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            Chapter 1

         
         I don’t have a ton of regrets to show for my thirty-six years on the planet, but the ones that I do have seem to possess a determined and sneaky resilience. Every once in a while, say, when I’m working on a crime story that’s
            particularly soul-sucking, and I’ve been on the road far longer than planned—holed up in Beyoncé-style luxury at a Best Western
            or DoubleTree Suites—one of them will resurface, like a lake snake coming up for air, raising its snout above the waterline
            and forcing me to stare it in the face.
         

         
         I regret not knowing my father well, though there was nothing I could have done about that one. He died of a brain aneurysm
            while on a fishing trip with a friend when I was twelve.
         

         
         I regret (grievously) the eighteen-month hand grenade of a marriage I embarked on in my twenties, though I’m not sure I could
            have done much differently with that one, either. Compulsive gamblers, I came to discover, don’t fess up to their addiction
            when they begin to woo you, nor to the sordid fact that they’ll soon be dipping into their work T&E (and your jewelry box)
            in a desperate attempt to cover their losses.
         

         
         And I regret that I spent over a year of my career reporting on celebrity crimes and misdemeanors (which generally involved
            the hurling of a cell phone at someone’s head) for one of those tabloid magazines that used to be like crack for women under
            fifty but are now so desperate for newsstand sales that they run fake headlines like “Kate Pregnant with Triplets—Palace Confirms.”
            My only defense about that one is that I needed the work.
         

         
         There’s one regret, however, that I never had a good excuse for. When Jillian Lowe, a girl I’d become friends with sophomore
            year at Brown, was roused by a phone call one Friday morning during the second week of April and was informed that her parents
            and two younger siblings had been murdered, I did nothing to comfort her. Oh wait, excuse me. I did send a sympathy card, and I also chipped in on a floral arrangement for the private funeral service, one of those standing
            sprays that make it look like the coffin’s just won the Kentucky Derby. But that was it. And my failure as a friend ate away
            at me for years.
         

         
         So needless to say, I was floored when Jillian showed up looking for me one Tuesday night in July, nearly sixteen years later.

         
         I’d just conducted the final interview in a sold-out, four-part series called “Inside the Criminal Mind” at the 92nd Street
            Y in Manhattan. The Y’s programmer had approached me a few months before, suggesting that with my crime-writing background,
            I was the perfect interviewer to pair with the ex-cons they’d wrangled for the program, including an infamous inside trader
            who’d served seven years in prison. I jumped at the chance. This would be a way to keep momentum going on my true-crime book,
            which was published in February.
         

         
         As hoped, the series garnered a ton of buzz, and I’d sold a boatload of books. However, enabling those felons to elaborate
            on their crimes and fluff their feathers in public had left me feeling sullied. I couldn’t wait to be done with the whole
            thing, and when the audience Q and A portion of the final evening was over, I bolted from the stage so fast that the female
            con artist I’d been interviewing had probably checked her wallet. I still had to sign books in the vestibule, but that would
            take only twenty minutes or so.
         

         
         Jillian, it turned out, was waiting for me, off to the side of the book table. I couldn’t see her face from my place at the
            table, but I remember being aware of someone’s presence as I scrolled my signature. At signings there are always a few hoverers,
            people unwilling to cough up eighteen bucks for your book and yet eager to request the name of your agent or suggest that
            you might enjoy critiquing their six-hundred-page unpublished manuscript free of charge because “it would mean a lot to me.”
         

         
         I signed the last book, thanked the rep from the Y for her assistance, and jumped up to leave. Before I’d taken a step, I
            could sense the person over my shoulder closing in. I turned, prepared to announce that I unfortunately had to dash.
         

         
         “Hello, Bailey,” she said.

         
         It took a few beats for me to realize who she was. Once I did, my mouth dropped open, as I felt a rush of both shock and delight.
            Neither time nor tragedy had dimmed her prettiness, I noticed, but her long blond hair was now brunette and cut to her chin,
            and though her skin still had that same lovely glow, there were small crow’s-feet around her eyes, the kind that sprout from
            too much sun. Something else seemed different, too, though I couldn’t put my finger on it.
         

         
         “Oh, my gosh, Jillian, it’s you,” I said, finally wiping the blank look off my face.

         
         “It’s really nice to see you, Bailey.”

         
         “Your hair—it’s different. I almost didn’t recognize you.”

         
         At first she didn’t seem to grasp what I meant.

         
         “Oh, right,” she said, lightly touching a lock by her temple. “I stopped coloring it a long time ago. And yours is short now,
            I see.”
         

         
         “Yeah, I chopped it off when I hit thirty, let it grow back, then cut it again just recently. I never had great hair, did
            I?”
         

         
         “At least you’re a natural blonde.”

         
         “Well, blondish brown.” I smiled and she smiled back. But the pleasure I’d experienced at the first sight of her was quickly
            shape-shifting into awkwardness. I could sense guilt creeping around the edges of my mind, trying to assert itself. You were a lousy friend to her, Bailey. She suffered the most horrible loss and you did close to nothing for her.

         
         Jillian, however, seemed genuinely pleased to see me. Nothing about her attitude hinted at lingering disappointment that spanned
            over a decade and a half. I couldn’t believe I was actually setting eyes on her. Where had she been all this time? Had she
            been all right?
         

         
         “Were you here tonight, at the event?” I asked.

         
         “Yes, I mean, kind of hanging in the back. I’ve wanted to get in touch with you, but I didn’t know any other way. I was afraid
            if I used the contact email on your website, the message would end up in some kind of black hole.”
         

         
         “What are you doing in the city?”

         
         “Living here—temporarily. A sublet in Williamsburg.”

         
         I had no idea what she did professionally, or even if she worked. What I could surmise just from looking at her was that her clothes—cropped black pants, chunky heeled sandals, and a flowy gold-and-black
            top that accented her nice curves—were classy and hip and that she probably wasn’t married, since there was no wedding band
            on the appropriate finger.
         

         
         “It’d be great to get together while you’re here,” I told her, though the idea, even while she stood right in front of me,
            was difficult to imagine after so many years. “Would you have time?”
         

         
         “Yes. I was actually thinking we could catch up tonight.”

         
         She said it with what seemed like an odd casualness and disregard, as if she wouldn’t have expected me to have either plans
            for the evening or a desire to head home. But I sensed an urgency underneath. Despite the fact that I’d promised my live-in
            boyfriend, Beau, that I’d decompress with him tonight on the roof-deck of our apartment building, there was no way I could
            turn Jillian down. I wanted to know what she’d been doing and how she’d fared in life. Besides, my guilt wasn’t going to take
            anything but a yes for an answer.
         

         
         “Of course. Were you thinking of coffee, wine . . . ?”

         
         “Either’s fine.”

         
         “Um, okay. There’s a café I noticed a block up on Lexington. They seem to do both, so why don’t we try that?”

         
         It took only five minutes to reach the café, and we didn’t say much on the way, just an inconsequential comment or two about
            how nice the summer weather had been. At about five foot three, she was roughly three inches shorter than me, I realized,
            a fact I hadn’t recalled. Her presence had always read so large to me.
         

         
         We settled at a table at the back, and each of us ordered a glass of red wine. She then excused herself, saying she needed
            to use the restroom.
         

