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EPILOGUE

You awake?

Unfortunately.

Court today. Don’t be funny. | Funny is how I cope. | Therapy is how you cope. Funny is how you annoy me.
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Raven, if you’re reading this, then Greg finally found you.

THE END
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CHAPTER ONE
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St. Louis, Missouri

Ten Years Ago

I never meant for him to die; it just happened.

That’s the version I tell myself.

The one that lets me sleep.

The one that sounds like an accident instead of a decision.

Rain battered the windshield as I drove through North St. Louis. The wipers moved frantically, but they couldn’t clear the water fast enough. Streetlights smeared across the glass in long yellow streaks, making everything look distorted.

Or maybe I was. My hands stayed steady on the steering wheel.

Too steady.

A woman who had just watched a man die should’ve been shaking. She should have been screaming or crying or pulling over because she couldn’t breathe.

I did none of those things.

I drove.

People think panic arrives with noise.

It doesn’t.

Sometimes panic is silent.

Sometimes it looks like perfect control.

I can still feel his hands around my throat.

The pressure.

The burn.

The way the room narrowed until there was nothing left except survival.

“Stop,” I choked.

He didn’t.

I shoved him.

Not hard.

That’s what I remember.

The coffee table caught him before he could catch himself.

The sound his head made against the edge of it...

I hear it even now.

I remember standing over him.

Blood spread slowly across the cream rug we bought together six months earlier. I had argued for something darker because cream stains are too easy.

He laughed.

I remember that, too.

Funny what the brain chooses to keep.

I waited for him to move.

He didn’t.

I waited for myself to break.

I didn’t.

Outside, thunder cracked across the sky.

Inside, I just stood there.

Watching.

Breathing.

Thinking.

Then another sound.

A floorboard.

I looked toward the hallway.

The apartment wasn’t supposed to make noise.

Because we weren’t supposed to have company.

I stared for several seconds.

Nothing.

No movement.

No voice.

Still, something inside me shifted.

I wish I could say I called the police.

I wish I could say I panicked.

Instead, I walked to the bedroom.

Pulled a duffel bag from the closet.

Cash.

Clothes.

A charger.

No photographs.

No keepsakes.

There was nothing that suggested I’d ever existed there.

By sunrise, I was gone.

I drove with the windows cracked, rain and cold air pouring inside the car. The city disappeared behind me mile by mile.

I should’ve felt relieved.

I didn’t.

Because distance doesn’t erase anything.

It only gives you your past room to follow you.

And the truth?

The truth I never say out loud?

I just left him there.

I made sure no one would ever know what really happened in that apartment.

Or what I found after.

Because every secret has a heartbeat.

And mine...

Never stopped.
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The Morning After
I woke up three minutes before the alarm.

I knew because the red numbers on the clock beside my bed read 5:57.

For a few seconds, I didn’t move.

Didn’t stretch.

Didn’t reach for my phone.

I stared at the ceiling while my mind caught up with my surroundings.

White ceiling.

Water stain near the corner that maintenance had been painted over twice.

The faint hum of the refrigerator comes from the kitchen.

Newark.

My apartment.

My life.

I exhaled slowly.

“You’re home.”

Sometimes I needed to hear myself say it.

There were mornings when I woke up knowing exactly where I was, and others when St. Louis returned before consciousness did. On those mornings, my body remembered things my mind worked hard to forget.

A hand around my throat.

Blood is soaking into a cream rug.

A floorboard creaking somewhere behind me.

I closed my eyes.

No.

Not today.

I reached for my phone.

The screen lit up.

Nothing.

No missed calls.

No messages.

No unknown numbers.

No proof that the strange call from the night before had been anything more than exactly what I’d been trying to convince myself it was.

A wrong number. number. number.

A prank.

Someone was breathing into a phone because they had nothing better to do with their life.

I should have deleted the call from my history.

Instead, I’d stared at the number until almost two in the morning.

