside the city and listened to the locals tell stories about the creepy killer who used to live nearby. He steals glances at me to gauge my reaction to this as if realizing it is not an appropriate anecdote, but I smile gamely, not about to show him I am shriveling inside in agony.
He never mentions the murders. I appreciate that. He doesn’t ask me anything meaningful about myself beyond that first question about where I live now, just waits patiently when I go quiet. It feels like he understands. It feels like an afternoon with a friend.
When dusk is upon us, I stand and stretch.
“You’re going back to DC?”
I nod. “Nothing here for me outside of, well, you know. The thing we’re not discussing.”
His face darkens. “That’s a long drive at this time of night.”
I wonder for a wild moment if he will ask me to stay overnight with him, offer to buy me dinner, or something more. I saw him glance at my breasts a few times during the afternoon. He’s watched me closely. I know he finds me attractive. I can’t say I don’t return the feeling. It’s been a long time since I hooked up with anyone.
“Don’t worry. I don’t relish that drive in the dark. I’ll go in the morning.”
He looks relieved. “Good. Smart move.”
I gather my things. He walks me to the front door.
“It was nice seeing you, Addie. Drive carefully. Take care of yourself.”
“Good to see you too. Thanks for the tea. Good luck with . . . everything. If you ever change your mind . . .” I hand over my card. He stares at it long enough that I pull my arm back and start to tuck it into my purse, but he reaches out like lightning and snatches it. The corner cuts my finger, but I’m afraid to ruin the moment in case he changes his mind, so I simply nod and walk to my car, sucking on the blooming blood like a starved mosquito.



CHAPTER FIVE
The cheap log cabin motel room is clean enough, with a small porch overlooking the woods and strong satellite Wi-Fi. I get delivery from Chipotle and fiddle with my computer while I eat.
First the obituary for Mr. Preis. I remember him vaguely—a bearded man with a grim visage who always wore jeans and a plaid flannel. He is easy to find; I make a note of the cemetery in case I decide to stop by on my way out of town. It is not the same cemetery. It’s not even in the same part of town. Maybe doing a drive-by for Todd’s dad, I won’t feel as guilty for not stopping for mine. The church’s graveyard used to be a favorite place for me, a fantasyland of headstones and swirling fog, especially during those years when I would stalk them at midnight and write poetry about death. I was impressionable as a girl, and goth culture was all the rage. A stage, quickly outgrown.
Now, though, it’s the forever home to my mother, my father, and my sister. It would have been mine, too, if only I’d been a good girl. A behaved girl. Not one who’d just broken up with a boy my father hated. Not one bored and lonely and prowling the night instead of sleeping peacefully under the roof, safe and happy, with the knowledge of their love surrounding me like a shroud. No, I needed a hit, a fix, and was jittery and alone, scoping out the McDonald’s parking lot for my connection, when my ex-boyfriend came by the house with a knife.
For a time, the local police thought I’d been gone on purpose, that it had been planned. That he was doing the deed for me so I could be rid of the people who were stifling me.
In truth, I’d broken up with him, and he was there for me. He was a scary creep—he’d been getting increasingly possessive, and his threats frightened me. My instincts about him were correct. I am one of the few people who are happy to have had a teenage love of drugs, because if I’d stayed home, I would have been slaughtered with the rest of them.
My dad fought. I assume his military training helped, though not enough. He did manage to disarm my ex-boyfriend and shove the knife into Aaron’s chest before succumbing to his own wounds. That’s how I found them, lying feet to feet in the living room, blood soaking my mother’s fancy silk rug and the room in disarray from the fight.
My mother and sister died upstairs. My sister, they claim, was first. She must have had a bad dream, because she was killed in my bed. She often would crawl in with me for comfort after the terrors of the night came for her. My mother was next. She didn’t fight, which I feel is a blessing. She must have still been asleep. Then my father, who was stabbed thirteen times but still managed to chase my ex-boyfriend from their bedroom, into the kitchen, and then into the living room, where they had their showdown.
All while I was off having one of the finest party nights of my young life. I dragged in at dawn, still high and reeking of booze, to find the horror of all horrors.
Blood. Shattered glass. Bodies. Screams.
The 9-1-1 call is very sad. I try not to listen to it very often—I haven’t listened to it in months—but tonight, a few miles from my former home, in a tiny plaid motel room with a deer head over the bed and the memories assailing me, I pull it up. I remember to put in my earbuds; once, I was listening, and the neighbors called the police because they thought someone was being murdered. Someone was, of course. The girl I was took a knife to the heart in that moment, and the woman who came out the other side was a changeling.
My wails feel harsh and brutal tonight. The moment feels closer than ever. As if I’ve not been separated from it by ten years; it is happening right now, right here. I am a part of this terror. I think of what happened. I think of fear and shock. I think of accusatory men who didn’t believe my story. I think of green shutters watching dispassionately as I screamed myself hoarse after I found my father’s body, pale and gray and so clearly dead, blood puddling under his still figure. When my breath comes short, and I feel I can take no more, I turn off the recording, go to the bathroom, where I have stashed my medicine in the green quilted overnight bag, and down two pills with a handful of water.
Coming back was a mistake.



CHAPTER SIX
Anod to nostalgia, I stop at the McDonald’s by the highway to grab a cup of coffee for the road, and who should walk in as I’m leaving but Simone Denton. All I can think is don’t recognize me. But she does. Of course, she does.
“Oh my Gawd, Addison Blake! Where the hell have you been hiding? Come here and let me hug your neck.”
Simone has a French name (it’s Dahn-tawn, not Dent-un), perfect skin, and an incongruously broad south Virginia accent. Her long, silver-blonde hair shines in the sunlight pouring through the plate glass windows. She has always been ethereally beautiful. Before the murder, she had no idea I existed. Well, she knew I went to the same school—it’s a small town, after all—but we did not run in the same crowd. After the murders, though, she was one of the first to reach out a hand. She offered me a place to stay, she gave me some clothes when I couldn’t go back inside the house because the police were still investigating. She offered up her fancy father to defend me when the police decided I had arranged to have my parents and sister murdered.
I returned her kindness by leaving town and never returning. I still have a pair of her jeans—half a size too small—that I try to get into every once in a while, to prove I can.