         
         While she was gone, I texted Beau, telling him that we’d have to bag the roof-deck tonight because I’d run into a long-lost
            friend and would explain more about it later.
         

         
         Long-lost friend. Did I have the right to call her that?
         

         
         She certainly hadn’t strayed far from my memory, nor had the grizzly crime at the center of her life. Even after all these
            years, the details of the murders were still vivid in my mind, as I’m sure they were for people who lived in or near Dory,
            Massachusetts, one of a series of towns and villages in the Berkshire Mountain region. Jillian’s parents; her younger brother,
            Danny; and sister, Julia, a Barnard College freshman at home recuperating from mono, had been stabbed to death late one night
            by a teenage boy from their neighborhood, who apparently had developed an obsession with Julia.
         

         
         At the time of the killings, I’d agonized over what Jillian must have been going through. Though we’d known each other for
            only five or six months, we’d grown close. In addition to living a few doors down from each other in the dorm, we were both
            in the same late-afternoon sociology class and had settled into a routine of splitting a pizza afterward while trying to decode
            the ramblings of our professor. I could still recall Jillian wagging a pizza slice one night and exclaiming, “That man is
            going to drive me into the arms of animal research.” She had a magnetic confidence, as well as a wry sense of humor and a
            contagious, carefree laugh. It was my first realization that science majors could possess a wicked sense of humor.
         

         
         I didn’t see her before she took off for Dory that morning, and though I had every intention of calling her, I nervously kept
            putting off the task. I mean, what in the world would I say?
         

         
         I suppose I could blame it on being twenty and having less-than-perfect social skills, yet I think it had more to do with
            having lost my father as young as I did. His death for me had been like falling overboard in the middle of the sea and watching
            the ship pull farther and farther away as I bobbed helplessly in the waves. For a long time the mere topic of death left me
            tongue-tied, and I was totally lame at comforting the bereaved. Though that’s hardly justification.
         

         
         Several days passed, and it grew harder and harder to phone Jillian. I promised myself I would make it up to her when she
            returned to campus.
         

         
         But she never came back. She dropped out of college, and the next I heard, she was living on the West Coast. By then I was
            too ashamed to reach out.
         

         
         Five minutes later, Jillian settled back at the table. I realized I wasn’t yet used to her no longer being a blonde. She took
            a quick sip of wine and smiled, with warmth that I could also see in her deep blue eyes. There was still no sign that she
            was holding my past failing against me.
         

         
         “Just so you know,” she said, “I didn’t buy your book tonight because I already own it. I thought it was terrific, Bailey.”

         
         “That’s really nice of you to say.” The book, A Model Murder, explored the homicide of supermodel Devon Barr at a country house where I’d also been a guest at the time of her death. I was touched
            by the fact that Jillian had read it, that she wanted to connect with me again.
         

         
         “Of course, at school, people were sure you’d be a writer one day, but I guess we just didn’t know it would be about crime.
            How did you end up going in that direction?”
         

         
         I weighed my words before I spoke. Though her question didn’t seem loaded, we were on weird terrain, considering the tragedy
            in her life.
         

         
         “My standard reply is that when someone in ninth grade started leaving anonymous nasty notes for me, I played detective and
            figured out who it was, and that gave me a love for that sort of thing. But that’s only part of it. Right after Brown I got
            a job at a newspaper in Albany, and they put me on the police beat. One thing kind of led to another.”
         

         
         “And now you’re focusing on books?”

         
         “Right. I used to write mostly for magazines, I even had part-time gigs at a few, but print opportunities are drying up, thanks
            to the Internet.”
         

         
         “And you’re married, right? I remember hearing once that you were.”

         
         “Well, briefly, but it didn’t work out, to say the least. I’m living with someone now, though. A nice guy. His name's Beau
            Regan. But enough about me. I want to hear about you.”
         

         
         She cocked her head and glanced off for a moment, the expression in her eyes momentarily wistful. I found myself holding my
            breath. I’d googled her name from time to time over the years, but once the neighborhood kid was tried and sentenced, nothing
            ever surfaced, and I didn’t have a clue what had unfolded for her. I just prayed that she’d found a certain peace.
         

         
         “I’ve bounced around a bit,” she said, returning her gaze to mine. “But not necessarily in a bad way. After—after everything,
            I went to live with family friends of ours, the Healys, who’d moved from Dory to Seattle several years before. I just needed
            to hide away for a while, and they took me in. Me and the cat.”
         

         
         “There were no relatives in the east you could have turned to?”

         
         She shook her head. “My mother and father were both only children, and my grandparents on both sides were deceased. But the
            Healys—the parents and kids—were great. They did their absolute best to make me feel at home.”
         

         
         “It must have been so hard.”

         
         “I was a basket case for a while, longer than I wish, but I eventually found a great therapist. And I went back to school,
            to the University of Washington.”
         

         
         Something had started pawing at my brain as she spoke, but I wasn’t sure what it was. Maybe I was simply feeling unsettled
            from thinking about her loss.
         

         
         “Studying biology still? I remember you were wild about birds.”

         
         “Hmm, hm. There was a brief period when I thought of becoming a lawyer and helping other crime victims, but I realized that
            law school would bore me to tears. I got a degree in biology, a master’s, too, and worked after that with a professor in Patagonia,
            studying Magellanic penguins.”
         

         
         “Penguins? How fantastic. They’re birds, of course, right?”
         

         
         “Yup.”

         
         “How long were you in Patagonia?”

         
         “On and off for a few years. That’s when I stopped being blond.” She smiled. “They don’t exactly have hair colorists in Punta
            Tombo.”
         

         
         I grinned back. “And after that? Did you return to the States?”

         
         “Only briefly. Then I headed to Australia for fieldwork, studying what they call ‘little penguins,’ and I taught as well.
            It was different there from Argentina but incredible, too.”
         

         
         All that sun and wind explained the crow’s-feet. But more important, it sounded as if things had been okay, that she hadn’t allowed the murders to unspool her life. Though had all that globe-trotting actually been a form
            of being on the run?
         

         
         “And now?”

         
         “I’m considering doing a PhD program—I’ve been accepted into one—but for the time being, I’m taking a bit of a sabbatical.
            My parents had always wanted us to be self-starters, and they designed their will so that if they died young, we wouldn’t
            inherit most of the money until we were each thirty-five, which means I recently came into a decent chunk. I thought I’d take
            a break. Travel, take care of some things. With New York City as home base.”
         

         
         “Do you ever go back? I mean, to Dory?”

         
         “Not since the sentencing. It was just too hard.”

         
         I, on the other hand, had been to Dory a couple of times since then, while visiting a first cousin of my father’s who lived
            in a nearby town, and on each trip, I had driven by Jillian’s old house. I wasn’t going to admit that, though. It would sound
            really creepy.
         

         
         “It’s just so good to see you, Jillian,” I said instead. “And I hope you’ll accept my apology.”

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “I never reached out; I was never there for you.”

         
         She shrugged, as if I was apologizing for picking up the wrong sandwich for her on a deli run.

         
         “It’s not easy to know what to say or do in situations like that.”

         
         “I know, but I should have done something, tried to come see you.”
         

