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‘Compulsive, twisted and darkly funny’

SALLY HEPWORTH

‘Coryell’s fiercely witty, intoxicating prose hooked me on page one and never let go’

ANA REYES

‘A deliciously dark tale. I galloped through this book’
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‘An original take that dives head-first into a dark obsession. Tasha Coryell created a character so relatable it hurt’
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‘A pacy read with sparky one-liners and an irresistible set up. If you like your crime fiction delivered with whip-smart humour, you’ll love this rollercoaster of a read’
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Part One


1.

Undisclosed Location

I didn’t plan to fall in love with an accused serial killer. Nevertheless, my wrists and ankles are bound to a chair, and I can only blame myself.

I’m in a nondescript white room with florescent lights and gray carpeting lined with geometric shapes. Across from me there’s a window that reveals that it’s still daylight and that I’m somewhere above ground floor, but gives no clues to my overall location. The ropes chafe where I strain, rubbing my skin raw. My bladder is regrettably full. If I’d known that I was going to find myself in a kidnapping situation, I would’ve used the bathroom.

“Hello?” I cry out.

I suspect that no one can hear me because my mouth remains uncovered and I was not put here by a stupid man. My suspicions are verified when no one arrives.

“Please, I have to use the bathroom,” I say.

The silence is more disturbing to me than anything else.

I’m not as frightened as I should be, though I am frightened, which is a relief. I always appreciate when I feel the emotions I’m expected to feel in any given situation, like when I bake a cake and it looks like the picture from the recipe when I pull it out of the oven.

Beneath the fear is undeniable excitement. If I wanted to be kind to myself, I would identify it as adrenaline that I need to help me survive, but I’m not sure that I deserve kindness. Even as I’m afraid, there’s something thrilling about being tied to a chair, like a scene from a movie. There is no question about who the protagonist of this story is.

I’m worried that when my body is discovered I will be found undeserving of mourning. That’s the catch of martyrdom on social media. First, they lament your death, and then, they count all the reasons why you deserved to die.

I want to believe that I’m a good person. I vote in every election and care about the environment. I have a Black Lives Matter sticker on the back of my laptop and send money to various groups whenever there is a national tragedy.

All of these things will be outweighed by the great wrong that I’ve committed in falling in love with an accused serial killer.

“Don’t tell me you didn’t want this,” Meghan would say if she could see me. “No one does what you’ve done if they don’t find being tied up and about to die at least a little hot.”

Meghan isn’t wrong. I find no pleasure in the prospect of death, but enjoy picturing the mourning of the masses. I want my name remembered, unlike the hordes of other women who have been brutally murdered and then forgotten. At the very least, I want a podcast in my memory.

I hear a noise outside the door.

“Please! Help me!” I call out.

Despite the urgency of the situation, I can’t fully believe that my death is inevitable. What is the world if I’m not in it?

Too late, I realize that the sounds are not those of a would-be rescuer and instead are the familiar footsteps of the man that brought me here. I strain at the ropes again, a futile act. I take a deep breath and prepare to die.


2.

Before falling in love with a serial killer, I worked in communications for a nonprofit. It was a job that I got following a months-long search after graduating with my bachelor’s degree. I graduated into the recession and suddenly all of the “promise” that I’d always been told I had dissipated into thin air. “You can do anything” turned into comments from my parents suggesting that I apply to work at Target or Starbucks, which I did. They turned me down because I had no retail experience. No one cared about my English and Political Science double majors with a German minor. They just wanted men that could write code.

The job offer from the nonprofit in Minneapolis was a godsend. It allowed me to move out of my parents’ house in the suburbs and live as the pseudo-adult I’d always dreamed of being. I figured I could stay in the position for a couple of years and eventually move up the ranks until I had the type of job I actually wanted. As it turned out, there was no moving up. The people already employed in the upper ranks of nonprofits took turns switching positions like a game of musical chairs. I scrolled hopelessly through real estate listings, fantasizing over houses with yards big enough for a dog, aware that I had somewhere between seventeen and a hundred dollars in my savings account at any given time and would never be able to afford a down payment. I bought shirts that cost five dollars and went out for brunches that cost twenty-five because brunch was the main and only joy in my life.

Needless to say, I was demotivated in the office. I spent my days scrolling social media when I was supposed to be working. I followed celebrity gossip sites to find out who was sleeping with whom. I read articles about politics (bad), about how the U.S. treated immigrants (bad), women (bad), and members of the LGBTQ community (bad). I kept a document open on my computer called “Work in Progress” in which I intended to write the next great American novel and which was perpetually blank.