There was something familiar about the silence on the other end.

Not breathing.

The patience.

Whoever had called hadn’t wanted to talk.

They wanted me to know they were there.

I turned the phone facedown.

“Get up, Raven.”

Routine was useful.

Routine didn’t ask questions.

I showered, brushed my teeth, moisturized my face, and pulled my hair into the same neat style I wore most workdays. My black slacks and burgundy blouse were already hanging from the closet door because I’d laid them out the night before.

Preparation kept surprises to a minimum.

I’d learned a long time ago that surprises rarely came bearing gifts.

I stood in front of the bathroom mirror and studied myself.

Thirty-eight years old.-eight years old.

No bruises.

No scars anyone could see.

No obvious evidence that I’d once been someone else.

“You look normal,” I whispered.

The woman in the mirror looked unconvinced.

“Good enough.”

In the kitchen, I opened the cabinet beside the refrigerator.

Two prescription bottles waited on the bottom shelf.

Depakote.

Seroquel.

I shook the correct doses into my palm, filled a glass with water, and swallowed them.

There had been a time when taking medication made me feel defective. Like every pill was confirmation that something inside me couldn’t be trusted.

I stopped thinking that way years ago.

Now they were simply part of the routine.

Medication.

Coffee.

Work.

Bills.

Repeat.

Normal wasn’t something that happened naturally to me.

It was something I maintained.

I poured coffee into my travel mug and checked the time.

6:46.

Right on schedule.

Outside, Newark was already awake.

A bus hissed to a stop at the corner. Someone leaned on a horn long enough to make it personal. Two women stood outside the convenience store arguing about something I couldn’t hear, while a man in a gray hoodie walked a dog that seemed more interested in every fire hydrant than getting anywhere on time.

Ordinary people do ordinary things.

For years, that was all I’d wanted.

To disappear into ordinary.

By 7:25, I pulled into the employee parking lot behind the physical therapy clinic where I’d worked for the past three years.

Same building.

Same parking space when the silver Honda didn’t beat me to it.

Same entrance.

Same life.

I sat in the car for a moment before getting out.

My phone was in the cup holder.

I looked at it.

Nothing.

“See?”

I grabbed my purse.

“Nothing.”

Inside, the clinic smelled like eucalyptus disinfectant, stale coffee, and whatever vanilla air freshener Valerie insisted made the waiting room smell “welcoming.”

It didn’t.

It smelled like somebody was trying to hide the disinfectant.

“Raven!”

Jasmine’s voice came from behind the reception desk.

She was balancing the phone between her shoulder and ear while waving a stack of papers at me.

“I swear these people wake up and choose violence.”

I laughed as I slid my purse beneath the desk.

“What happened?”

She covered the receiver. “Mr. Kaplan is mad because his insurance company won’t pay for twelve more sessions.”

“Didn’t they approve six?”

“Exactly.”

“And he’s had six?”

“Exactly.”

I looked at the phone.

“So why are we the enemy?”

Jasmine stared at me.

“Because Blue Cross ain’t answering his calls.”

I laughed.

“Give me five minutes.”

“Take ten. I’m about to fake my own death.”

The words hit differently than she intended.

My smile stayed in place anyway.

Jasmine had already turned back to the call.

“Mr. Kaplan, I completely understand your frustration...”

I logged into my computer.

That was the beauty of work.

Nobody cared about your secrets when their copay was wrong.

For the next hour, I answered phones, verified insurance, scheduled appointments, and explained three separate times that arriving twenty minutes late did not mean a therapist could magically create twenty extra minutes at the end of an appointment.

Normal.

Predictable.

Safe.

By nine, I had almost forgotten about the phone call.

Almost.

The front door opened.

“Good morning.”

I looked up.

And something shifted.

The man standing on the other side of the reception desk wasn’t particularly intimidating.

That was the first thing I noticed.

The second was that he didn’t seem nervous.