         
         “I probably would have discouraged it anyway. It was hard for me in the beginning to even accept sympathy, except from the Healys and a few friends I’d known for ages. There were people in town—like my father’s business
            associates—who were upset because I didn’t want to have this huge funeral service with open caskets so that everyone had a
            chance to pay their respects. But I couldn’t bear the thought. The only way I could cope was to keep things small and private.”
         

         
         At that moment I finally recognized what was different about her appearance. There was a tautness to the muscles of her face
            that had never been there before, as if she was working hard underneath the bonhomie to stay in control, swaddling or even
            strapping down emotions and instincts to keep them from playing havoc with her demeanor.
         

         
         “I’d love to spend more time together while you’re here,” I said. “Would you like to come over for dinner one night? If you’re
            seeing someone, you can bring him, too.”
         

         
         “Oh that’s nice. And yes, maybe sometime. But there’s something I want more than that.”

         
         “Of course.” I couldn’t imagine what it could be. Maybe she was eager to write about her work with penguins and needed advice
            on how to start. People often picked my brain about becoming an author. “Tell me what I can do.”
         

         
         “I want you to find the person who murdered my family.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Hearing her say that—the person who murdered my family—chilled my blood. It took a moment, though, for me to compute the words and latch on to the discrepancy. She wanted me to
            find the killer, and yet the killer was currently serving consecutive life sentences. He confessed to the murders eight days afterward.
         

         
         “Wait,” I said. “Are you saying that you don’t believe Dylan Fender did it?”

         
         She slipped her top lip under her teeth and bit down on it. I saw the muscles in her face tense even more.

         
         “I’m pretty sure he didn’t. There’s new DNA evidence. It strongly suggests that he was wrongly convicted.”

         
         For a moment, I was speechless. “Omigod,” I said finally. “So the confession was coerced?”

         
         “It seems so. As the defense said during the trial, he’d been awake for most of the night, and he didn’t have a lawyer with
            him. Couple that with the fact that he had learning disabilities.”
         

         
         “Has he been released yet?”

         
         She bit down again, this time so hard I thought she might draw blood. “No. No, he died in prison five months ago.”

         
         Instinctively my eyes pricked with tears as the full force of the revelation hit me. An innocent eighteen-year-old boy had
            spent more than a decade and a half in prison and died there. The real murderer was still at large. And Jillian, who had tried
            so hard and for so long to build a new life for herself, was now smack back in the middle of the nightmare again.
         

         
         “How did this come to light? Did you have something to do with it?”

         
         “No, one of those innocence groups uncovered it. After years of trying, Dylan’s mother convinced them to take a look at the
            case. Eventually they petitioned a judge to allow for a broader test on the blood samples, and they found that some of the
            blood smeared on the wall in the hall didn’t belong to either Dylan or anyone in my family. The killer must have cut himself
            that night and left his blood there.”
         

         
         “So why was Dylan still in prison?”

         
         “Another petition was entered, this one for a new trial, but the DA was dragging his feet. In February, Dylan contracted an
            infection, which turned into sepsis and spiraled out of control. I’m sure the health care in prison is terrible.”
         

         
         She ran a pointer finger around the wet rim of her wineglass, pressing so hard the glass began to sing. “The only consolation
            is that he died knowing there was a decent chance he was going to be exonerated.”
         

         
         For a few years, I’d kept Dylan Fender’s name on my Google Alerts list, but after his appeals ran out, I’d deleted it, not
            wanting to be reminded of him anymore. But his face, from a class picture that had accompanied every media story about the
            case, was still fresh in my mind. There’d been something goofily endearing about him in that photo, so unlike the typical
            sullen-looking faces of teen boys who go on killing sprees. I’d cautioned myself not to be fooled.
         

         
         “Oh, Jillian,” I said, touching her arm, “this must be horrible for you.”

         
         “His whole life was ruined. And he died without ever being free again.”

         
         “That wasn’t your fault.”

         
         “But I should have known better.” Anguish bled into her voice. “He was a sweet, harmless-seeming kid, just a little quirky.
            It never really made sense that he could have done it.”
         

         
         “You can’t blame yourself. It’s only in the last few years that we’ve come to realize how common false confessions are, especially
            for people under twenty-five.”
         

         
         Again she let her finger trace the rim. Her hands, I noticed, had aged more than her face had, and were rough and wrinkled,
            clearly from working outside in the sun, cold, and wind.
         

         
         “I need to make this right,” she said. “For Dylan’s sake. And I need to make sure the real killer is caught.”

         
         “Have the cops reopened the investigation?”

         
         She scoffed. “I don’t think so. Though the DA agreed to the additional testing, he apparently isn’t convinced Dylan was innocent,
            and he’s made no move to vacate the conviction. I’ve at least been granted a meeting with him to air my views. It’s set for
            Friday morning in Massachusetts. Not Dory, thank God. Pittsfield.”
         

         
         My mind was racing, processing everything she’d shared. “Now that you believe Dylan wasn’t responsible, any thoughts about
            who could have done it?”
         

         
         She pulled a breath. “Someone who wasn’t a stranger.”

         
         “Because?” After all this time, some of the details were fuzzy to me.

         
         “From what they surmised, my sister was downstairs fairly late that night, still dressed, and she turned off the security
            alarm at around eleven, obviously to let the person in. She would never have done that for a stranger. That always lent support
            to the assumption that it was Dylan. His family lived down the street, and Jules would have definitely opened the door for
            him. She would have thought there was a problem at his house or that he’d locked himself out when his parents weren’t home.”
         

         
         “Were there ever any other suspects?”

         
         “Not that the cops shared with me.”

         
         “Wasn’t there something about your father’s business partner?” I said, the memory suddenly dislodging. Her father had been
            a prominent real estate developer.
         

         
         She shrugged. “In the very first days, before they arrested Dylan, my father’s partner, Bruce Kordas, was mentioned in a story
            or two as a possible person of interest. I mean, a business partner would be a natural suspect. And when the Healys came east,
            Mr. Healy told the police that he sensed my father hadn’t been very happy with Bruce in recent months. But I don’t know if
            they ever seriously considered him. They were so laser focused on Dylan from the minute they set eyes on him.”
         

         
         “Would your sister have opened the door for Bruce Kordas that late?”

         
         “Probably. She might have thought there was an emergency on a site.”

         
         “Gaining control of the company is a pretty strong motive. Do you know if he’s still in the area?”

         
         “Yes, and he still runs the business, though of course my dad’s share went to the estate.”

         
         Her gaze tightened, her eyes imploring.

         
         “I need your help, Bailey,” she said. “You have to find the person who killed them.”

         
         She’d said that a few minutes before, but I saw now that she meant it not in some figurative sense but literally. She wanted me to play investigator and determine who the real murderer was. I felt a swell of sadness. That idea made little
            sense, and I was going to have to tell her that.
         

         
         “Jillian, I want to be there for you this time, but if you don’t trust the cops to take action, your best bet would be to
            hire a private investigator, someone with real expertise.”
         

         
         She scoffed again. “I looked into a couple of them in the area, but they specialize in stuff like insurance fraud and finding
            out whether an ex-wife should have her alimony revoked because she’s got a live-in lover on the down low. You’ve actually
            solved murders, Bailey. You found out how that model died.”
         

