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For my mother, who read me my very first book








As long as you live, there’s always something waiting; and even if it’s bad, and you know it’s bad, what can you do? You can’t stop living.

—Truman Capote, In Cold Blood
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Ludlow, Kansas

She returned at dusk, just as the sun was sinking into red fire. Drove straight into town and took a right on Elm, rolling through the stop sign the way she always had. She was older now, her face thinner, eyes guarded, but instantly recognizable, even after all these years. Ludlow never forgot its own.

The first call came from Mrs. Allard, who looked up from raking her last pile of leaves in time to see the car sail past. “She’s back,” she told Chet after she’d rushed inside, cell phone clutched hard in her hand. “About time, too.”

“I’m sure she’s had her reasons for staying away,” Chet said, and Mrs. Allard huffed. Typical. Chet’d always had a soft spot for Greer Dunning. They all had, truth be told, especially after the murders. How could they not when there was no way to avoid seeing how hard her sister’s death had hit. At first, all Greer’s grief spewed outward in frantic claims that the police had missed something, that there had to be more to the story. She stopped anyone who would stand still long enough to listen, hands plucking at sleeves, wide eyes imploring, begging to be believed, even as all the evidence said otherwise. And then, as the weeks passed and it became clear the police had the right man and he’d acted alone, they watched as she drew into herself. Turned quiet and wary as something closed off in her, tightened up like a hard shell. She became unknowable, and over time people stopped trying because Ludlow only liked secrets it could eventually pry loose.

After Mrs. Allard hung up, Chet spread the word. One call turning into ten, those ten multiplying into thirty. The news winding its way through town, easing under doors and over backyard fences. By morning everyone would know. Everyone would have an opinion. Resentment that the big-city girl thought she could show up after more than a decade and fit right back in like she’d never left. Compassion at the thought of her returning home, maneuvering around parents who’d given up a long time ago. Jealousy that no matter the reason behind it, at least she’d managed to get away. Hope that, this time, things would be different.

And above and around and through it all, Ludlow listened. Breathed and remembered. Back to a time when the Dunning sisters rode their bikes down the middle of the street, pigtails flying. Ate corn dogs on the Fourth of July wearing matching dresses spangled with stars. Grew apart as the years passed, robbed of the chance to ever stitch back together.

It watched her make the final turn onto her street, slide her car up to the curb, and turn off the engine. Hands clenched on the steering wheel, eyes closed on a shuddering breath. I’ve been waiting for you, Ludlow whispered as she stepped out of the car, a soft breeze against her pale cheek. Welcome home.






Chapter One

I didn’t attend the execution, although I was invited. “Invited”—such a civilized word for a string of events that began with my sister’s brains being blown out and ended with his veins pumped full of state-sanctioned poison. I heard later, through the grapevine, that his final words were “I shouldn’t have done it.” A pretty half-assed apology, if you asked me. That same grapevine reported a last meal of chicken-fried steak and twice-baked potatoes, capped off with fresh strawberry shortcake. I wondered, for a long time, if it had been the kind made with biscuits or the kind made with angel food cake. Those were the type of pointless details my mind snagged on to keep it from having to think about uglier ones. Like how long it took him to die. Twelve minutes, for the record. I wish that brought me some pleasure. Or at least more pleasure than it does.

After he was gone, I put him away. Did my best to shove him into the cobwebby corners of my mind where I stored most of my memories about Eliza and that long, sultry summer before she died. And then my father called, left a rusty-voiced message that I had to strain to hear, bourbon breath boiling through the phone. “It’s happened again, Greer,” he said. A noise that might have been a sob, might have been a cough. “He did it again.” I got the details off of the internet, not from my father, an unreliable source on even his best days, of which there were few. An eighteen-year-old couple shot to death where they were tangled together in the front seat of the boy’s car. Ludlow, Kansas. My hometown. Change the date, change the names, and it could have been a story about my sister and her boyfriend, Travis. More than a decade of time wiped away in an instant. Back to the moment when my world spun off its axis. Although that’s not quite accurate. Less spinning off and more splitting open—all the hairline cracks turned to sudden yawning fissures.