“Hi, Simone.” I accept the hug. I sometimes forget how generous southern women are with their physicality. There isn’t as much hugging and petting and touching in DC.
“What are you doing home? Did something happen with your family’s case?”
Case. Not murders. Another gentleness. Like the woman in that ’80s college movie who whispers the bad words so as not to give them voice aloud. “You heard how they died. Murder.”
“No, I was . . . I’m . . . doing a story about southern towns,” I finish lamely. It seems essential, at least for the moment, not to explain the real reason I’m here.
“You’re a writer? That’s amazing. You always were the best in our class.”
How does she remember this? She hardly even knew me.
“Journalist. I . . . do some op-ed.”
“Do you have a blog or anything? I’d love to read your work.” When I don’t reply, she soldiers on, in that polite southern way. “It’s so good to see you, Addie. You look great.”
Still unfailingly kind, Simone.
“Do you have time for coffee?” she asks, looking pointedly at my hand, and I can’t help myself.
“Sure.”
Am I craving punishment? Probably. She grabs a biscuit and a large cup, doctors it, then we sit near the window on the barstools. This place has been renovated since I was last here; it’s like a hip coffee shop instead of a burger joint. Strangely, I like looking at the ghost of myself in its corners.
“So what’s happening in your life?” she asks, and I laugh and turn it around on her.
“No, you tell me. Married, I see. Do you work?”
She glances down at the massive diamond sparkling from her ring finger with a sly smile. “Four years, now. I met him during my senior year of college. We’re talking about trying to have a baby. I’ve been reluctant, it feels so . . . I don’t know, permanent. But I’m not getting any younger, and my parents are all over me for a grandchild.” She pales, a hand to her throat. “God, Addie, I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay. Really. I can hear the word. It was a long time ago.”
“Still.” She fiddles with the plastic lid on her cup. “Yes, I work. I’m a paralegal at my dad’s firm. Once I start hatching children, I’ll stay at home. Give garden parties.”
She sounds . . . trapped, which shocks me. I think it scares her, too, saying it aloud. It reinforces my own emotions about Marchburg. We all think we’ll like the romantic small-town life until we’re stuck in it, and I have escaped.
“Anyway.” She cheers up. “Tell me about your southern-towns story. What’s the focus? Garden parties? Crime?”
“Um . . . sort of. You could say that.”
“You should write about Julia Harding’s disappearance. Maybe get some attention for her.”
Ignoring the spike of annoyance I feel whenever I say I’m a writer and am told what I should write, I lean forward. “Julia Harding, from our class? I didn’t know she was missing.”
“For a month, now. She went for a run by the river and never came back. The police have been all over her husband—do you remember Eddie Gores? Played baseball? But he was having an affair and was down in Roanoke that day in a hotel with his girlfriend, so the idea was he’d hired someone to kill her, but that didn’t pan out either. And you know Eddie, he wouldn’t hurt a fly. Physically, at least. It’s weird; a few women have gone missing over the years since you left. I don’t know the others, only Julia, but we all think they’re related. The police, not so much.” Her Apple watch chimes from her wrist, and she jumps up with a smothered curse. “I am so, so sorry. I must run. I have a meeting, and I totally forgot. What’s your number? I’m going to text you. I’d love to talk again. Catch up properly.” Before I can think, demur, I dutifully recite my digits, and seconds later, a ding tells me she’s made good on her promise.
She hugs me again, smelling of coffee and a perfume I don’t recognize, and hustles out the door with a final little wave as she climbs into her silver Infinity SUV.
The life I could have had. It will never leave me alone.
My coffee has gone cold. I toss it and get a fresh cup, then plug in my laptop and use my phone, with its secure VPN, for Wi-Fi. I open my browser and type in julia harding marchburg. I am met with multiple articles.
Details are sketchy: basically, everything Simone told me is what the press knows. The police will know more; they always do. I search for missing women marchburg and find another slew of articles—three women over ten years, gone into the ether.
My pulse ticks up, and I feel the pull as strongly as I felt the need to meet with Todd.
There is a story here.



CHAPTER SEVEN
The lunch crowd comes and goes, but I’m lost in the land of missing women, and it’s not until my phone dings with a text that I am pulled from my rabbit hole. The text pops up on my screen. It’s Leslie.
How’s it going? Get your story yet?
No, he didn’t want to talk about it. I’m heading home. Gotta take care of the cat. See you tomorrow.
Are you giving up that fast?
It’s not giving up. He was adamant. He is a good guy. He doesn’t want the attention.
Well, that’s weird. Everyone wants attention. There’s an entire industry making billions of dollars on the concept of 15 minutes of fame.
Not everyone is like you, Leslie. He’s a proper hero, doing his good deed and riding off into the sunset.
That’s your crush talking. Hell, if you won’t pursue it, I’ll come down there and bang on his door. This could be big for you, Addie. Don’t give up. I’ll check on the cat for you.
That pisses me off, and I don’t reply. I pack up my things, mind already back on the missing women. I need to see if the Marchburg police will talk to me, but I’m loath to reach out to them. They aren’t going to be as kind and forgiving as Simone. I mean, think about it. The former suspect in a triple murder shows up a decade later wanting information on the local women who are missing? Yeah.
It takes the heater on the rental a few minutes to get going, so I sit there, shivering, debating my course of action. I should go back to DC, talk to my editor at the paper, Harold Reston, and tell him about both stories. I’m a freelancer. I need resources. I can’t afford to stay here any longer on my own dime. But the odds of getting Harry to go for two random stories from a small town three hours away? Slim. I need a better strategy.
I need Todd Preis to agree to go on the record about his heroic actions with the old photographer. I get that, and it will springboard me into a bargaining position. Bring an exclusive, an angle on a viral story no one else has, and Harry will have to listen to me.
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A light snow begins as I pull to a stop in front of Todd’s house. The light is on in his office, and the plantation shutters are cracked. I can see him, a dark red sweater, the shock of brown hair. He stirs and faces the window. What is he thinking? God, here she is again. Won’t leave me alone—what a sad creature.