         
         “Okay, there’ve been times when I’ve been able to get to the bottom of a crime, but I’m not a real investigator. First and
            foremost, I don’t have any forensics training, and in light of the new evidence in the case, you’d want someone who could
            interpret that for you.”
         

         
         “I wouldn’t expect you to give me a report on blood spatter. What I want is someone with your reporting skills—who can talk
            to people, dig up stuff that’s been buried or that other people would miss. And once I have that, I can go to the police with
            the new evidence and press them to do more.”
         

         
         “But reporters only have so much access. It’s going to be tough to find anything out, especially sixteen years after the fact.”

         
         I hated the way that came out of my mouth. Reducing the slaughter of her entire family to “the fact.”

         
         “But certainly there’s something that could be dug up after all this time. I just can’t bear the thought of not trying.”
         

         
         She seemed determine to go ahead, and I could hardly blame her. And if the killer really was someone familiar with her family, there might be a few old threads to inspect and ponder over, threads the police had missed
            in their rush to judgment.
         

         
         “I’ll pay you, of course,” Jillian said before I could answer.

         
         I almost flinched. “Don’t be silly.”

         
         “Trust me,” she said, her tone rueful. “It’s been a long time since I’ve known how to be silly. Of course I’d have to pay you for your time. I’d be paying an investigator if I hired one.”
         

         
         “But it’s not about money, Jillian. I’m just afraid that as a civilian I wouldn’t be of much help. And though the police may
            not want to get off their asses in terms of the case, they’re going to be annoyed if they discover that someone else is tramping
            on their turf.”
         

         
         Jillian didn’t say anything right away, just recomposed her face, tightening up all those muscles again.

         
         “There’s one more thing I could offer,” she added. “I know you must be thinking about writing another book, looking for a
            new topic. I’d give you an exclusive.”
         

         
         Interestingly, she’d intuited the fact that I was eager for a topic. When I’d sold the idea for A Model Murder to my publisher, they’d given me a two-book deal, and so far I’d been hopelessly stumped on an idea for the second one. This
            case was definitely worth a book, but it could hardly be my motivation for getting involved.
         

         
         “Would you be willing to let me think about it overnight?” I asked. “I’d have to go to the Berkshires with you and stay for
            a bit. Let me take a look at what obligations I have this month, and also consider whether there might be a better strategy
            for you.”
         

         
         “Sure.” She looked dubious.

         
         “I’ll help you, Jillian. One way or the other, I promise.”

         
         Out on the sidewalk a few minutes later, after she paid the check against my protests, we’d exchanged contact info and she
            pulled out her phone to request an Uber for the trip back to Brooklyn.
         

         
         “Jillian, there’s one thing I need to stress, regardless of whether we work together on this. Looking into the case could
            be dangerous. There’s a good chance the killer isn’t in the area anymore, but he could be. And he could have heard the news about Dylan Fender.”
         

         
         “I understand. I just can’t let it go, Bailey—the fact that he’s still out there, free. I’ll do anything to make sure he’s caught.”
         

         
         It took only a minute for her Uber to arrive.

         
         “I’ll call you tomorrow, okay?” I told her.

         
         “Thanks, Bailey.”

         
         “One more question,” I said as she stepped off the curb. “Is this whole turn of events the reason you came back to the US?”

         
         “I was already back when I heard about Dylan. I started to miss the States, and to be honest, I wanted to see if I could finally
            live a normal life here.”
         

         
         “And do you think you can?”

         
         “Hopefully.” A wry smile formed on her face, a hint of the old Jillian. “Though I do feel a little like a penguin out of water
            these days. The best I can do at times is waddle up the hill or slide along on my belly.”
         

         
         A few seconds later the car shot into the summer night. Her parting words hung in the air, squeezing my heart. Some grief
            did diminish greatly with time, but not the kind that had been foisted on Jillian.
         

         
         I opted for a cab home since one came barreling along a second later, and by the time I let myself into the apartment, it
            was after ten. Beau was already in bed but wide-awake, with his iPad on his lap and his new reading glasses perched just below
            the bridge of his nose. At thirty-nine, he was on the young side for reading glasses, and they annoyed him to death, but I liked them on him. Though Beau and I had been living together for around two years—my first attempt since my divorce at a
            major commitment—there had always been a slight air of mystery about him, about those deep brown eyes and hawk nose. It was
            a mystery that I occasionally found disconcerting.
         

         
         The reading glasses nicely undermined that. I mean, people in reading glasses always seem refreshingly normal and transparent
            to me. You know everything there is to know about me, the glasses seem to say. That I like to devour books and peruse menus, and I’m so lacking in vanity, I don’t mind the way these make my hair look like
               early Dolph Lundgren when I push them on top of my head.

         
         “Oh, hey, didn’t hear you come in,” he said, looking up. “How’d it go?”

         
         “Pretty good. Nice crowd.”

         
         “Did you sell a lot of books?”

         
         “Not as many as the other nights, but there were quite a few repeats in the audience and they may have already bought one.”

         
         Beau shoved the glasses on top of his head, spiking his dark brown hair. It was actually a cute look on him.

         
         “And how about the con artist? What was she like?”

         
         “All con and no artist, as far as I could see. She claims prison made her a new woman, but I don’t buy it.”

         
         I kicked my shoes off, plopped down on Beau’s side of the bed, and kissed him on the mouth. Most nights he slept bare-chested,
            but this evening because of the AC running, he’d pulled on a T-shirt. I couldn’t help but admire the way it stretched over
            his pecs.
         

         
         “How did your thing go?” He’d been planning to attend tonight’s event but had been forced to cancel in order to meet with a potential investor
            for the next documentary he was slated to shoot. I’d felt a prick of disappointment when he broke the news, then quickly let
            it go.
         

         
         “He might cough up a little dough, though right now he’s being noncommittal. I can’t believe I had to miss your thing just
            for that.”
         

         
         “Don’t worry. You can come to the next one if I can stomach doing it. The Y’s already talking about a second series for next
            year.”
         

         
         Next year. A funny thing to consider in relation to Beau. The only time we ever discussed the semi-distant future was while making vacation
            plans. When I’d first set eyes on Beau, I’d been struck by the thunderbolt of a thought that I was going to marry him one
            day, and yet that concept had grown blurry over time. Not that I didn’t love him. Rather we just tended to ground our lives
            very much in the present tense.
         

         
         “So who’s the friend you bumped into?” he asked. “Anyone I’ve met?”

         
         “No, actually not.”

         
         I told him then about Jillian, not only her tragic history—as well as Dylan Fender’s—but also my failure to be much of a friend
            in the aftermath. For the time being, I kept quiet about Jillian’s request. I figured it would be best to give Beau a chance
            to sit with her story for a few minutes first. I knew he was proud of my work, and the success of my book this year, but over
            the past several months he’d begun to sound skittish about some of the stories I was drawn to. I half expected him to say
            I shouldn’t take an assignment unless I was willing to wear a Kevlar vest.
         

         
         “That’s heartbreaking stuff,” he said, when I’d finished. “And the poor guy. Are the cops trying to find the real murderer?”

         
         “Jillian’s worried they’re not, that they’re still convinced the right guy was convicted years ago.”

         
         “God, that’s crappy.”

         
         Okay, here was the perfect entrée for me and sooner than I’d anticipated.