But despite my father’s drunken ramblings, Roy Mathews hadn’t done it again. His trigger finger was as dead and buried as the rest of him. These were two other kids. These were two different murders. Copycat, the reporters said. Sick. Disturbing. But not directly connected. And yet it felt like someone reaching out to me, opening a door, waiting to see if I would walk through. A whisper slithering out of the dark. Come back.

Leave it alone, I told myself every night as I took long, tepid baths, trying to escape the lingering late-summer heat. “Leave it alone,” I whispered under my breath as I poured a glass of wine with dinner. Glass. Singular. Eliza’s death might have torn my family apart, but I’d be damned if I let it turn me into my father. You’ve been doing well, I lectured myself as I lay in bed chasing sleep that wouldn’t hold still long enough for me to catch it. Okay, “well” might be overstating it. But I had a job, an apartment, a small circle of acquaintances. I went to museums, and movies, and the occasional ball game. I voted and saved for the future. I had the outlines of a life, at least, if not the full, colored-in version. I’d been doing fine, and after everything, I considered fine a win.

But I couldn’t leave it alone. Had never been able to, really. I’d never felt any comfort when Roy Mathews was arrested less than twenty-four hours after my sister’s life ended. Everyone else in Ludlow had let out a collective sigh of relief. The madman was locked up; their lives could return to normal. But I’d looked at his expressionless face staring back at me from the front page of the local paper and thought: You? How could it be you? I’d asked Sheriff Baker if he was sure Roy had acted alone so many times that he’d eventually stopped answering my calls. Instead, he’d phoned my parents, told them I needed professional help. What followed was a string of therapists who chalked up the constant, always-there unease in my gut to post-traumatic stress disorder. But I knew it was something deeper. Eliza screaming in a frequency only I could hear. Now two more kids were dead, and I’d been right all along.

Finally, after all this time, I understood what had to happen. I was accepting a different invitation—come back—and I was heading home.
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When I told my boss I needed to take an extended leave due to a family emergency, he didn’t ask too many questions. Over the years I’d learned to deflect well enough that most people had stopped trying to get real answers. They figured I was private or had some horrible childhood I didn’t want to disclose. Random guys I’d dated in college tried to guess what I was hiding like my past was a party game they could win through sheer perseverance. But even when they knew where I was from, it rarely triggered any sort of memory. Turned out Eliza’s and Travis’s deaths hadn’t generated the frenzied headlines some murders received. I wasn’t sure why exactly, but if I had to guess, I’d say it was because if we’re going to pore over details of a murder, chat about it with our friends over coffee, and read the details online, we want something more gruesome. A bloody knife or a garrote of wire. A dungeon basement and a body-part trophy collection. Three bullets resulting in two bodies wasn’t going to cut it. And then there was Roy Mathews himself. As a killer, he left a lot to be desired. He wasn’t a jilted lover or a jealous stalker. He didn’t even know Eliza or Travis, had never spoken so much as a word to either of them as far as anyone could remember. He wasn’t charismatic or sly or even crazed. He was just an angry-at-the-world, not-too-bright eighteen-year-old with a bloodstream full of booze and a gun burning a hole in his pocket.

“Well,” Mr. Goss said after I’d finished filling out the paperwork, “I hope everything turns out all right and you’re back with us soon. The kids are going to miss you.”

I’m a middle school guidance counselor, tasked with helping seventh and eighth graders navigate the choppy waters of adolescence. Trusted to steer them through potential emotional land mines and emerge safely on the other side, stronger and wiser, and hopefully with minimal lasting damage. Most days, though, I was simply treading water. Trying to save them from drowning when I could barely stay afloat myself.