What am I thinking? He said no. Who am I to go banging on his door again? I can feel him watching me from his desk. He hasn’t gotten to his feet. It’s as if he knows I will pull away soon enough.
So I do. I chicken out and put the car in gear.
This was a stupid idea. I don’t know what I’m doing here, and I don’t have a chance at making a real story, or two, out of the horrors this town has seen. I am never going to get hired on at the paper. I’m a mediocre writer at best. Who do I think I am?



CHAPTER EIGHT
Aweek passes. I settle back into my normal day-to-day. I pitch the missing women story, and, as expected, my editor shakes his head. No hook, he says. Stick with what you know. Stay in your lane, Addison.
Should I tell him I am the hook? That I have a connection to the city, to one of the women? That would involve revealing more of myself to him than I’m willing, but it would get his attention. No. Not yet, anyway.
I write my little column, which feels flat and lonely. I have trouble sleeping. I lay my head on the pillow and think of Todd, sitting in his office, watching to see if I will bother him again, and I am relieved I drove away. Leslie reiterates the solution—give his name to Harry, let him assign a journalist who won’t back down with a single no, and move on. It’s a cop-out, for sure, but it is a resolution, and for someone like me, a woman for whom resolution will never truly exist, it will allow me to move on. But something makes me want to protect him. A tenderness toward a former flame, I suppose.
Marchburg looms large, never far from my thoughts. Those horrible days following my family’s murder are no longer a decade in my past. They are alive and well in my brain. During my waking hours, I am overwhelmed by the regret of not being able to say a proper goodbye, my own particular survivor’s guilt.
And in those small moments when exhaustion turns to sleep and sleep turns to dreams, I struggle to wake myself from the horrors imprinted on my psyche. Dreams that startle me awake, breath catching in my throat as I choke back screams. Dreams of knives and blood. Dreams that are morphing. It is now Todd standing in the living room, a knife in his hand. Todd who scurries away when I stumble, drunk and high, into the house. Todd’s Jeep Wrangler, with the rip in the top, squealing away from the curb, the bloodred paint job black in the early morning darkness.
Why am I dreaming of Todd’s Jeep? Does he still have it? It wasn’t parked in the drive, though I suppose it could have been in his garage. But he’d have to register it, right? If it’s not in his name, perhaps his deceased father’s or his mother’s.
I look halfheartedly for the Jeep’s registration, toggling through the databases without luck.
What are you doing, Addison?
Good question. I have the video of Todd saving the man’s life bookmarked and watch it again, and again, and again. It has millions of views now, yet no one but me seems to know who the Good Samaritan is. The same refrain runs through my mind each time I hit replay: I should just out him. I can write the story and give it to Harry. At least tell him. I envision walking into his office. “Harry, guess what? I have the scoop.” He gives me the lead, above the fold. Hand forced, Todd gives me the interview. My career is made.
I dream of this too. I wake in the night, triumphant, then come to fully and realize I’ve done nothing.
Simone texts. I don’t respond.
I am in stasis. When I’m not thinking about Todd, I search for the bits and pieces of him I can find online. I stare at that anonymous email address on the funeral listing, imagining how I will write to him and appeal to his sense of pride. Then I dream of him with a knife, and the cycle starts over.
I refill my prescription. Obsession has always been a problem for me. I recognize I’m slipping. I should reach out to my therapist. I should tell my friends. I am no different from an alcoholic holding a full, unopened bottle who knows they’re about to throw away years of sobriety, teetering on the edge of a life implosion. But I can’t stop thinking about him. I am about to go supernova.
Then the photographer dies.
Hypothermia, compounded by the initial suspected pulmonary embolism that made him drop in the street. If someone had helped him sooner, the paper says, if only one of the people who’d walked past had stopped earlier. The man’s family would like to thank the hero who did. That’s enough for me.
I am in the car an hour later. A draft of the story sits in my email, waiting to be sent to Harry.



CHAPTER NINE
Marchburg is cruel in the early days of winter. The river sends thick fog curling through the streets. The cheerful people retreat indoors, and the sidewalks are covered in ice. The sun disappears for days at a time, and the sky is a chilly silver. I shiver in my coat as I walk up to Todd’s house.
The light isn’t on in his office; maybe he’s not home. But I will not be deterred. Not again. I have already decided: I will ask for his story, but if he’s not willing to go on the record, or even stay off the record, I am telling the world of his good deed. The family wants to thank him. The world wants to laud him. And I am the conduit through which this will happen. Win-win for all involved.
Except for the dead man, of course.
I ring the bell. Wait a minute. Ring again. Nothing.
He’s not home. I am partially relieved.
The detached garage is on the side of the lot, with a covered walkway connecting it to the main house. It is two stories, with two dormer windows—an attic space, perfect for an office or guest room. The garage door itself has three long horizontal windows. Standing on tiptoe, I can barely get my eyes to the bottom of the frame.
A red Jeep is inside.
Wow. He still has it. Why does the sight of it fill me with dread?
Also, there goes step two of my ill-conceived plan: look for a key under the mat, so I can get into the house and look around before he comes back. If his Jeep is here . . .
“Addie?”
I emit a small scream of surprise and whip around to find the owner of said Jeep standing three feet away, arms crossed on his chest. He does not look happy. At all.
“Todd. Hi. I was just—”
“Looking for me?”
Now comes the charming smile, and my shoulders drop from around my ears as an answering grin crosses my lips. “You caught me.”
“You swung by the other day, too, but you didn’t knock. I was hoping you would.”
“You were?”
“Yeah. I was thinking about calling you. Or even driving up. I looked up your address and everything. Maybe I was too hasty before. About DC.”
“Oh! That’s great. I’m happy to make this more formal, schedule a time—”
“No time like the present. I was getting ready to make dinner.” He shakes a grocery bag. “Why don’t you join me? Steak okay?”
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“I mean, what else was I supposed to do? The guy looked dead. I couldn’t just step over him. I had to stop, I had to check. When I realized he was alive . . .” He shrugs and ducks his head. He’s shy, I realize. And proud of his actions.