         
         “I know. . . . She begged me to help her out on this. She wants me to go to Dory, ask questions, try to dig up information
            about the past, thinking it might point to the killer and she can relay it to the police.”
         

         
         There was a beat before he replied.

         
         “What did you tell her?”

         
         Careful, Bailey, I warned myself. Proceed with caution.

         
         “I didn’t commit to anything yet, said I’d think it over. But it would be great to be able to help her after screwing up all
            those years ago.”
         

         
         He pursed his lips, clearly considering.

         
         “Could you write about it? That way you wouldn’t feel as if you were compromising your work by spending time in—what did you
            say the place was? Dory?”
         

         
         “Yeah. And funny you should mention that. Because she said I could write a book about the process if I wanted.”

         
         Beau cocked his head. “That would kind of kill two birds with one stone. You’d clear your conscience and have a topic to write
            about. I know you’ve been anxious to figure that out.”
         

         
         Ahh, very clever, if I did say so myself. I was expecting Beau to flinch and urge me to turn Jillian down because of the inherent danger in
            looking for a killer. Perhaps he was trying a new tactic, having determined that his previous attempts to discourage me didn’t
            work. Of course, I realized, I might have underestimated him. Maybe he could see that this was something I really needed to
            do.
         

         
         “I still want to think it over, and then I’ll let her know tomorrow.”

         
         “When would you have to leave?”

         
         “Probably Thursday. She has an appointment up there the next morning.”

         
         “We’d be leaving about the same time then. I have to fly out early Friday morning.”

         
         Beau had a shoot to do in Miami. As a documentary filmmaker, he often traveled for work.

         
         “Let’s do something fun tomorrow night then. We could even venture out of Chelsea.”

         
         “Sounds good,” he said. “You coming to bed now?”

         
         “I think I’ll decompress for a bit and consider my next steps. It’s been quite a night.”

         
         I kissed him again, a longer one this time, then padded out into the living room in my bare feet. When the two of us had decided
            to live together—after close to a year of dating—it made the most sense for me to move into Beau’s place in Chelsea because
            it was roomier. He’d made a couple of accommodations with the decor and reconfigured his home office back into the small dining
            room it was meant to be. He’d set up a real office for himself in his nearby studio.
         

         
         At the time we met, I was living in a small but cool one-bedroom I owned (thanks to a tiny trust fund from my father) on the
            corner of Ninth Street and Broadway, where the East Village meets the West, and there was never any talk of me letting go
            of it. As a full-time freelance writer, I needed a quiet place to work, and my apartment, with its insanely low maintenance,
            perfectly fit the bill—and was a smart investment to hold on to.
         

         
         I still found it hard at times to switch into work mode in the Chelsea apartment, but I forced myself that night. I typed
            the pertinent details into the search bar and began to read through everything I could find about the Lowe murders, the very
            same articles I’d pored over years before.
         

         
         There’d been a ton of coverage initially—newspapers, TV, even People magazine—but it had trailed off after about a month, spiking again briefly during the short trial and sentencing.
         

         
         Julia, age nineteen, had been the first to die in the Lowes’ spacious home, her body found inside the library, which, based
            on a diagram in one article, was off the left side of a large center hall. As Jillian had reminded me, her sister had apparently
            let the killer into the house. She sustained nearly two dozen stab wounds to her head, torso, and arms, as well as to the
            palms of her hands, from a futile attempt to defend herself. The killer had used a butcher knife of some sort, possibly one
            from the household; there had been such an eclectic mix of knives in the kitchen, it had been impossible to be sure if it
            had come from there. The weapon was never found.
         

         
         Claire, Jillian’s fifty-one-year-old mother, was discovered dressed in a nightgown at the base of the staircase. According
            to police, she’d most likely been killed on the landing between the first and second floors. She may have been awakened by
            the sounds of the struggle below and had hurried from the master bedroom to investigate. The killer, perhaps hearing her footsteps,
            had apparently ascended the stairs and confronted her. He took the knife to her face, head, and neck, severing her jugular.
            It was evident from certain bruising on her body—and all the blood on the walls of the staircase—that once he’d finished stabbing
            her, he’d hurled her body down the steps.
         

         
         Next, it seemed, he entered the master bedroom. Jillian’s father, Carl, though only fifty-three, had lost most of the hearing
            in one ear and had evidently not been awakened by the noise downstairs. He was stabbed a dozen times in the head, neck, torso,
            and also his legs, as if the killer had just wielded the weapon up and down the body. His jugular had also been severed.
         

         
         And then there was poor little Danny, age twelve. Unlike his father, he’d clearly discerned that something was horribly wrong
            because he was found dead in his closet, suggesting that the killer had come upon him cowering in fear. Tragically, he might
            have survived his small number of stab wounds if he’d received immediate medical attention, but the carnage was not discovered
            until the next day, when Carl Lowe’s secretary arrived at the house, concerned because he’d missed an important meeting.
         

         
         Only the family cat had survived, and was found the next day, hiding in a guest bedroom.

         
         According to Dylan’s confession (later recanted), he had murdered Julia because he felt slighted when she shied away from
            his attention during her recovery. He killed everyone else simply to cover his tracks.
         

         
         Though Dylan might have been innocent, it was possible that a similar scenario had played out that night. Someone could have
            gone to the house targeting Julia specifically, and after waking up Claire with the noise, had decided that a murder spree
            was his only option. Of course the killer might have been after Carl instead, or Claire, or even Danny, and the others had
            ended up as collateral damage.
         

         
         Or the killer had always intended to murder everyone. He may have hated what they represented—unity, happiness, wealth, a picture-perfect
            family.
         

         
         I’d hoped that in rereading the coverage, a detail might leap out and present me with a nugget worth pursuing, but there was
            nothing like that. Within days all the coverage was focusing on Dylan. As Jillian had pointed out during our conversation,
            one article suggested that the police were eyeing Bruce Kordas, Carl’s business partner, but there was nothing to suggest
            he’d ever been considered a suspect.
         

         
         For a while, I simply studied the photos, as I’d done on numerous occasions after the murders. Many of the articles and TV
            reports had featured the same posed family shot, clearly taken during a summer vacation, along with candid shots of Danny
            and Julia, as well as Jillian, the sister who’d been spared.
         

         
         They were a stunning family. Carl had the chiseled features and silvery hair of someone who could have run for US president
            if he wasn’t busy being a successful real estate developer. Claire was gorgeous, her thick brunette hair still worn long.
            I knew from some of the coverage that she’d been an ER nurse for a time but had left her job when her two daughters were young.
         

         
         The girls were both beautiful, too, though Julia was more slender and somewhat fragile-looking. I remembered Jillian saying
            that her sister had been seriously ill as a child. I’d never thought the two looked much alike, but now that Jillian’s hair
            was brown like Julia’s had been, I could see a resemblance.
         

         
         And then there was Danny. Totally endearing. It was hard to fathom that anyone would have targeted him specifically, though
            I’d once read about a family who’d been killed by two fourteen-year-old boys because those boys had disliked the son, a schoolmate
            of theirs.
         

         
         I’d read all I could handle in one night. I closed my laptop and switched off the table light next to me. The city twinkled
            outside the tenth-floor windows.
         