It’s okay to laugh at the irony. God knows I do.
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It didn’t take me long to pack for my trip—no pets I had to farm out to willing neighbors, no plants to foist on friends while I was gone. For that matter, no friends I needed to leave with hugs and promises to keep them posted. No men consulting the calendar, eager for my return. Other than my colleagues, who I joined a few times a year for an after-work beer, I didn’t have any attachments in Chicago. It was almost like deep down I’d been preparing for this moment, the day I would need to drop everything without a backward glance and rush home. And I knew, as much as I might want to pretend otherwise, that I couldn’t go on the way I had been. Living a suspended half-life, waiting for something to change without taking a single concrete step to alter my course. Now, with the familiar lines of US-75 laid out in front of me, underneath the uncertainty and the fear, there was a pulsing vein of relief. Returning to Ludlow felt dangerous, like standing next to a powder keg with a lit match in my hand. But part of me longed for the oncoming explosion. Maybe I would find answers and this limbo could be over, one way or the other.

Most people are familiar with Kansas only from elementary school geography—the nondescript rectangle smack dab in the middle—and popular culture—Dorothy and her glittery red shoes; Truman Capote and a blood-splattered farmhouse. So if they ever actually visit, instead of flying over, they’re armed with enough knowledge to expect the flatness, the fields of wheat and soybean, the tractors trundling across the earth like great metal beasts. But the sheer scope of the land has to be a surprise. How the flatness goes on and on in all directions, how the horizon melts into the sky, disorienting without any buildings to add scale or dimension. Out here, on the prairie, you feel as small as you ever have.

I used to love everything about this place. The sound of wind whispering through wheat, the metallic smell of a thunderstorm rolling in fast from the north, the thump of your car tires over the old brick streets running through the middle of town, a blue October sky so vast and cloudless you’d almost be forgiven for thinking it couldn’t be real. The one place in the world where I’d felt like I could always be myself because everyone here knew me, knew exactly who Greer Dunning was, so there was no point pretending. I’d been the younger daughter, the borderline smart-ass, the one who’d walked right up to the line of too much spunk without stepping over. I’d talked fast and laughed loud, and nowadays I could barely lay hands on the ghost of that girl. She was as lost to me as Eliza was.

As I glided past the “Entering Ludlow, Est. 1871” sign and took a right on Main, it hit me that all those things I used to love were now tainted with Eliza’s death. The bandstand in the town park was no longer the place where we’d listened to “The Star-Spangled Banner” before Fourth of July fireworks. It was where my dad, drunk and stumbling, crashed through a railing during a memorial service for Eliza and Travis and puked all over my sobbing mother. The library wasn’t my favorite childhood spot to hole up on rainy afternoons with a stack of books and a contraband Hershey bar. It was the place where, on the Halloween after Eliza died, I ran into a group of girls each dressed up as my dead sister, rubber cement for the bullet hole in her forehead and dripping red slime for the blood. When Roy Mathews pulled that trigger, he took more than my sister away from me. He took all my best memories, too.

My parents still lived in the house where I grew up, where my father grew up also. After Eliza died, part of me had assumed we would move. If not away from Ludlow completely, then at least to a new house. Someplace where Eliza’s absence didn’t echo from every corner. Where every square inch wasn’t a reminder of who we used to be. But my parents never even mentioned the possibility, my dad probably out of drunken inertia and my mom because on some level she still hoped Eliza was coming back. Like maybe if they stayed put, one day Eliza would scratch her way out of the coffin, come shambling up the front walk just in time for dinner.

We were never the richest family in town. That was the Parkers, who owned the now-defunct oil refinery but continued to live large on the profits decades later. And we weren’t the most devout family, either. That was Preacher and Mrs. Frogue and their passel of pale, waiflike children whose eyes always focused somewhere above your head, like they were already looking to heaven. But we were the steadiest family in Ludlow. You could count on the Dunnings, no matter what. My father owned the grocery store, passed down from his father and grandfather before him. He knew more about most people in town than they knew about themselves. Who stocked up on too much wine, who snuck in for a pregnancy test squirreled away in a paper bag, who asked to buy their groceries on credit until they were back on their feet. My dad knew everyone’s secrets and would have died before he revealed a single one. For her part, my mother kept the town’s social circles running. Room mom at school, president of the PTA, head of the church bake sale, and the library fundraiser, and the food pantry collection drive. And Eliza and I were steady, too. Pretty enough, but not beautiful. Smart, but not gifted. Well-liked, but not the most popular. We rode that middle line of small-town solidness every day of our lives. So when it all fell out from under us, we had no idea where to land. We became Ludlow’s sideshow, and the Dunnings weren’t meant for the stage.

