


[image: No Safe Place by Michael Ledwidge]





Michael Ledwidge is the author of The Narrowback, Bad Connection, and most recently the coauthor, with James Patterson, of The Quickie, Step on a Crack, and Worst Case. He has coauthored several New York Times bestsellers.




Also by Michael Ledwidge

Stop at Nothing

Run for Cover

The Narrowback

Bad Connection

Before the Devil Knows You’re Dead

Beach Murder

Hard to Break

The Vault

Cowritten with James Patterson

The Quickie

Now You See Her

Zoo

Step on a Crack

Run for Your Life

Worst Case

Tick Tock

I, Michael Bennett

Gone

Burn

Alert

Bullseye

Chase

The Dangerous Days of Daniel X





NO
SAFE
PLACE

MICHAEL LEDWIDGE

[image: ]






Copyright © Michael Ledwidge 2024

The right of Michael Ledwidge to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

First published in 2024 by Hanover Square Press

By arrangement with Harlequin Books S. A.

First published in Great Britain in 2024 by HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN: 9781035404360

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




Contents

About the Author

Also by Michael Ledwidge

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Part One

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Part Two

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Part Three

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

Chapter 58

Chapter 59

Chapter 60

Chapter 61

Chapter 62

Chapter 63

Chapter 64

Chapter 65

Chapter 66

Chapter 67

Chapter 68

Chapter 69

Chapter 70

Chapter 71

Chapter 72

Part Four

Chapter 73

Chapter 74

Chapter 75

Chapter 76

Chapter 77

Chapter 78

Chapter 79

Chapter 80

Chapter 81

Chapter 82

Chapter 83

Chapter 84

Chapter 85

Chapter 86

Chapter 87

Chapter 88

Chapter 89

Chapter 90

Chapter 91

Chapter 92

Epilogue

Chapter 93




For Andrew and Justyna




PROLOGUE

GIRL GONE




1

The place that everyone at Beckford College just called The House was an off-campus dive bar in some old run-down clapboard structure on Route 4.

It had popped up the year before. It was the track team guys who had found it, they said. One of the sketchy older brothers of a townie cross-country runner was supposedly the owner of it, and more and more people had started coming and now it was THE spot.

The inside of the hundred-plus-year-old house had wide plank pine floors and huge exposed walnut beams that gave it a barnlike feel. But it was a cozy barn that was low lit at night and warm with the bodies of young people buzzing before the music got going.

Girls got dressed up, put on makeup. Guys got fresh haircuts and ironed their preppy shirts. Around eleven, the lights would drop and the DJ’s laser light setup would start flashing and there would be an energy to the place, a real glow and electric excitement of healthy nice-looking college kids ready to blow off some steam as they checked each other out across a music-filled barroom.

At eleven this Thursday night, the DJ was starting out with some late 2000s pure nostalgia. Real fun stuff, Flo Rida, Ne-Yo, 3 Doors Down. Standing in the middle of the crowded bar, Olivia Ramos took a sip of her watery rum and Coke as the first jangly strains of Taylor Swift’s “Our Song” started up.

Back when Taylor was still country, she thought, shaking her head. Those were the days.

“Woo-hoo,” she called out as somebody else shrieked out a huge whistle.

Fake IDs, Thursday night bar crawls, Olivia thought as she smiled at herself in the mirror behind the bar. Now she was actually woo-hooing at random.

Olivia stirred her drink and took another sip.

If she kept up this amount of IQ drainage, soon she’d be dancing on the bar like some of the senior girls did every once in a while. Of course, that wasn’t the purpose for Olivia coming up to the boonies in Connecticut. On the contrary. When she was offered the Beckford scholarship, she’d told her friends back in New York it was solely the famous writing and journalism program of the nationally top-ranked liberal arts school that had gotten her to accept. Beckford was going to be strictly business, she had said, a necessary way station between either Columbia Journalism School or the Iowa Writers’ Workshop.