Most new patients walked into the clinic distracted by pain; insurance cards already in hand, paperwork irritating them before they’d even started.

He walked in like he noticed the room before the room noticed him.

Tall.

Dark jacket.

Relaxed posture.

Maybe late thirties, early forties.

His eyes moved briefly across the waiting room before landing on me.

“Morning,” I said.

He approached the desk.

“First time?”

“Here?” His mouth curved slightly. “Yeah.”

I pulled a clipboard from beneath the counter.

“Name?”

“Marcus Reed.”

I found him on the schedule.

“Nine-fifteen with Dr. Patel.”

“That’s me.”

I handed him the clipboard. “Fill out both sides, sign the last page, and I’ll need your insurance card and ID.”

Marcus took the clipboard but didn’t move away.

His gaze dropped into my badge.

“Raven.”

I looked down at the same badge as if I’d forgotten what it said.

“That’s what they tell me.”

He smiled.

Not big.

Just enough.

“You from around here?”

There was nothing unusual about the question.

People asked things like that all the time.

Still, something tightened beneath my ribs.

“I am now.”

His eyebrow lifted.

“Interesting answer.”

“It’s an accurate one.”

“People who say, ‘I am now’ usually came from somewhere else.”

I looked at him.

“And people who ask strangers where they’re from are usually either very friendly or very nosy.”

Marcus laughed.

“Can I be both?”

“Not before nine-thirty.”

That got a bigger smile.

“Fair enough.”

He moved toward one of the chairs.

I returned my attention to the computer.

Or pretended to.

A few minutes later, Marcus brought the paperwork back.

I checked the pages.

“You missed a signature.”

“Did I?”

I pointed.

“Right there.”

He leaned across the counter to sign it.

“You are always this serious?”

“I’m at work.”

“That wasn’t my question.”

My eyes lifted.

There was something about the way he watched people.

Not staring.

Studying.

The difference mattered.

“You always ask this many questions?”

“Occupational hazard.”

“What do you do?”

He capped the pen.

“Security consulting.”

Something inside me went still.

I kept my expression neutral.

“What kind?”

Marcus looked at me for a second.

“The kind where people pay me to notice things.”

I glanced toward the waiting room.

“Sounds exhausting.”

“Sometimes.”

He slid the clipboard back.

Then his eyes settled on my face again.

“You didn’t sleep much last night.”

My fingers stopped on the keyboard.

“Excuse me?”

“You look tired.”

There was no accusation in his voice.

No hidden smile.

Still, I felt exposed.

“You should probably stick to noticing whatever people pay you to notice.”

“Probably.”

I waited.

He didn’t leave.

“Anything else, Marcus?”

He tilted his head.

“You’re guarded.”

I laughed softly.

“You got all that from insurance paperwork?”

“No.”

His eyes moved briefly toward the front door.

Then back to me.

“You checked that door four times while I was standing here.”

My stomach tightened.

I hadn’t realized I’d checked it at all.

I leaned back in my chair.

“Maybe I’m making sure patients don’t walk out without paying.”

“Maybe.”

The way he said it told me he didn’t believe me.

I didn’t like that.

People believing in my lies had kept me alive.

“You always analyze strangers?” I asked.

“Only interesting ones.”

“And I’m interesting?”

“I haven’t decided yet.”

“Good.”

I returned to the computer.

“Take your time.”

Jasmine appeared from the hallway.

“Marcus Reed?”

He looked toward her.

“That’s me.”

“Dr. Patel is ready for you.”

Marcus stepped away from the desk, then stopped.

He looked back at me.

“Have a better night tonight, Raven.”

My smile disappeared.

“What makes you think last night was bad?”

He held my gaze.

For one second.

Two.

Then I shrugged.

“Just noticing things.”

He followed Jasmine down the hallway.

I watched until he disappeared around the corner.

Then I looked toward the front door.

Once.