From the outside our house looked the same as it always had—whitewashed brick, pale gray shutters, a wraparound front porch my grandmother had added on a few years after marrying into the family. To soften the exterior, according to my dad. The better to spy on passersby, according to my mom. The front door was unlocked, a small-town habit my parents couldn’t break even after the murder of their daughter. The house might have looked familiar, but it didn’t smell the way it had during my childhood. Chocolate chip cookies, a roast in the oven, faint cigar smoke from my dad’s Sunday afternoon guilty pleasure. The only scent now was bleach, strong enough to make my eyes water. After Eliza’s funeral, my dad picked up a bottle of bourbon, and my mom picked up every cleaning product known to man. Now she spent her days scrubbing, wiping, scouring until her knuckles were raw.

“Mom?” I called. “Hello? Anybody home?”

“Oh, Greer, honey.” My mom bustled out of the kitchen with a broom in her hand. “You’re here! I can’t believe it!”

I dropped my duffel on the floor. “I’m here.” I avoided looking to my right, where I knew the giant framed portrait of Eliza and me still took pride of place on the foyer wall. Teenagers trapped under glass. Safe and alive and forever smiling. A constant, painful reminder of what we’d lost, like a splinter buried too deep for removal.

My mom took a step forward, gave me an awkward one-armed hug. My first instinct was to flinch backward; it had been years since she’d touched me this way. Before Eliza, she’d been a woman of kisses, shoulder rubs, hugs when we passed in the hall. It felt like I’d spent half my childhood shrugging her off of me. But after Eliza she avoided contact, never reaching for me, eyes always focused a little to the side of my face. As if looking at me, acknowledging me, would be tempting fate, her rejection of me a way to tell the universe there was nothing to see here; it could move along and torture someone else. And thus far it had, but my mother and I lost each other anyway.

“Where’s Dad?” I asked, although I already knew the answer involved a closed door and an open bottle.

The broom swept past me, picking up invisible dirt I’d tracked in upon arrival. “Resting, I think. He’ll be down for dinner. Why don’t you go get settled. We’ll eat in half an hour.”

My room had been repainted since I’d last been here twelve years ago. Christmas of my freshman year in college, a short three days that had stretched on like eternity. The walls were a soft, pale pink now, more suited to an infant than a grown woman. Maybe my mother hoped, somehow, for a do-over. Honestly, I couldn’t blame her. I stepped through the adjoining bathroom and into Eliza’s room. It was no longer preserved as a shrine, which surprised me. Given my parents’ reactions to Eliza’s death, I’d expected this place to stay exactly as it had been the last time Eliza slept here. But it was sterile now, swept clean of my sister’s life, and an unexpected wave of sorrow hit me right in the chest. No more track meet medals hanging from the mirror, no Leonardo DiCaprio smoldering from the wall, no shoes tossed haphazardly across the floor. The furniture was different, too. A matching set of generic pale wood that didn’t look like it would hold up over time. Perfect for a guest room in a house that never had guests. Even Eliza’s garbage wall was gone—a huge bulletin board covered with the kind of worthless greeting card inspiration that always made me want to barf. “A ship in a harbor is safe, but that is not what ships are built for” and “Life isn’t about waiting for the storm to pass, it’s about learning to dance in the rain.”

Back in my room, I tossed my clothes into my dresser and then crossed to the closet, hanging my coat and stowing my shoes in the rack on the back of the door. Almost against my will, my eyes shifted upward, snagging on the worn shoebox tucked away on the high shelf. I hesitated, heart thumping an uneven rhythm in my chest, and then turned away, shut the closet door firmly behind me.