I take a sip of my wine. We’re into a second bottle, sitting on his back deck, looking over the woods. I am stuffed full of steak and baked potatoes and grilled asparagus. The man can cook. I’m feeling light headed, whether from the wine or the obvious flirting that preceded this switch in conversation to why I’m really here. Todd is hot. He’s smart. He’s funny. He’s clearly into me. And now he’s giving me the story I long for. The story that’s going to make my career take off.
“Do you know how many people did step over him? Well, around him.”
“How many?”
“I counted fifteen. That doesn’t include the three boys who stole his portfolio. What kind of world are we living in?” I lean forward, wanting to be closer to him, wanting to hear his words of reassurance. “I’m glad you stopped. Not only does it make you a good guy, but it also brought me here.” I gesture toward the woods with my wine glass, and a bit slops out onto the deck. “Oops. Sorry. I’m a little tipsy. I don’t normally drink this much.”
He responds just how I hoped. With a slow, knowing smile.
“You can’t drive.”
“Probably shouldn’t, no. I’ll call a car and pick up mine tomorrow.”
“That’s silly. You should stay.”
“I should?” I lick my lips.
A beat. “I always liked you, Addie. We would have been good together.”
He takes the glass from my hand and sets it gently on the table, and then his mouth is on mine. I fight my mind’s narration—I am kissing Todd Preis. His hands are so soft on my skin. Oh, yes, yes, there. I can’t believe this—Todd Preis likes me!—and try to go with the flow. I never was cool.
“Upstairs,” he says, and it’s as much a command as an invitation.



CHAPTER TEN
Iwake from a nightmare of knives and blood to the deepest darkness I’ve experienced in years, my heart thundering in fear. Where am I? It takes me a moment to remember: Marchburg. Todd’s house. Todd’s bed. The space next to me is empty, the covers on his side pulled up tight and tucked under the fluffed pillows. The bed had been perfectly made when we’d come upstairs too. My dad would have been proud. You could bounce a quarter on that thing, and the hospital corners were so precise, I was envious. Being the daughter of a military man, I can appreciate Todd’s compulsively neat aesthetic. It’s a little odd to make the bed in the middle of the night, yes, but who am I to judge? At least he won’t be a throw-the-socks-on-the-floor kind of boyfriend.
Stow your ovaries, Addison. He’s not your boyfriend yet.
The clock on the night table says 2:13 a.m. My mouth is dry from the wine, and thanks to the adrenaline rush from the awful dream, I am now very awake.
I slip on my clothes, blushing a bit remembering how quickly they’d come off, and start down the stairs, a hand on the railing. The house is very gloomy inside. I’ve forgotten how different the mountains are from the city. That velvety black is impossible anywhere but in a forest.
I’ve only been here twice, but I remember the kitchen is to the left of the stairs. I figure I’ll find Todd there, but the room is empty. I am about to call his name when I hear a small sound, breathy mews, like a kitten crying. It takes me a moment to orient myself—there, a door is cracked. I hadn’t noticed it earlier. It must be to the basement. Could a cat have gotten in through a window well? If it was trapped . . . I hear it again. Damn. I am a sucker for animals in need. No way can I not try to help.
I start down the stairs, realizing as I go this is not an animal, it sounds more like the squeaking of metal. Ah. Todd told me he had a gym in the house, and I didn’t see it upstairs; it must be down here. He probably couldn’t sleep and is trying to tire himself with a workout. I’ve been known to do the same thing.
I also know a great way to help someone get back to sleep.
The moon must have been behind a cloud earlier because there is more illumination in the basement than I expected. It’s a finished space, and yes, the gym is set up here—a Peloton, a treadmill, an all-in-one fitness machine with a million different bars and weights, mats.
There is no Todd. But there is another door, and from inside, light spills into the room. I hear the weird mewing squeak again. I step closer and peer inside.
At first, my mind can’t comprehend what it’s seeing. Then it catches up.
Todd, his back to me, feeding something to a woman. The squeak, the soft cat’s cry, comes again as she moves. There is a chain around her wrist.
I gasp, and Todd whirls, his face arranged in shock, then fury. I’m halfway up the stairs and thinking I might just make it out of the house when a strong hand grabs my ankle and yanks. I go face first against the stairs, taste blood, then he’s pulling. I scrabble as hard as I can, but I am no match for him.
“Stop it. You’re hurting me!”
A brittle laugh. “I’m hurting you? You’re the one trying to drag me into the spotlight.”
“What the hell? Get off me!”
“Stupid girl,” he spits, heaving me to my feet. “Couldn’t leave well enough alone. I told you I didn’t want to have anything to do with this story. You shouldn’t have come back. You might have lived if you’d stayed away. For a while, at least.”
This is not the Todd I know. This is a terrifying stranger—one who is now shoving me into the room with the girl and the chains.
I scream, full throated, the kind of scream I haven’t let loose since the night my parents died, outside of my nightmares, and he punches my head, catching me above my left ear. I see stars and stumble, falling to my knees, dazed. He grabs me by the hair and drags me to the chilly wall. A metal cuff goes around my wrist. He lingers for a moment; I feel him there, thinking. I don’t have to pretend I am woozy, and a thin trickle of wetness drips off the edge of my chin.
“Why are you doing this?” I manage to scrape out, and he laughs again, mirthless, turns off the light, and disappears into the darkness. I hear him mount the stairs. The door slams with finality. The stygian blackness overtakes me. I can see nothing.
Don’t panic. Don’t panic. The woman . . .
I hyperventilate anyway and disappear into my own darkness.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
Cold. So cold. I roll to my side, reaching for my blanket, and find nothing. A rattle comes from my arm.
My eyes snap open. The dark is complete, as oppressive as the inside of a coffin. Todd.
Todd Preis shackled me to a wall in his basement. What the hell is happening?
I yank on the chain and find it unyielding—my hand circles the metal around my wrist, thick and unforgiving. I want to stay calm, but that’s impossible. My thoughts mash together: What might be happening turns into what is surely to come. I am going to die down here, in this terrifying vacuum. A sob rises in my throat, and my breath hitches. The tears begin to fall; I can’t help myself, damn it.
“Don’t cry.”
The voice from the darkness is quiet. Composed. Female. The woman I saw.
“Who is that?”
“My name is Julia.”
“Julia Harding?”