And immediately hated myself for doing it.

My phone vibrated inside my purse.

My entire body went still.

I stared beneath the desk.

Don’t.

It buzzed again.

Slowly, I reached down and pulled it out.

Unknown number.

My mouth went dry.

A message waited on the screen.
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New city. Same habits.
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For several seconds, I couldn’t hear the phones ringing.

I couldn’t hear the printer.

Couldn’t hear Jasmine laughing somewhere down the hall.

There was only one message.

New city.

Same habits.

I read it again.

Then, once more.

My thumb hovered over the screen.

Who is this?

I typed the words.

Stared at them. 

Deleted them.

No response.

No acknowledgment.

Nothing.

I locked the phone and slid it facedown beside the keyboard.

“Functional,” I whispered.

The word didn’t sound convincing anymore.

I looked toward the hallway Marcus had disappeared into.

Then toward the clinic entrance. toward the clinic entrance.

Two things had entered my carefully constructed life that morning.

A man who noticed too much.

And a message from someone who already knew everything he was noticing.

I didn’t know if the two were connected.

But I’d survived long enough to know better than to believe in coincidences.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The Day After
By the next morning, I had read the message so many times I could see it without looking at my phone.
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NEW CITY. SAME HABITS.
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Four words.

That was all it took to dismantle three years of carefully constructed normal.

I hadn’t responded. I hadn’t called the number. I hadn’t even blocked it, although I’d considered doing all three sometime between midnight and four in the morning.

Instead, I searched for the number online.

Nothing.

I tried it with quotation marks, without quotation marks, with the area code separated. I searched social media, reverse-number sites, and even old contacts stored in an email account I hadn’t opened in years.

Nothing.

By 2:13 a.m., I was sitting cross-legged in bed with my laptop open and a cold cup of tea on the nightstand, telling myself that the absence of information was a good thing.

By 3:00, I knew I was lying.

The alarm went off at six.

I was already awake.

I showered longer than usual and dressed slower, choosing black slacks, a cream blouse, and low heels. I pulled my hair back, then changed my mind and put it down. Halfway through applying mascara, I caught myself staring at the bathroom window.

It was locked.

I checked anyway.

“Stop it.”

My reflection stared back at me.

I looked tired. Not falling apart tired. Nothing is obvious. Just enough darkness beneath my eyes to suggest I’d stayed up too late watching television instead of researching an anonymous phone number like my life depended on it.

I reached for concealer.

Some women put on makeup to be noticed.

I wore mine so nobody would notice anything.

By the time I left the apartment, Newark was fully awake. Traffic crawled through the intersection near my building. A delivery truck blocked half the street, and somebody was yelling from a second-floor window about a car parked where it wasn’t supposed to be.

I stood outside my building and looked both ways.

Nothing unusual.

Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was different.

Maybe nothing around me has changed.

Maybe, I had it.

I walked to my car and glanced underneath it before unlocking the door.

That irritated me.

Greg used to make fun of the way I checked things.

Doors.

Windows.

Back seats.

Locks.

He’d called it paranoia.

Later, I realized paranoia and preparation can look exactly the same when the threat is real.

I got inside and locked the doors.

Then I froze.

Greg.

I hadn’t allowed myself to think of his name since the first message arrived.

Not serious.

There were other possibilities. People I’d known in St. Louis. People who knew pieces of my life before New Jersey. People who might have stumbled across me online.

But only one person knew my habits well enough to use that word.
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SAME.
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I started the car.

“No.”

I wasn’t giving him ownership of four words.

Not yet.

Jasmine was already at the clinic when I arrived, standing behind the reception desk with a breakfast sandwich in one hand and an expression that suggested somebody had personally offended her before eight o’clock.

She looked up when I walked in.

“Absolutely not.”

I stopped. “Good morning to you too.”

“No.” She pointed at the sandwich and then at my face. “Whatever you did last night, don’t do it again.”