“It’s okay,” I whispered to myself, sliding my palms down my jean-clad thighs and back up again, concentrating on my breathing. The one thing of value I’d learned from the therapists I’d seen after Eliza’s death. “You’re okay.” Slow and steady. In and out. Over and over until I heard my mom’s voice calling me down for dinner. 








Chapter Two

How many meals had I eaten at our front-porch table over the years? Hundreds? Maybe even thousands? Brunch after church, back when we still darkened Preacher Frogue’s doorstep. Grilled cheese and tomato soup on rainy childhood Saturdays when Eliza and I would pretend we were in a lifeboat sailing over stormy seas. Too many family dinners to count: birthdays, holidays, random Tuesday nights. One of Eliza’s first dates with Travis had been at this table, the two of them sharing a pizza while our moms peeked through the living room curtains and giggled over glasses of wine, thrilled their children had chosen each other. So I’d thought the motions of setting the round table, carrying out a pitcher of water and basket of bread, would come back to me. But turned out it wasn’t like riding a bike, every movement now unfamiliar and strange. Should I pull away the empty fourth chair where Eliza would never sit again? Should I space out the remaining three spots so her absence wouldn’t be as obvious? In the end, I left the table as it was, fourth chair and no place setting in front of it. Eliza was never coming back, but I didn’t want to pretend like she’d never been here at all.

My mom had always been a good cook in a hearty Midwestern way. Family dinners revolved around a generous cut of meat and enough starchy sides to feed an army. Some type of condensed-soup-laden casserole was also a popular option, served alongside a salad made with iceberg lettuce and drenched in ranch or a Jell-O ring laced with canned fruit. In Kansas, we used the term “salad” loosely. And homemade dessert was an everyday occurrence rather than a special-occasion treat. But tonight’s dinner consisted of a frozen lasagna heated up in its aluminum tin. Don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t complaining. The lasagna was hot and I didn’t have to make it, but I wondered what my parents’ meals were usually like now. The two of them in this big, old house. Did they even eat together anymore? I could more easily picture my mother hunched over the kitchen sink with a sad sandwich in her hand while my father ate dinner upstairs alone. My throat tightened at the image. It was one thing for me to eat most of my meals solo; it was another to know my parents did the same. As kids, Eliza and I had made gagging noises every time our parents kissed in front of us, rolled our eyes and squealed in disgust when they danced across the kitchen floor, our dad’s big hand skating dangerously close to our mom’s backside. Despite our protests over their public displays of affection, our parents’ almost effortless connection had been something we secretly loved, a security blanket wrapped tight around our family. I’d hoped, after everything, my parents would at least still have each other. But the last time I was home, they’d moved around each other with stiff, impersonal politeness, their interactions so stilted I could hardly bear to watch. And I doubted things had improved in the years since.

Tonight my dad joined us at the porch table, though, five minutes late and already three sheets to the wind. He didn’t so much sit as sink into his chair, eyes rheumy and glazed. I stared at him until he met my gaze. “Hey, Dad,” I said, fork spearing a chunk of lasagna with a little too much force.

“Greer,” he said, the word drawn out like he wasn’t entirely sure of my name. He waved away my mother’s attempt to serve him, settled back in his chair, and gave me a faraway smile. “It’s nice to have you home. It’s been a long time.”

“It has,” I agreed. I talked to my mother twice a month on the phone and saw her every spring when she visited me in Chicago for a long weekend. A trip that inevitably left me exhausted and depressed. I always picked a museum or landmark to take her to, a loud restaurant where our lack of conversation wouldn’t be as obvious. I wanted to tell her she didn’t need to bother coming, but wasn’t sure if her face would register hurt or relief at the reprieve, and I didn’t want to find out. And at least she made the effort. It had been more than seven years since my father had come along, and time had not been kind to him since last we’d seen each other. It wasn’t only the drinking that had aged him. He’d lost something vital when Eliza died. Not just his firstborn child. Not just his beloved daughter. His belief in the fairness of the world. All my life he’d told me that if I did good, if I was good, then good would come to me. They weren’t simply words he’d spoken; they were a creed he’d lived by. A fundamental truth he’d believed in. Until the day Roy Mathews had made a bloody mockery of every syllable, had spit in the face of every kind and selfless deed my father had ever done. My dad didn’t believe in anything anymore. He was still breathing, but he was the definition of a man going through the motions. He’d given up—on life, on his family, on himself—and I would never forgive him for it.