         
         Okay, true-confession time. There was something about which I hadn’t been totally forthcoming with Jillian tonight. When she’d
            asked why I’d become a crime writer, I’d told her I’d been inspired by an incident in high school, and that’s true to some
            extent.
         

         
         But her family’s murder had played a role, as well. I’d devoured every word I could find about the crime and felt haunted
            about it for years. Those tragic deaths had ended up fanning my early fascination with crime into something bigger and far
            more fierce, leading me to plead for a job on the Albany paper’s police beat. Crime writing, I realized, wasn’t just about
            informing the public. It could be about opening eyes, nudging law enforcement, and making sure the guilty were caught and
            punished.
         

         
         A few minutes later, I slipped into bed beside Beau, spooning his sleeping body with mine. My decision was made. In fact,
            I’d probably made it back in the café on Lexington Avenue. I’d head to Massachusetts this week and start digging into the
            murder of the Lowe family. I owed that to Jillian in more ways than one.
         

         
         Besides, every part of my being was desperate to know who the real killer was.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Two days later, Jillian Lowe and I were tucked into the front seat of my Jeep Cherokee, pointed toward the Berkshires of Massachusetts.
            We’d hit the road later than I would have liked, but at least we’d arrive before dinnertime.
         

         
         There was no way for me to miss the irony of us barreling along the Taconic State Parkway together, dressed in T-shirts, jeans,
            and sandals. Just a couple of days before Jillian’s family had been murdered, the two of us had hatched a plan for a road
            trip to Cape Cod in early May. We were going to stay with a cousin of hers at the family’s summer home and spend our time
            walking the beach together, eating clams and lobsters, and studying for finals.
         

         
         Now, these many years later, we were finally on a journey together. But there would be nothing fun and beachy about this one.

         
         I’d spent the day before ensconced in my office on Ninth Street, tying up loose ends, rearranging my calendar for the next
            week, and doing as much prep work as I could for the trip ahead.
         

         
         The first call I made in that department was to the lawyer from the innocence group who had worked on Dylan’s behalf, and
            he confirmed what Jillian had shared. I also phoned Bonnie Peets, a forensics expert I frequently consulted with, and asked
            for her thoughts on how a smear of blood from the killer might have ended up on the wall. She explained that he could have
            accidentally cut himself when the handle of the knife became so wet with blood that it caused his hand to slip onto the blade.
            It wasn’t, she said, an uncommon occurrence.
         

         
         Finally, I did an online search for anything on Bruce Kordas. I found nothing from years ago that hinted at any problems at
            Lowe/Kordas Development; in fact, I turned up very little about Kordas or the company.
         

         
         Before heading home, I popped over to say hi to my dapper seventy-plus-year-old next-door neighbor, Landon, filling him in
            on the case. We’d met when I first moved into the building almost ten years ago and had become close friends after my divorce.
         

         
         That night, Beau and I had eaten out, as planned, and I woke the next morning, antsy to get moving.

         
         Jillian’s original plan for her part of our trip had been to spend, max, forty-eight hours in the Berkshires. That would allow
            time for the meeting with the DA and also dinner at the home of a high school friend named Mamie Allard, whom she’d stayed
            in periodic touch with. Then she was going to beat a fast retreat out of town.
         

         
         And yet as much as it was going to pain Jillian to be in the area again, I needed her there for longer. She’d not only be
            able to give me the lay of the land but also answer, in real time, the questions that popped up as I conducted my research.
         

         
         So I pressed her during a phone call to make her stay at least three days. After a few seconds of silence, she agreed. Her
            one restriction: she couldn’t stay in Dory itself, which I completely understood. I booked us into the Briar Inn in Ferndale, about twenty-five minutes southwest of Dory, figuring that we’d be able to keep
            a low profile there, which was key. We didn’t need the media finding out Jillian was back—and we certainly didn’t want the
            killer learning that, either.
         

         
         The killer. As I’d relayed to Jillian, there was a decent chance he wasn’t around any longer. Unless he was a total and complete nut
            job, it would have been troubling for him to stay so close to the crime scene. If, however, he’d had serious ties to the area—as
            in a very successful real estate business—it would have been tricky to leave.
         

         
         Of course, no matter where he was at this point, he probably kept tabs on things. The new DNA finding had to be his worst
            nightmare come true.
         

         
         “I have an idea for my cover story,” I announced after we’d managed to clear some traffic. “I hope you’ll be okay with it.”

         
         “Sure, try me.”

         
         “The first person I need to focus on is Bruce Kordas. Even if Mr. Healy hadn’t been suspicious of him, he’d be at the top
            of the list based on possible motives. If I call him out of the blue, though, and say I’m researching the murders, he may
            feel threatened and refuse to see me. What if I told him I was helping you write a memoir and that you’d suggested I speak
            to him?”
         

         
         I shot a glance across the front seat. She didn’t look happy.

         
         “I’d never write a memoir, though,” she said. “Never.”

         
         “I know. But this might be the way to convince him to talk to me.”

         
         Jillian touched a little hollow spot on her neck. “Okay,” she said softly. “It’s probably smart to have an excuse like that.
            He was always a slick guy.”
         

         
         “Point noted. And then who else should I zero in on? Before they arrested Dylan, was there anyone else who occurred to you,
            even for a millisecond?” I hated the sound of my voice tossing out that question so matter-of-factly, as if I were asking
            her to make a choice between Thai or Mexican food for dinner tonight. But I had to go there.
         

         
         “The police asked me that, of course, but absolutely no one came to mind. People loved my family—or at least I thought they
            did.”
         

         
         “Did your dad ever mention any problems with a client or someone he did business with? Or with a work colleague other than
            Bruce?”
         

         
         “No. As far as I knew, he got along with everyone. And I don’t think Jules would have let anyone from his work in besides
            Bruce. She would have called my dad downstairs first.”
         

         
         “Let’s start from that end then. Who would Julia have let into the house at that hour?”
         

         
         “I suppose she would have opened the door for a close friend of my parents, though it’s hard to say for sure. I just don’t
            know.”
         

         
         “Did Julia have a boyfriend?”

         
         “She wasn’t seeing anyone at the time.”

         
         “You sure?”

         
         “Yes, she would have told me. . . . There was a guy she dated her first semester at Barnard, he went to Columbia, but they
            stopped seeing each other before Christmas. I know the police checked him out and didn’t find anything. The guy’s roommate
            said he was in the dorm all night.”
         

         
         “And you’re certain she didn’t start dating anyone when she was home recuperating? Maybe an old boyfriend who was still in
            town?”
         

         
         “No, she was housebound from the mono. Besides, she’d been kind of a loner in high school. I don’t know if you remember my
            telling you this, but she was pretty sick as a kid. She developed something called cardiomyopathy, probably from a virus,
            and it led to congestive heart failure. She was one of the lucky ones who recovered, but for many years she was awfully frail.
            She mostly hung out with me—or by herself. She would read, write music, that kind of thing.”
         

         
         “Do you think it was hard for her to be in your shadow?”

         
         Not exactly a pertinent question, but I couldn’t help be curious. I’d picked up from our pizza dinners years ago that Jillian
            had been popular in high school, one of those girls who’d been a triple threat—varsity athlete, gorgeous, and an academic star. It couldn’t have been fun to attempt to live up to that.
         