“Shhh. Keep your voice down. Yes. How do you know my name? Are they looking for me?”
My fuzzy mind struggles to put this together. Todd Preis kidnapped Julia Harding?
What of the other women who are missing? What of me?
What have I uncovered? What have I unleashed?
“Hello?” Her voice is so faded and soft. So beaten.
“Yes. They are looking for you. There have been stories about you going missing. You went for a run and disappeared. They thought your husband—”
“Eddie.” She breathes the word, a sighing prayer. I’m not about to break the news of his alibi. “How long have I been gone? I lose track down here. It’s hard to figure out the days.”
“A month, give or take. I’m Addison Blake, by the way.”
“Addison? Marchburg High Addison? Your family—”
“Yes. That’s me.”
“What is he doing, going through the yearbook?”
This makes me laugh, the hysterical cackle of the condemned. I bite my lip to keep it quiet, then sober. Julia still has fire in her. I suppose that’s why she’s still alive. Maybe he likes a challenge.
“What has he done to you?”
She doesn’t answer. She doesn’t need to. If she’s been chained in his basement like a naughty dog for a month? It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out what’s been happening.
“I’m sorry,” I whisper. “How far are you from me? Can you touch me?”
“I don’t know.”
I move toward her voice, trying not to think about what I’m crawling through. Her own chain clanks a bit, and I feel a hand. It grasps mine and holds tight. Best as I can tell, we have about ten feet between us. My chain is taut, my arm stretched fully, and I guess hers is too. Thank God she’s not on the other side of the room. Though there’s enough space that I don’t know how we can work together to overcome him. We’ll have to get creative.
“We have to get out of here,” I say, voice low but determined.
“I tried, in the beginning. I fought him, and he drugged me. He never unlocks me, just brings me rewards when I’m good.”
“Rewards?” The term is made all the worse as I remember him saying, “Be a good girl, and you’ll get your reward” earlier, upstairs, when I was happily under him and begging for release.
You had sex with a man who has a woman chained to the wall of his basement. God, Addison.
I fight the hysteria rising in me by focusing on Julia.
“There’s a cot. A compostable toilet. Fruit. A pillow, blankets. You know. Go along, and you get rewarded.”
“And when you’re bad?”
Her silence—again—tells me all I need to know.
“What’s his schedule? How often does he . . . visit?”
“Not as much lately. In the beginning, a few times a day. I think. He said . . . he said he gets bored easily. So long as I keep him happy, he won’t . . .”
“Kill you?”
Another small sigh in the dark, and I squeeze her fingers in reply. I’m shocked to realize she is okay with this concept. She wants to be out of this basement, out of this misery, and she’s more than happy to do it without a pulse.
I am not. I will not die down here. Not after all I’ve been through. I survived the worst, and I refuse to let Todd Preis, monster that he is, get the better of me.
And here I thought he was a hero. I’m learning the hard way that one good deed does not a hero make.
“How did he take you?” Julia asks, genuine curiosity in her voice.
“He didn’t. I came here myself, like an idiot. Of course, I had no idea he was . . . this. Todd saved the life of a man in DC a few weeks ago. The video of it went viral. No one knew who stopped to help, but I recognized him. I’m a journalist. I was after the story. I tried to talk to him last week, but he refused. I thought I’d try again.” It strikes me that Julia was here, in the basement, the whole time Todd and I caught up, sitting outside by the fire, cozy and charming. “There’s more. You’re not the only missing woman from this area.”
“I know. He told me. He likes to talk. After.”
“How many are you aware of?” I ask, horror growing inside me.
“He didn’t say exactly. It’s so weird that you’re here. He’s been talking about you.”
“Tonight?”
“For a few days. He hates your dad. He talks about the colonel like they spoke yesterday. I mean . . .”
The colonel. I haven’t thought of him like that in years. Even though he’d retired, that’s how everyone referred to him. “My dad is dead,” I whisper, the words a knife to the heart.
“I know. I remember. So does Todd. He talks about their murders all the time.”
I feel a spike of pride that my father was such a good judge of character. And a spill of sorrow that I didn’t listen to him. That I fought against his iron fist when I should have listened. God, I should have listened.
“Why?”
Before she can answer, there is a creak above us, and we freeze. Todd is moving around upstairs. Has he heard us talking? He could have the whole place miked for all I know. I am tempted to scream, to draw him down. But he might hurt Julia, and I don’t want to be the cause of more pain.
He gets bored.
Now he has a new plaything, and what does that mean for her?
The door opens with a small thwang, and he comes down one step at a time, slow and heavy, dread, dread, dread, dread, making sure we can hear him coming. Damn it, he was listening.
“Wakey wakey,” he sings, shining a flashlight in my face.



CHAPTER TWELVE
Ismell broth, and my stomach turns over. I can’t imagine eating. And if Julia’s experience is any indication, it will be drugged. But Todd will not be thwarted. He sits on my legs, facing me, tucking my loose hand under his knee, the small bones grinding into the dirt. When I gasp in pain, he forces the broth inside my open mouth.
“Swallow. This will go easier if you swallow.”
I spit it back at him. He laughs, as if this was expected, and does it again. This time he acts quicker, and I inhale some and swallow some at the same time. The coughing fit is enough to get him off me.
He is not the man I spoke with earlier. Not the man whose bed I shared, who handled me with such gentleness, then unbridled passion. This is an eerie robot, a creepy, terrifyingly empty shell of a person. There is nothing alive inside him.
“If you throw up, you live in it. You live in all your bodily fluids if you don’t cooperate. Be a good girl, and you’ll get your rewards.”
Chills parade across my body. How can this be the same man who helped a stranger? Does he have a split personality? Will he tell me the truth now that he has me captive?
“Why did you really help that man, Todd? Why would you bother?”
A surprised pause. I suppose he was expecting me to beg for my own mercy.
“Oh, Addie. You think you know so much. You think you’re smarter than me. You always did.”
“What are you talking about?” Foreboding builds inside me. I remember my dream. Todd’s bloodred Jeep, pulling away from my house. Julia’s words: “He talks about their murders all the time.” Memories and nightmares collide, crash, sweep away the barriers I’ve erected around my pain.
“You were there that night, weren’t you? When Aaron killed my family.”