But now here in her second year, she had to admit she really loved Beckford. The school wasn’t big but at the core of it was an actual genuine good vibe.

Maybe because it was so isolated up near the western border of Massachusetts or something, but it really did have, corny as it sounded, a school spirit, a sort of primal sense of “we are a family, we are a tribe.”

Especially at the basketball games. The men’s basketball team, the Redhawks, hadn’t missed a bid into the NCAA Tournament in fifteen years and no one blew up a basketball arena like they did. Home or away. Her actual ring tone was the booster club song, “We Are Small but We Are Mighty.”

Like me, Olivia thought, taking a bracing sip of her Cuba libre as her roommate and BFF, Naomi, walked into the bar.
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How the blonde, stick-thin, tall Naomi Dalton, the premed volleyball player, and the petite not-so-stick-thin half Italian, half Puerto Rican, English major Olivia made their friendship work, Olivia wasn’t exactly sure.

Was it because they were opposites? she sometimes thought. A mutual sense of the absurd?

Whatever it was, it just worked. Ever since freshman orientation the year before, they’d been finishing each other’s sentences like twin sisters and had become as thick as thieves. The entire school was still talking about Halloween last year when they had hilariously shown up to the big track party together as Barbie and Dora the Explorer.

“You’re going to kill me,” Naomi said now as she huddled in beside her.

“What? Why?” Olivia said.

“They’re calling a meeting,” she said.

Olivia rolled her eyes. Naomi was rushing the campus’s snootiest sorority, Lambda Kappa Delta. Olivia wasn’t. She called it the Lamb Duh Society.

“Now? On a Thursday!” Olivia said. “THE hot party here is just getting started and now you have to leave to swallow goldfish or something? You of all people don’t need friends, Naomi. Why don’t you just drop it?”

“You know why,” Naomi said, lifting her vodka and pineapple with a frown.

Olivia actually did know. It was her mother. Naomi’s mother was a Beckford alumna and a former Lamb Duh Society debutante herself. She was also a dopey, prying desperate housewife type from Greenwich who liked to run Naomi’s life like she was her life-size flesh-and-blood personal Barbie doll instead of her daughter.

“Mommie Dearest strikes again,” Olivia said. “Why did you even room with me? You should have just brought mumsy with you. She would have loved that.”

“This really sucks,” Naomi said. “I hate this. The music is just getting started and we were planning tonight all week and—”

“And it’s okay. I’ll live,” Olivia said. “You can go. I get it. Duty calls.”

“Oh, screw you. Duty calls,” Naomi said, sticking her tongue out. “And why don’t you rush with me already? There’s still time. We could still be roomies next year and there’s a cook at the sorority house. And as a bonus, there’ll be no more easy listening to the pleasant tones of that mysterious guy down the hall who hacks up a lung every morning. It’ll be a total win-win!”

“I can’t,” Olivia said.

“Why not?” Naomi said.

Olivia had put some thought to the very same question and the answer was twofold.

The first part was obvious. She was intimidated. Some rich kids like Naomi couldn’t be cooler, but she was the exception not the rule. Most of the sorority kids were pretty snotty toward scholarship kids who had only learned to eat with the one fork and didn’t really know how to treat the help as they actually had to clean up after themselves.

And the second answer was, what was the motivation? A social connection for a better job after graduation? Olivia didn’t want to kiss ass. No way. Or even need to. Not her. She had talent.

She’d rather just do what she’d always done. Put her nose to the grindstone and outwork and outdo the rest.

“Well, well. How do you like that?” Naomi finally said. “Olivia Ramos is at a loss for words. A first. Maybe that’s because there is no real reason. Please just think about it, okay? Some of the girls are really cool.”

“I will,” Olivia lied as she hugged her roomie bestie and then waved goodbye.
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Naomi had been gone for about a quarter of an hour when Olivia noticed that none other than Dylan Rimmer had come in with a bunch of his bros.