         
         “Maybe at times. But she had her own successes, especially as she got healthier. Like me, she was a science nerd, and she
            won a bunch of prizes. And she played solo violin all through high school.”
         

         
         “Okay, let’s go at it from one more angle. Had anything odd or disruptive happened to your family in the weeks before that
            night? Had they mentioned anything to you, even something that seemed fairly insignificant at the time?”
         

         
         I had my gaze flicking back and forth between the road and the rearview mirror, keeping an eye on a royally obnoxious tailgater,
            and it took me a moment to realize Jillian wasn’t answering. Finally I had a chance to glance over. Her expression was grim.
         

         
         “Jillian?”

         
         “Sorry,” she said at last. “In some ways that’s the hardest question of all.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “I hadn’t talked to my parents in almost two weeks,” she said, nearly choking on the words. “It still tortures me. I mean,
            to think I hadn’t heard my mom’s voice for so long before she died.”
         

         
         “Were you upset with them over something?”

         
         “No, it was nothing like that. I used to check in by phone with my parents every Sunday, when I knew they’d both be around.
            I generally called the landline, since my mom was a mess on her cell. She didn’t really like it, and she used to do that awful
            cell-yell thing, so that you have to hold your phone about a foot from your ear. When I called this one Sunday, Danny answered
            and he said my dad was golfing and my mother wasn’t around, that she’d had a fight with Julia and had left the house crying.
            I don’t think he ever gave her the message because she didn’t call back and I got busy. We emailed once that week but it was
            just a little thing, my asking her to mail me a few of my spring clothes . . . And then it was Friday, and they were all dead.”
         

         
         By now my pulse had kicked up, as if I’d just been roused in the middle of night to the sound of a window sliding open.

         
         “Do you know what it was about?”

         
         “What?”

         
         “The fight.”

         
         “Something to do with school, Danny said.”

         
         “You mean Julia’s grades, how she was doing?”

         
         “No, no. He said Jules was upset about the school, that she’d been yelling at my mother about the principal, and it made my
            mother cry. I asked him to put Jules on the phone, but he said she was in her room and wouldn’t come out.”
         

         
         “So it was related to high school?” I said, confused as to why there’d be an issue after Julia had already graduated.

         
         “No, Danny just didn’t understand. Julia had been home sick for a few weeks by this point, and I think Barnard may have pressed
            her to drop the term rather than come back and try to play catch up with all her course work. I’m sure that was sending her
            into a panic. She wouldn’t have wanted to forfeit a whole term. Danny heard her yelling about school and must have assumed
            she meant high school.”
         

         
         “Hmm.”

         
         “Do you think it could be significant?”

         
         “I think we need to look at everything. Is there anyone around Dory who could give me a snapshot of what your family’s life was like at that time? A friend of one
            of your parents?”
         

         
         “My mom had a close friend named Jocelyn London. We’ve exchanged a few emails over time. Nothing lately, but I know she’s
            still in town.”
         

         
         “Okay, good. If you wouldn’t mind doing an email introduction, it would be helpful to talk to her. And what about any kind
            of papers from that time? I know most records would have been on the family computers, but there must have also been paperwork.
            Was any of it saved, do you know?”
         

         
         “Paperwork?”

         
         “Notes, letters, bills, calendars even. I’m sure the police carted lots of it away; I’m wondering if there was stuff that
            didn’t end up as evidence.”
         

         
         “Um, yeah, maybe,” she said after a couple of moments. “There’s a storage unit in the area—Uncle Jack’s, it’s called—where
            some stuff is stored. Jocelyn helped with that actually. There are a few pieces of antique furniture I wanted to keep, and
            she filled boxes with odds and ends she found lying around. I never went through any of it myself.”
         

         
         But she had the key to the unit on her keychain, she said, and the passcode for entering the gate to the facility. I suggested
            that if it was okay with her, I’d make a trip to Uncle Jack’s myself after we arrived in the Berkshires.
         

         
         “Sure,” she said. “Though I doubt you’ll find much in the papers. There was nothing really valuable, just things Jocelyn didn’t
            feel comfortable tossing.”
         

         
         “It won’t hurt to look, though.”

         
         “Is there anything I can do, Bailey?”
         

         
         “Definitely. I’d love for you to talk to Mr. Healy and ask if he remembers anything specific your father told him about his
            relationship with Bruce Kordas. As I start delving into research, I’m going to need you to answer questions, brainstorm with
            me, and perhaps introduce me to other people besides Jocelyn. I know it’s going to be hard to be in the area, but it will
            really help.”
         

         
         For the next two hours, I concentrated on driving, and Jillian mostly stared out the window. The final part of the trip was
            on a rural highway that twisted through mountainous countryside, dotted with everything from expensively refurbished farmhouses
            for weekenders to run-down trailer homes. We stopped briefly at a small general store to pick up coffee. As we climbed back
            in the car, I finally realized what had been tugging gently at my brain since Tuesday evening.
         

         
         “Remember that road trip we were going to take to Cape Cod?” I said, firing up the engine.

         
         “Oh, yeah. Vaguely, I guess. No offense but that whole term is now a total blur for me.”

         
         “We were supposed to visit a cousin of yours. But the other night you mentioned that your parents were both only children.”

         
         “Oh, it was the Healys’ daughter, Chloe, we were going to see. Our families were so close, we always thought of their kids
            as our cousins.”
         

         
         “Got it. My boyfriend, Beau, has family friends like that, too. He even calls the parents aunt and uncle.”

         
         “I’d like to meet him one day.”

         
         “And you will for sure. He’s eager to meet you, too.”

         
         “Did he mind you coming away like this?”

         
         “Oh, he’s used to me traveling for work,” I said, dodging the need to answer specifically. “What about you, Jillian? Is there
            a special person in your life right now?”
         

         
         She smiled ruefully.

         
         “Not at the moment. I was seeing someone in Australia, a guy I met on the penguin project, though he was really from Johannesburg.
            As much as I loved him, I knew I couldn’t live halfway around the world forever.”
         

         
         “That’s gotta be tough to leave someone you love. Have you been able to meet guys in the city?”

         
         “A few. I’ve been invited to a couple of—quote—epic rooftop barbecues, but frankly the best thing at each of them was the
            view.”
         

         
         “There’ll be someone else for you, Jillian. It’s probably hard to concentrate on that now with everything going on, but one
            day . . .”
         

         
         Finally, at about six thirty, we pulled into the inn, a pretty, white clapboard building with black shutters and flower boxes
            bursting with red geraniums. It was small, not much more than a bed-and-breakfast, but that was just fine. From the driveway
            I could see a deck running along the back.
         

         
         After parking in the small lot, I glanced toward Jillian. She looked totally drained. Though we were a good twenty-five minutes
            from Dory, her hometown was clearly exerting a force-field kind of pull on her.
         

         
         I reached out and laid my hand on her arm.

         
         “You okay?” I asked.

         
         “Yes, thanks,” she murmured. We grabbed our bags from the back and took the short stone path to the house.

         
         Inside, the inn turned out to be clean, warmly decorated, and mercifully short of tchotchkes and needlepoint pillows featuring
            beagles, pugs, or West Highland terriers. Seconds after we entered, the proprietor emerged from a small office that jutted
            off the parlor and introduced himself: Rod, about sixty-five, I guessed, polite enough but awfully dour for a guy who worked
            with the public every day. But what did I care? I wouldn’t be posting a review on Trip Advisor.
         