A sneering laugh. He drops to his knees in front of me. Runs a finger along my jaw.
“Who do you think gave him the idea?”
Even in the gloom, I can feel the tension coming off him. He is excited to tell me this. To rewrite my life’s story with a single sentence.
“You helped him?”
“Helped him? My God, he was such an idiot. I had to choreograph the whole night, even down to getting you out of the house and to that party. Had a good time while they died, didn’t you?”
Cruel. So cruel. “Why would you do that? And why wouldn’t you kill me too?”
“I never wanted you dead.”
“Why not?”
“I told you earlier, Addie. I always liked you.”
Even drugged, I feel a chill cruise down my spine. That is beyond creepy. “But you wanted my family dead? What did they ever do to you?”
He leans a shoulder against the wall and crosses one ankle over the other. “Your father—” he starts, but abruptly shakes his head like a bee has flown too close to his face. A face that is changing, morphing, elongating. Damn it, the drugs are starting to kick in. I feel a stupid kind of peace crawl through my bones.
“Come on, Todd. I want to know.”
“You do, don’t you?” That eerie laugh echoes through the room. “Greedy girl. You’ll have to wait your turn.”
Weariness is stealing over me. I need to move, I need to fight, but my limbs are growing heavy. I can’t let him win. I have to keep him talking so I can stay focused.
“Tell me. Please?”
“Maybe later.” My pleading bores him. He turns his attention to Julia, voice steel and sickly patronizing. “How is my sweet girl today? Are you going to sleep on the cot tonight?”
“Yes,” she says, voice meek. He moves toward her, and I have a horrible realization of what’s to come. No. God, please, not that.
“Todd. I want to know the rest. If I’m going to die down here, I need to know why you didn’t kill me too. Why would you leave me out of your plan?”
He glances back at me, and in that moment, I see Julia moving in the shadows. She leaps to her feet and shoves him my way. He crashes into me, lands hard on his knees. My shoulder hits the wall, and pain shoots through my body. But I see an opportunity. As he scrambles to his feet, I whip my chained arm around his neck and pull.
“Get his legs,” I shout to Julia, who stretches out her arms and manages to grab Todd by the ankles. We have him down, and I jerk hard on the chain. I hear him gag. I want to see his face. I want to watch the light go out of his eyes. But I am behind him. All I see is darkness. All I smell is fear. All I hear is his choking.
Stop him. Hurt him.
He heaves and bucks, and I pull tighter. He groans out something, and his body starts to relax. I do not.
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I don’t know how long we stay there, the three of us locked in this unholy embrace.
Julia finally says, “I think he’s dead.”
“Don’t let go. We can’t take any chances.” God, I’m woozy. I hurt. My heart, yes, but my shoulder, where I hit the wall, and my wrist, from pulling the chain.
I don’t loosen the chain until he loses his grip on his bodily functions. Then I know he is truly dead. The drug overwhelms me, and I am gone.
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I crawl, synapse by synapse, from oblivion. I am lying under Todd’s body. The chain is still wrapped around his neck. My arms are numb. Julia is yelling rapid fire, panicked staccato interrogatories: “Addie, are you okay? Addie, are you alive? Wake up, Addie. Please wake up!”
I open my eyes and see the gloom has retreated. It must be daylight outside. Though the windows are boarded up, small cracks of light give me hope. There is a world out there—a life. We only need to free ourselves.
“I’m here,” I manage, and Julia sobs in relief.
“Oh God, thank you. Thank you, God.”
“Don’t thank him just yet,” I croak. My mouth is so dry. “We have to get out of here.”
“The brackets are bolted into the concrete. I’ve been trying, but I can’t get free.”
I unwrap the chain from Todd’s neck—his face is grotesque and swollen in the dimness, and I feel nothing but joy at the sight. I turn to the wall, brace my feet, wrap my hands around my chain and lean back. The iron grows taut, but the bolt doesn’t move. I’m weak, too, from the drugs, from the fight, from this intense pain. I’m pretty sure my shoulder is broken, and my wrist will never be the same.
I hear a small chime.
“What is that?”
It comes again. And again.
It is coming from the broken body next to me.
I crawl over his chest and can just barely reach his front pocket. The phone is covered in his muck, and the battery is almost gone, but his alarm is going off. I turn it off, wipe the phone against my chest, and see the option for Face ID or passcode. No luck there. But bless the tech giants; they’ve given us another way. I press the two buttons that activate an emergency call. The phone counts down, and then I hear the magic words in the gentle, dulcet tones of a southern Virginia accent, a terrible echo from my past. The very world I’ve done all I can to escape.
“Nine one one. What is your emergency?”



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
An interesting word, hero. When I was a child, I was taught that heroes wore uniforms. They were a safe place, always. If you were lost. If you needed help. People—strangers—who will die for your freedom. As I grew older, I realized they aren’t the only ones. A young mother who works three jobs so her children will have shelter. The widowed father who learns to braid his daughter’s hair. The women who survive abuse at the hands of a predator. Heroes come in many guises. It feels quite strange to see my name now associated with the term.
I finish typing and lean back in my chair. The cat wanders across my desk, looking for a treat. Things are normal, yet they will never be normal again.
Todd Preis killed eight women over the course of a decade. Julia would have been his ninth victim, and I would have been number ten. If he’d succeeded, we would have been found like the others. Their remains were scattered across the property. How his parents didn’t know is remarkable. Or maybe they did, though that thought is disturbing. There were several bodies under the same deck where he and I sat and caught up, drank wine together, flirted. It turns out my sainted hero was a prolific serial killer who got his start before he enlisted my boyfriend to murder my family. A true psychopath, wandering through the world, shoulder to shoulder with people who would recoil in fear if they had any idea of the death that followed in his wake. Who knows how long he would have continued his reign of terror if I hadn’t recognized him in that video? If I hadn’t come back. If I hadn’t found an inner strength. If Julia hadn’t moved the way she had?
Julia has been reunited with her family. We talked once when the first article appeared—her attribution was vital to my credibility and to the benign but necessary police inquiries—but no more. Neither of us wants to revisit her pain. Simone and I, on the other hand, have begun a dutiful correspondence. I sent her back her jeans. She laughed and said they’d never fit her properly anyway and she was donating them to the consignment shop where one of the college girls would surely drool over the vintage find.