One of them was wearing a traffic cone on his head like a witch’s hat and the rest of them were cracking up.

Dylan, a fellow sophomore, was in Olivia’s honors creative writing class and was known as kind of a stoner. But a pretty gorgeous one, she thought as she looked at him grinning at something his friend was telling him. Fair-haired and scruffy, he looked a bit like Bradley Cooper.

And wait a second, Olivia thought, watching Dylan as he knocked his buddy’s orange witch hat cone off his head and put him in a fake headlock.

Isn’t his current girlfriend, Kimberly Peck, the Lamb Duh Society chapter co-president?

She watched Dylan belly up to the bar a moment later. Why was she watching him? she thought. She wasn’t even into him.

Or was she?

When he was done ordering his drink, he turned and then suddenly smiled as their eyes met.

“Hey, Olivia, what’s up?” he said as he came over. “I was working on a William Carlos Williams–style poem this afternoon. You ready? It goes, ‘I’m so very terribly sorry I drank all the beer you were hiding in the back of your grandmother’s old hippie van. I was thirsty and well, I really, really wanted to get drunk.’”

Olivia laughed politely.

“Needs work,” she said, mimicking their droll writing teacher, Professor Riboni.

Dylan laughed back at that. He played the trumpet in the school band and did really stupid and funny dance moves with it at the basketball games during time-outs. Some good-looking guys could be jerky jackasses but he was fun. And he was a good writer actually.

“I didn’t know you came here, too,” Dylan said. “Wow, you look, ummm. . .”

She gave him an innocent, fake puzzled look. She knew how she looked. During the day, she wore her glasses and was all business but Thursday nights, the contacts were put in as she went all out.

“You look pretty ummm yourself,” she found herself saying over the music before she could stop herself.

His big blue eyes went wide. They both looked over at the DJ booth as the Black Eyed Peas standard “I Gotta Feeling” started up.

“What are you drinking there, Olivia? You’re looking a little low,” he said as the bartender came over.

The crash of glass—a dropped bottle of beer or something down the bar—made them both turn.

Now to make my hasty retreat, Olivia thought.

“I, um, have to take this,” she said, quickly lifting up her phone and heading for the door.

Take that, Kimberly Peckerhead, Olivia thought, smiling to herself in the cold of the empty parking lot outside. While you’re busy being a jerk to my friend, I’m just going to have to go ahead and, uh, flirt with your hottie boyfriend a little, okay? Yeah. Thanks.

Guess who I’m talking to? she texted Naomi.

Waiting for a reply, she turned as she actually heard the soft click of the traffic light on Route 4 a couple of hundred feet to her left. She smiled at the red light as she thought about what Professor Riboni had said that very day about writing skills being so much about being a good observer.

She turned and looked off in the dark. The first structure her eyes hit on was a closed gas station down the street. The one light of its rain shed revealed a small, squared off, lonely building with a glass door. With the dark slabs of its pumps and its worn strip of concrete, it looked. . .boring.

The next business down the road on the right was a coffee shop and in the parking lot light, you could see flowers along the path in front of it. They were black-eyed Susans that had died in the autumn night cold, she noticed.

In the cold of the autumn night, the dead black-eyed Susans looked. . . Olivia thought.

Like a swarm of spiders? she thought squinting. Or no. . .flying spiders? No, shit, that really sucked.

“Needs work,” she mumbled.

It happened as she was still standing there waiting to hear back from Naomi. When Olivia glanced over at the traffic light again, she saw there was a car stopped underneath it. Not a car actually. An SUV. A huge one. Was it a Cadillac Escalade?

Then her mouth dropped open when she saw the shining silver hood ornament and looked down and saw the New York plates.

Watching the huge Rolls-Royce make the left turn into the college onto Lawton Road where all the top faculty lived, Olivia suddenly remembered something with a click, like the click of the traffic light.

“Wait,” she said as she watched the lights of the SUV disappear up Lawton.

“Wait just one tiny little second,” she said.
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