“Are you staying through the weekend?” my mom asked. “Too bad you won’t be here longer. The Fall Festival is coming up. You always loved it when you were younger.” As if I was going to put on a costume and get a pumpkin painted on my face like in the good old days.

“Actually, I’m thinking of staying for a few weeks, if that’s okay?”

My mom lowered her fork, surprise floating across her face. She’d stopped expecting me to come home years ago, had almost too readily accepted the list of excuses I’d come up with—I have exams; Work is crazy; A friend invited me to her house for the holidays—until both of us had simply ceased broaching the subject. “Of course it’s all right. But what about your job?”

“I took a little time off,” I said. “Nothing to worry about. I needed a break.”

“And your boss doesn’t have a problem with that?”

I shook my head, shoved a bite of lasagna into my mouth. “How’s the store? Are the new owners taking care of it?”

My mom glanced at my dad, waiting to see if he’d answer, but he was busy staring off into the distance. “They’ve changed a few things. You’ll have to stop by and see.”

“Sure,” I said. And I would, although I didn’t want to. That store had been in the Dunning family for a hundred years. It was an institution in this town. Or at least it had been until my dad’s drinking got in the way. Maybe he would have ended up selling even if Eliza hadn’t died. Maybe neither Eliza nor I would’ve had any interest in staying in Ludlow and continuing the family business. But I liked to think that would’ve felt like something we decided together instead of one more thing that simply happened to us.

The rest of our dinner conversation consisted of the kind of surface small talk you engage in with strangers. It was worse, somehow, than silence would have been, each generic question and response landing like an anvil inside of me. I knew we wouldn’t talk about the latest murders or Eliza or the gaping wound that was our family. We never talked about anything important anymore. I tried to imagine how this scene might’ve played out if I’d been the one to die instead. Would my parents be as broken? Would Eliza have stayed in Ludlow to help? Would the three of them have somehow found the right words to say to one another in the aftermath? I’d never believed my parents had a favorite child, and I still didn’t. Eliza hadn’t been the sun we all revolved around. She wasn’t the gilded child. If I were the one in the town cemetery right now, I think our family would still have imploded. The difference would have been Eliza. She was always the softer sibling, the one more likely to apologize first or take the high road. Of the two of us, she was the bigger person. If our positions had been reversed, she would have found a way to talk to our dad, encouraged him to put down the bottle instead of sitting back and watching him stumble away from the table, a small, vicious part of her hoping he would trip and fall. She would have folded our mother’s poor, abused fingers between her own and urged her to stop cleaning, to stop doing, and simply be. Eliza would have at least tried to make it better, understanding that the effort is sometimes worth more than the result. She would have managed to offer grace to our parents that I had never been able to find inside myself.
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After dinner I retreated to my room and finished unpacking, then sat on my bed, unsure what to do next. In Chicago I would have read a book, lost myself in a show I could binge without thinking. Gone for a walk on streets crowded with bodies, taking comfort in my anonymity. No one knew me and no one cared. But here my mind was buzzing, a low-level hum burrowing under my skin. I couldn’t settle down, the house too empty and still around me. I grabbed my car keys off the dresser and raced down the stairs. I thought about calling to my mom on my way out the front door, but the kitchen was dark, so I eased out without a goodbye.

I drove down the main drag, where ninety percent of Ludlow’s commerce was centered, and clocked the changes the last twelve years had wrought. In a lot of ways, Ludlow was like many small, middle-of-nowhere Midwestern towns. Barely hanging on, each generation hemorrhaging more and more residents, kids graduating high school and disappearing into the wider world, just as I had. Towns surviving on the old-timers who refused to let go, the folks who still managed to own farmland that hadn’t been swooped up by big agriculture or the ones who couldn’t imagine themselves leaving a place where their great-great-grandparents had put down roots more than a hundred years ago. The lucky few got jobs at the meatpacking plant twenty miles down the highway; the rest eked out a living any way they could. But all of it was just so much life support. Eventually the plug would be pulled, and Ludlow would fade away—vacant buildings and a distant memory out on the prairie. A whole way of life that was never coming back.