         
         Rod checked us in, ascertained that we didn’t need help with our bags, and then described where our rooms were located. I
            was in the Violet Room on the second floor, and Jillian was one flight above me in the Rose Room. The two of us agreed to
            take thirty minutes to freshen up and then meet downstairs again. Before making my way to the storage facility, I was going
            to drop Jillian off at the veterinarian clinic Mamie and her husband owned. He was a vet, Jillian had said, and Mamie, the
            manager. Their house, where Jillian planned to eat tonight, was apparently out of the way and hard to find even with GPS,
            so Mamie had suggested Jillian meet them at the clinic in Blackbrook, one of the bigger towns in the area, and the one my
            father’s cousin Candace lived in.
         

         
         The car ride had left me feeling as grungy as a yak, so I took a short shower, savoring the feel of hot water on my muscles.
            While simultaneously toweling off and checking my phone, I noticed that Jillian had already done an email intro between Jocelyn
            and me, though I was dismayed to see that she’d mentioned the name of the inn. Clearly I hadn’t made a strong enough case
            to her that people outside of Mamie and her husband shouldn’t know where we were staying. Nothing I could do about that now.
            I sent my own email to Jocelyn, stressing how eager I was to speak with her.
         

         
         As I was changing into a fresh T-shirt, Jillian called my cell to say that Mamie was running late—something about emergency
            surgery on a dog with a badly torn ACL—and we needed to delay our arrival by thirty minutes. I glanced out the window. At
            the rate we were moving, I’d be lucky to make the storage facility by nightfall.
         

         
         Finally we were back in the car, en route to the clinic, about a fifteen-minute drive southeast of where we were.

         
         “Were you and Mamie pretty close growing up?” I asked once I’d programmed the clinic’s address into the GPS.

         
         “Fairly close. We played four years of field hockey together and we palled around on weekends, but we never really had much
            in common. Under ordinary circumstances, we probably wouldn’t still be in touch, but I feel I owe her. She was so good to
            me after—after everything.”
         

         
         Yeah, unlike some people we know.
         

         
         “Have you met her husband?” I asked, figuring the answer was probably no, since Jillian hadn’t been back to the area.

         
         “Yes, Blake, though I haven’t seen him in a zillion years. He was in our class in high school and we had a few dates back
            then. I had a pretty intense crush on him, but I was never his type. Not like Mamie is.”
         

         
         Well, regardless of their personal chemistry, it looked like Mamie and Blake knew what they were doing when it came to catering
            to the medical needs of house pets. The clinic turned out to be huge, made of limestone and wood, and it felt like we were
            pulling up to the clubhouse at a fancy golf course. Even at this hour, there were about ten cars in the parking lot. A woman
            dressed in hospital blues with her black hair in a ponytail stood right outside the entrance reading something on her phone.
         

         
         I heard the intake of Jillian’s breath.

         
         “That’s her,” she said. I maneuvered into a parking spot, and we both stepped from the car.

         
         Mamie appeared absorbed in whatever she was reading on her phone, oblivious to even the sound of our footsteps.

         
         “Mamie,” Jillian said softly.

         
         Finally, she lifted her head, and her dark brown eyes glistened.

         
         “Omigod, it’s really you.” She threw her arms around Jillian and hugged her tightly. “It’s so great to set eyes on you.”

         
         “You, too.” Jillian introduced us, and Mamie gave me a hug as well. She seemed like a huggy kind of girl.

         
         “How’s the place you’re staying? Is it okay?”

         
         “Yes, fine,” Jillian said.

         
         “If you change your mind, you’re more than welcome to bunk down at our place.”

         
         “That’s really sweet of you, but I think we’re all set.”

         
         “Okay, well why don’t we go.” She turned to me. “Are you sure you don’t want to join us, Bailey?”

         
         I told her thanks but that I had a few things to take care of, and I’d grab a bite later. Though Mamie might be a friend of
            Jillian’s, the fewer people who knew what I was up to, the better.
         

         
         I bade them good-bye and watched Mamie lead Jillian off to a black SUV. It was after eight by now, and I cursed out loud as
            the twilight seemed to fade before my eyes. It would mean tackling the task ahead after dark. The last thing I was angling
            for right now was some Silence of the Lambs-ien experience that involved me, a creepy storage unit, and a flashlight clamped between my teeth.
         

         
         Still, despite my misgivings, I decided to stick with the plan. Surely the place would be well lit, perhaps even guarded.
            And if I didn’t follow through, there’d be nothing to show for the evening.
         

         
         By the time I entered the parking lot, the sky was dark and stars had begun to pop into view. There was a small brick administrative
            building in front, closed at this hour, needless to say, and a shiny black wrought-iron gate just to the right of it. The
            place was indeed well lit, and though there was no guard on duty, a sign indicated there were plenty of security cameras.
         

         
         I nosed my car up to the gate, stepped out, and peered through the metal bars. From where I stood, the place seemed to go
            on forever. I punched in the code Jillian had provided, and the gate slid slowly open.
         

         
         After jumping back into the driver’s seat, I eased the Jeep through and began following the signs toward unit number 407.
            There were endless rows of attached units, their fronts featuring rolling aluminum shutters. I hadn’t expected the place to
            be booming at this hour, but I’d assumed someone might be around, maybe a girl pissed as hell at her live-in boyfriend and busy hauling a lumpy old mattress out of storage.
            But Uncle Jack’s was absolutely empty.
         

         
         Despite the sodium lights, I had to squint to see the unit numbers, and it became clear after a minute that I’d overshot the
            correct row. A U-turn wasn’t possible, so I had to drive around one of the blocks and circle back. Finally, I pulled the car
            up to 407.
         

         
         I killed the engine and emerged into the summer night. I was at the edge of the facility, and just beyond the metal fence
            there was a field with hundreds of fireflies, blinking on and off in a magical performance.
         

         
         Things on my side of the fence weren’t nearly as enchanting, however. I glanced around, taking in my surroundings. The facility,
            I suddenly realized, had the feel of one of those towns you see in postapocalyptic horror movies—the kind four or five survivors
            stumble upon as they travel cross-country, desperate to learn whether anyone else besides themselves is still alive. At first
            all the buildings appear abandoned, but five minutes later, hordes of zombies hurl themselves out of hiding and start tearing
            the survivors’ faces off with their teeth.
         

         
         Just put your ass in gear and get out of here, I told myself. I wasn’t overly timid about snooping around places, but spending half the day with Jillian and talking so
            much about the murders had left me vaguely unnerved.
         

         
         To my relief, gaining access to the individual unit was easy enough. The padlock didn’t fight me, and the shutter rolled up
            without a hitch. After a few seconds of fumbling, I located the light switch and everything burst into sight.
         

         
         Though the space smelled a tiny bit musty, the contents appeared unmarked by time, and they were decently organized. The antiques
            Jillian had mentioned—a couple of chairs, mirrors, a few framed prints and paintings—took up the bulk of the space. Along
            the right wall, however, was a stack of large plastic storage tubs, most likely the boxes I was looking for.
         

         
         I stepped toward the stack. The words Claire and Carl had been scrawled in indelible marker across the
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