And in utterly surreal news, my editor called this morning to tell me the series of stories I’ve done for the paper is already being whispered about in the Pulitzer circles. The long list is almost a certainty.
I am thrilled, of course. But it is strange to go from a nobody to a somebody, with a regular paycheck, an enthusiastic boss, and literary agents knocking at my door. I am doing my best to cope with the sudden fame. This, too, shall pass. Somewhere down the road, a book will be written about how a stranger had to die to save a woman from her own death. A documentary or fictionalized show will be made. People will remember the fallen again, for a time.
And then we will disappear back into the fabric of society, for something worse will come along to capture our attention. That’s how this cycle of infamy works.
But there has been no ebb for me. I haven’t been able to let Todd Preis go.
I am consumed by him. I am lost in a sea of rewind. I play the video of his selfless act over and over. I mentally revisit his revelations in the basement. His hands on my body, giving me pleasure. Would he have let me leave in the morning? Or was our tryst only the beginning?
My therapist encourages me to stop re-creating the scenario. The outcome is the outcome. Nothing will change what happened. Nothing will change a killer’s actions a decade ago, when a young girl who lost everything was stupid enough—lucky enough?—to escape her fate. Now, twice. Am I like my sweet, soft Siamese, blessed with nine lives?
The truth of it is, I will never know why he wanted my family dead. Why he killed all those women. Surely this was something in his blood, some darkness that would have manifested itself regardless. My father—my family—was simply a situation. Todd would have found his catalyst; of this I am certain.
I wonder what plans he had for me that he never fulfilled. Why he let me live in the first place. Why he didn’t drag me to the basement on my initial visit, when he knew—he knew—I was aware of his secret. He would have come for me eventually, I think. He said so. “I looked up your address and everything.”
I wonder about the cold stranger he helped. Why he stopped. Such a strange action for him to take on that freezing winter day. For a man who hated, a man who hurt, a man who destroyed, to help a fellow human defies logic. Why did he decide to be selfless? What went through his head? Why did he act the hero when no one else would?
These thoughts consume me. I am haunted by the ghost of a boy who killed a family. A man who grew up to loathe women and punish them in his basement. He is part of my every waking thought and my darkest dreams.
I’m afraid of what I’m thinking, afraid of what I might find if I look deeper. But I can’t help myself. As I watch the video for the thousandth time, the questions arise again.
Why was Todd in DC that day? On that particular street? At that particular moment? Was it fate that he was discovered by the very person whose life he’d ruined all those years earlier? A chance, a coincidence, a selfless act that became his downfall?
Or could it be something else?
A connection. There has to be a connection. I must know. I am compelled to act.
The day Robert Clark died, he was on his way home from a visit to the gallery that showed his work. I talked to the gallery owner, Jonathan Birdsong, when I did the first story. I call him again and ask to meet. He agrees, and thirty minutes later, I breeze through his door. He is young, in his thirties, with a shock of brown hair, one eye golden, one eye green. He is a work of art himself, and I’m surprised I hadn’t noticed before.
“I’m happy to see you again,” Jonathan says, smiling. “The stories you’ve written . . . my gallery is famous now. Anything you need, I am at your service.”
He’s flirting. It’s going to be a long time before I feel the urge to be intimate with anyone, but it’s nice to be appreciated.
“The day Robert Clark came to see you, was he upset at all? Did you talk about what he’d done that day?”
His brow furrows, and those mismatched eyes go distant.
“Now that you mention it, there was something. He’d had a disagreement at the coffee shop down the street. He laughed about it. Apparently, a man was quite rude to the barista, and Robert was, ‘regrettably,’ as he said, ‘rude back.’ Said it made him worry about our future, that people could be so harsh over such a silly thing, how one’s coffee is prepared. I thought it was interesting that he’d fought with a stranger on the last day of his life, and then a stranger almost saved him. I haven’t thought of it since.”
And there it is.
My heartbeat ticks up. “Can I ask a crazy question? Any chance you have the security video from that day?”
“I do. The police asked me not to erase the videos, they’re on my laptop. Why? What are you looking for?”
“I’m not sure.” But I am. I know what I’m going to find. And I do.
Todd Preis was in the gallery that day.
When the photographer left, Todd followed him out the door.
What happened between the gallery and the spot where Robert Clark fell, we won’t ever know. We only caught the end of the play. A world in need of something good became obsessed with what we thought was the selfless act of a hero.
Were we wrong?
Did we see a hero happen upon a stranger in distress and try to give him life?
Or did a killer hunt down a man who’d upset him and make sure he was dead?



ECHOES
Marchburg, Virginia
2013
Colonel Blake’s office is meant to be aspirational. Three walls of floor-to-ceiling bookcases in dark walnut, a fireplace with a marble surround, and a substantial mantel. An American flag, a wall of photos, candid and formal alike. An antique desk that looks like it belongs in the White House, two wing chairs opposite. It screams man of importance. Of honor, of value. And the man himself, sitting behind the desk, is imposing, scary even.
A perverse thrill runs through Todd’s body. If the colonel had any idea of the things his adorable daughter got up to outside the walls of this fine home, he would explode. Todd could tell him. Could watch him lose it. He has a little power, at least.
“Todd, have a seat.” The colonel looks serious today, but he always looks serious. It’s his job.
“Thank you, Colonel Blake.”
“Do you know why I asked you here today?”
“Yes, sir. The letter of recommendation I requested.”
“That’s correct.”
Todd leans forward, hand moving toward the desk, palm up in supplication, to receive the letter that will change his life. The Virginia Military Institute has been his goal, his path, for two years now. Every extracurricular, every test, every football game, everything has been laser sighted to this moment, when the most famous alumnus in the area gives him the sanctioning that gets him in. This letter is everything.
He is sweating and doesn’t want it to show. He just wants the colonel to hand it over so he can get the hell out of this oppressive room and move again toward his future.
The colonel leans back in his leather chair with a creak, fingers steepled, face grave.
“Todd, I can’t write you a recommendation. I don’t believe you are a good fit for VMI.”