For now, the drugstore was still there, along with the credit union next door, and the hardware store on the far corner. The gas station looked the same as always, and I knew come morning the old-timers would gather in a ring of lawn chairs on the cracked pavement out front to shoot the shit. The boutique was gone, though, as was the electronics store and the deli. The beauty salon where I’d gotten an ill-advised asymmetrical bob in sixth grade now sported soaped-over windows and a faded “For Lease” sign tacked to the door. I slowed at a sad bouquet of balloons floating inches above the sidewalk, a couple of roses strewn underneath. Next to them, flapping between two parking meters, was a small banner announcing a vigil for Dylan Short and Addy Johnson, the latest gunshot lovers. Their photos were grainy and distorted, looking more like mug-shots than memorials. You waited too long, their gazes accused. You waited too long and now look what happened to us. Even as I drove away, their eyes followed me, burning into the back of my neck.

I saved the grocery store for last, foot easing off the gas as I got closer, not quite ready to see. The hand-painted “Dunning General” sign had been replaced with a mass-produced IGA logo. They’d taken out the original front doors, too. Hundred-year-old wood and glass that always stuck in humid weather. Now people entered the IGA through automatic sliding doors. A hiss of air in greeting instead of the tiny golden bell that used to ring out whenever anyone stepped inside. Maybe my dad had the right idea after all. Much more of this and I’d be picking up a bottle myself.

I wasn’t up to actually going inside the store yet, so I glided past, took a right at the corner, and continued on Elm toward the park. The year after Eliza and Travis died, the town put in a memorial bench in their honor. It wasn’t placed in front of the parking spot where they died. Everyone agreed that would be tacky. The bench was across from the duck pond, and I’d never seen a single soul sitting on it. Like all of Eliza and Travis’s bad luck had rubbed off on the wood and no one wanted to risk contamination.

I pulled over across from the pond, could make out the bench silhouette in the small spill of light from the streetlamp on the corner. I cracked my window, and the chill October night blew in the distant smell of burning leaves and the faint sound of laughter. Probably teenagers sneaking a few beers in the park shadows, ignoring their parents’ pleas to stay home in the wake of the latest murders. I wondered if they’d do the obligatory pre-Halloween Ludlow murder tour later, half wasted and with no business driving, squished into the front cab of somebody’s beat-to-shit pickup truck. It’s an October tradition around here, a retrospective of all Ludlow’s bad deeds. Proof that not even sleepy small towns are immune from the worst of human nature. First stop, the white bungalow on Locust where sixty years ago George Weathers chased his wife out of the house and gave her upwards of twenty hacks with an axe he kept next to the back door for splitting firewood. As a kid, whenever we drove down Locust, my mind conjured up a picture of Mrs. Weathers fleeing for her life, hearing the axe whistling through the air behind her, knowing what was coming but too slow to outrun the blade. Story I’d always heard was that George killed her because he was sick of her burning his bacon.

Next up was the historical marker out on Route 24, a two-lane highway with gravel sides and wildflowers growing right up to the edges of the pavement. The metal sign on the side of the road memorialized the Bloody Benders, a Kansas family of the late 1800s who’d lured weary travelers to their home with promises of food and lodging, only to bash their heads in or slit their throats before robbing them. Around here, we were weirdly proud of the Bloody Benders. They were practically a bedtime story.

Final stop was the hulking remains of the shuttered oil refinery, former lifeblood of Ludlow, now a dilapidated eyesore. By the time I left town, some of the walls were starting to cave in, so a chain-link fence topped with barbed wire had been erected around the perimeter. But that didn’t stop us from sneaking inside to see the spot where the summer before I was born, Ludlow High’s prom queen was found naked and strangled, dumped among the broken glass and chunks of concrete like one more piece of trash. People swore you could still see the outline of her body on the dirty floor if you looked close enough.