I slid my purse beneath the desk. “I watched television.”

“Television beat your ass?”

Despite myself, I laughed.

“Thank you, Jasmine.”

“I’m serious. You look exhausted.”

“I didn’t sleep well.”

“That I believe.”

She took another bite of her sandwich and studied with me while she was chewing.

I turned on my computer.

“Stop staring at me.”

“I’m deciding whether to mind my business.”

“Try it. You might like it.”

“Nah. Doesn’t fit my personality.”

That made me smile again.

For a few minutes, things felt normal.

A patient called to reschedule. Someone needed a copy of the invoice. The printer jammed because apparently, it had decided Tuesdays were optional. Jasmine complained about the coffee, Valerie complained about the schedule, and I let all of it wash over me.

Ordinary problems.

I wanted ordinary problems.

At nine-forty, my phone vibrated beside the keyboard.

I looked down so fast," Jasmine noticed.

“You waiting on somebody?”

“No.”

The screen showed a pharmacy notification.

Prescription is ready for pickup.

I released a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.

Jasmine’s eyebrows rose.

“You sure you’re, okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“Because you just looked at that phone like it threatened your mama.”

“I’m fine, Jas.”

She studied me for another second.

“Okay.”

The word meant she didn’t believe me.

Thankfully, the front door opened before she could ask anything else.

I looked up.

Marcus.

He wore dark jeans and a navy quarter-zip today, nothing particularly memorable. Yet somehow, he still managed to walk into a room like he had already taken inventory of it.

His eyes found me immediately.

“Morning.”

I glanced at the schedule.

“You’re early.”

“Good morning to you too, Raven.”

“Your appointment isn’t until ten-thirty.”

“That’s why they invented waiting rooms.”

I pointed toward the chairs.

“Then enjoy ours.”

He laughed.

“See? That’s better.”

“What’s better?”

“Yesterday you looked like you were deciding whether to stab me with a pen.”

“Today I’m considering a stapler.”

Marcus glanced at the heavy stapler beside my keyboard.

“Improvement.”

I fought a smile and got lost.

He noticed.

Of course he did.

Marcus sat across the waiting room and pulled out his phone. For several minutes, he seemed occupied with whatever was on the screen.

I tried to ignore him.

That became harder when I realized he wasn’t really looking at his phone.

Every so often, his eyes moved toward the entrance.

Then the windows.

Then the hallway.

I watched him do it twice before I spoke.

“Do security consultants ever relax?”

He looked over.

“Sometimes.”

“When?”

“Vacation.”

“You’re not on vacation.”

“Exactly.”

Jasmine glanced between us.

“Wait. Security consultant?”

Marcus nodded.

“That’s what they call me.”

Jasmine looked impressed. “Like bodyguard security?”

“Sometimes.”

“Celebrity security?”

“Sometimes.”

She leaned forward. “You know anybody famous?”

“Jasmine,” I said.

“What? I’m networking.”

Marcus laughed.

“Mostly corporate security, risk assessment, private clients.”

I looked at him.

“Private clients?”

His eyes shifted to mine.

“People who have reasons to be careful.”

Something about the way he said it made my shoulders tense.

He noticed that too.

Before either of us could say anything, the front door opened again.

A man stepped inside.

Baseball cap.

Gray jacket.

Average height.

Nothing remarkable.

He stopped just inside the entrance and looked around.

Not confused.

Not like someone trying to figure out whether he was in the right place.

He looked around like he was searching for someone.

My fingers went cold.

The man’s gaze moved across the waiting room.

Past Marcus.

Past Jasmine.

Then stopped on me. stopped on me.

Everything inside me went still.

“Can I help you?” I asked.

The man didn’t answer immediately.

He looked at me another second before reaching into his jacket.

My body reacted before my mind did.

I pushed my chair back.

Marcus stood.

Fast.

The man’s hand came out holding a folded piece of
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