A roaring in his ears. The colonel is still talking, and Todd catches words as if they are raindrops: character, aptitude, suitability, leadership, contribution. The more the colonel’s mouth moves, the more disjointed Todd feels. His heart thunders. His future, his dreams, are being ripped away. By this man. Who the hell died and appointed you God, Colonel? How do you know what my character is like? I’ve done nothing, nothing, to make you feel this way.
The colonel is droning on, pontificating, hands relaxed on his belly. “—the incident with your teammate, your current associations, your lack of judgment when faced with the choice—”
Todd stands abruptly. He doesn’t need a laundry list of his flaws. Not from this man.
“I’m sorry, sir. If you’re not going to recommend me, I will see myself out.”
The colonel raises a brow as if to say See, this is what I’m talking about.
“I’m trying to help you, son. I want to steer you to the correct path.”
Todd squares his shoulders. “I don’t want your help. Sir.”
He about-faces and flees before the colonel makes it to his feet, the horror of what’s just happened not fully sinking in, but starting to burn, like he’s just swallowed a poison that will eat him from inside out.
Or maybe it was there all along.
One last thought as the door slams behind him.
I will see you dead for this.



PRAISE FOR J.T. ELLISON
Good Girls Lie
“[A] high-tension thriller . . . alternating points of view raise the suspense, blurring the lines between what’s true and false.”
—Publishers Weekly, starred review
“Ellison (Tear Me Apart) has created a complex, convoluted plot that mystery fans will savor.”
—Library Journal on Good Girls Lie
“Good Girls Lie is an entertainingly twisted coming-of-age tale, pitting the desire for privacy against the corrosiveness of secrecy and taking an often harrowing look at how wealth and power can lull recipients into believing they’re untouchable.”
—BookPage on Good Girls Lie
Her Dark Lies
“J.T. Ellison weaves the old and the new, art and history, mystery and love story into one stunning tapestry of a novel. Elegant, propulsive, and utterly unputdownable, Her Dark Lies is the work of one of our most talented thriller writers at the very top of her game.”
—Lisa Unger, New York Times bestselling author of Confessions on the 7:45
“I loved Her Dark Lies. A great modern gothic. Ellison outdid herself—what an ending!”
—Catherine Coulter, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Vortex
“Stunning. Her Dark Lies is a gorgeously atmospheric thriller, a brilliant contemporary twist on a beloved classic. Beautifully written, psychologically chilling, and gaspingly surprising, J.T. Ellison proves she’s our new Daphne du Maurier.”
—Hank Phillippi Ryan, USA Today bestselling author of The First to Lie
“Mesmerizing . . . fans of Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca will want to check out this compulsively readable tale.”
—Publishers Weekly, starred review
“A compulsive, twisty thriller that is so deftly crafted, you’re left wondering who to trust. A highly addictive and deliciously tense read, Her Dark Lies is fast paced and full of suspense. This book is a stunner! Readers are going to love it. I’m a forever fan, and I want more.”
—Kerry Lonsdale, Wall Street Journal and Washington Post bestselling author
Tear Me Apart
“Outstanding . . . Ellison is at the top of her game.”
—Publishers Weekly, starred review
“A compelling story with a moving message.”
—Booklist
“Well paced and creative . . . an inventive thriller with a horrifying reveal and a happy ending.”
—Kirkus Reviews
Lie to Me
“Exceptional . . . Ellison’s best work to date.”
—Publishers Weekly
“Comparisons to Gone Girl due to the initial story structure are expected, but Ellison has crafted a much better story that will still echo long after the final page is turned.”
—Associated Press
“Immensely readable . . . lush.”
—Booklist
“Fans of Paula Hawkins, A. S. A. Harrison, Mary Kubica, and Karin Slaughter will want to add this to their reading list.”
—Library Journal
“Wonderful . . . a one-more-chapter, don’t-eat-dinner, stay-up-late sensation.”
—Lee Child, #1 New York Times bestselling author
“Fans of Gone Girl will gobble up this thriller about a marriage from hell, which moves at a blazing-fast pace and smoothly negotiates more twists and turns than the backroads of Tennessee. J.T. Ellison will keep you guessing every step of the way to the surprise ending!”
—Lisa Scottoline, New York Times bestselling author of One Perfect Lie
“A wickedly good thriller about a picture-perfect marriage that is anything but, Lie to Me has it all: murder, lies, and betrayal. J.T. Ellison will have readers hanging on to the edge of their seats with her latest cunning tale.”
—Mary Kubica, New York Times bestselling author of The Good Girl
“The domestic noir subgenre focuses on the truly horrible things people sometimes do to those they love, and J.T. Ellison’s latest, Lie to Me, is one of the best . . . an absolute must-read.”
—Mystery Scene magazine
“Lie to Me brilliantly combines a domestic noir thriller with a searing portrait of two writers trapped in a web of lies, betrayals, and murder. Sharply written and masterfully plotted, full of hard truths about the creative life and modern marriage, Ellison has written her finest novel—a breakout page-turner certain to win her a wide audience.”
—Jeff Abbott, New York Times bestselling author of Blame
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J.T. Ellison is the New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of more than twenty-five novels. Her books have won wide critical acclaim and prestigious awards and have been optioned for television. Ellison is also the Emmy Award–winning cohost of the literary TV show A Word on Words.



Don’t miss this twisting, emotionally layered thriller that explores the lies we tell to keep a marriage together—or break each other apart . . .
[image: ]
Everybody lies. Even the ones you think you know best of all . . .
Olivia Bender designs exquisite homes for her clients but can’t succeed in her deepest desire—to have a child. Fertility treatments and IVF keep failing. Then her already fragile world is blown apart when the police show up at her door with terrifying news: her husband’s son is the suspect in a gruesome murder. Olivia knows this is a mistake; she and Park don’t have any children. Then comes the confession: Park donated sperm years earlier and has no idea how many times it was sold—nor how many children he actually has.
As Olivia’s carefully curated world begins to crumble and the murder investigation hits a fevered pitch, she is forced to question everything she thought she knew about her husband—and his past. The man she married has fathered a killer. But can she hold that against him when she keeps such dark secrets of her own?
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