And now there was my sister and Travis, along with Dylan and Addy. Did the current high schoolers talk about how scary it must have been for Eliza, seeing Roy Mathews’s hulking frame through the window, gun raised and pointed? Did they reenact the various murders from the front seat of the pickup, beer fumes fogging up the glass as they tried not to laugh? I could picture it so clearly only because it used to be us.

That’s the thing about murder. It’s all fun and games until it happens to you.






Chapter Three

By the time I returned home, the house was dark even though it was only eight thirty. I didn’t like seeing firsthand how small and sad my parents’ lives had become. How they probably marked off the minutes until they could turn out the lights and be done with another day. Of course, if I was being honest, my own life wasn’t much better. My mom had left the porch light on for me, and it cast long shadows across the lawn. Living in Chicago, I’d forgotten how quiet Ludlow could be, no cars passing, no music playing, no voices raised in joy or anger. A rustle from the overgrown hydrangea bushes at the side of the house stopped me in my tracks, and I waited for a neighborhood cat or curious raccoon to make an appearance, but nothing moved. I stayed very still, the silence loaded with anticipation like the moment before the thunder booms or the door slams. A silence that lets you know, by its very emptiness, that you aren’t alone.

“Is someone there?” I asked. I maneuvered my keys between my knuckles like I always did in Chicago parking garages.

“Greer,” a low voice singsonged. It seemed to come from all the dark corners of the yard at once, and the tiny hairs on the back of my neck woke up. “Come out and play, Greer Dunning.”

Recognition and relief flowed through me, and I lowered my keys on a burst of laughter. “You assholes,” I called into the darkness. “Get out here.” Two shapes emerged from behind the hydrangea bushes, hands waving in frantic greeting.

“You should have seen your face,” Cassie said, making a mock terrified expression as she enveloped me in a hug. I couldn’t remember the last time someone had hugged me this way, and I clung onto her, breathing in the still-familiar scent of her coconut shampoo. That was Cassie; once she found something she liked, she never saw a reason to keep looking for anything better.

“Don’t be an idiot,” Ryan said, elbowing Cassie out of the way for his own hug. “She looked way more scared than that.” He pulled back and gave me his trademark lopsided grin. Even now, as a full-grown adult, he still looked eighteen with his dirty-blond hair and bright blue eyes, a smatter of freckles across the bridge of his nose. “I feared momentarily that you might piss your pants. I thought all these years in the big city would’ve made you tougher.”

“Shut up,” I said. “You’re both full of crap.” This, right here, was one of the reasons these two had remained my closest friends even though we’d been separated by both time and distance. They didn’t tiptoe around me after what happened. They were sympathetic, of course, and kind. But they still treated me the way they always had—teasing, giving me shit, reminding me there was a world outside my own head. Trusting that I could take it. And even when, at times, it felt like maybe I couldn’t, I appreciated their faith in me.

“How did you know I was back?”

“My mom was out mowing the other day and got to chatting with your mom,” Ryan said.

Cassie punched me in the upper arm, a little harder than necessary. “Why didn’t we hear it from you?”

“I was going to call once I got settled in.” Which was true. But being back in Ludlow, seeing my parents, sleeping in my old bed, reconnecting with the people I’d left behind, seemed like something it was wiser to ease myself into rather than jumping in all at once. I should have known Cassie wouldn’t have the patience for that approach.

“Settling in,” she said. “That sounds like more than a quick trip.”

“Come on,” Ryan said. “You can tell us all about it, but let’s get comfortable first.”

I nodded, and he led the way through my yard and into his mother’s. When we were kids, before his parents split up, Ryan’s dad built a gazebo in the back corner of their lot, screened from his house by bushes and from ours by a wooden fence. It’s where Ryan’s dad spent most of his time in the years before the divorce, going so far as to put in a propane firepit so it was usable space even when the temperature fell
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