At night, I drank too much and went on dates with men who would never love me. I don’t want to say that not loving me was an equivalent crime to killing women. In a legal sense, there wasn’t any wrong committed at all. No contracts had been signed, no living spaces shared, no kids wounded in custody agreements that weren’t fair to anyone. It was only my heart, that stupid clichéd thing, that had been stabbed, bruised, and strangled until I was willing to embarrass myself for even the tiniest drops of affection.

Before I opened myself up to William, before I knew the names Anna Leigh, Kimberly, Jill, and Emma, and had memorzed the ways in which he was accused of hurting them, I dated Max Yulipsky. There was no real future with Max, I knew that from the start, a knowledge that never stopped me from willingly bending over and spreading my legs.

Max ghosted me on a Thursday, though I didn’t know that yet. Max was always like that, ethereal and hard to reach. It was one of the things that drew me to him. Max was in a punk band called the Screaming Seals that rarely practiced and wasn’t very good. That was another thing that I liked about him. It was endearing the way he got on stage and played his little heart out in songs that were less than two minutes long and could’ve been written by a high schooler. I had one of their exclusive band T-shirts that was printed in the basement of the house that Max shared with his two roommates and featured an image of a seal wearing a bandana. I only wore the shirt on the nights that Max didn’t stay over because I didn’t want him to know how much I cherished it.

For his day job, Max worked at a shop that sold specialty cheeses and sandwiches I couldn’t afford. Sometimes he brought me small pieces of cheese wrapped in cling film and I allowed myself to cut tiny slices off in the evening as a way to taste him when he wasn’t around. I still had cheese left when Max disappeared. If I had known it was the last cheese, I would’ve made it last longer. I would’ve kept it in the fridge until it grew moldy and then I would’ve eaten it anyway. To risk food poisoning for a person was a true sign of love.

But Max and I didn’t use words like “love” or even “relationship.”

“I’m not looking for anything serious,” he murmured into my ear the first time we made out.

“Me neither,” I said as I unzipped his pants. It was a lie that I’d uttered so many times that it no longer felt like a lie. Talking with men was more like reading a script than confessions from the heart.

Because I lacked sincerity, I assumed he did too. Surely, we would grow closer and closer until we were inexorably linked, and he would be forced to admit during the throes of passion that he couldn’t stop thinking about me and wanted to be together forever. Instead, when we finished lovemaking, or fucking, or whatever term didn’t make him uncomfortable with the carnal acts we’d just committed, he said things like “Do you think McDonald’s is still open?” or “Can you make eggs the way that I like in the morning?”

The last date we ever went on was to a semi-vegan restaurant pop-up in a rapidly gentrifying area of town. It was October and the trees were grasping at their last bursts of color before turning skeletal for the winter.

“How can a restaurant be semi-vegan?” I asked Max. “Isn’t the whole point of veganism that you’re all in or I guess, more accurately, all out?”

He smiled at me. He was wearing a homemade Fugazi T-shirt with a hole in the armpit. I wanted nothing more than for him to love me forever.

“That’s what I love about you, Hannah. You’re always thinking,” he replied. I glowed at the use of the word “love.”

Afterwards, I asked Max if he wanted to go back to my place and he brushed me off.

“I have a lot to do tomorrow,” he said.

I didn’t remind him that he worked at a cheese shop.

“Come on,” I replied in my most alluring voice, pushing my body against him. I wanted my flesh to be irresistible. It wasn’t.

“Sorry,” he said, pushing me away. He smiled when he said it, but it was crooked.

The rejection might’ve bothered me less if I thought we were each other’s equals. Max still drove the car that his parents passed down to him when he was sixteen, even though the whole structure creaked every time he put on the brakes. He didn’t have health insurance and when I asked, he said he couldn’t remember the last time he’d gone to the doctor for a check-up. I assumed the same was true about the dentist, especially considering that he’d turned down my offer of keeping a toothbrush at my place.

“That’s a little too serious for me,” he said.

Max once explained to me that he couldn’t get a real job because to get a real job was to sellout and he was dedicated to his punk band. What, I wanted to ask, is the pinnacle for a punk band? Once you’ve achieved everything you’ve dreamed of, what are you holding? Rather than say any of that, I murmured something about talent.

“I’m not like you, Hannah,” he said at the end of the conversation. “I can’t just get any old job.”

The comment stung. It was true that I’d abandoned the creative pursuits I’d had as a child—theater, art, and writing—in favor of a forty-hour work week. But if nothing else, I wanted to believe that I was doing good through my job at the nonprofit.

“Making change from the inside!” I’d said enthusiastically when I got the position, before I realized how the inside slowly devours a person until they’re doing nothing at all.

I consoled myself with my health insurance that had a deductible that was too high, insurance I used to briefly attend therapy with a woman that I could only describe as being akin to a scolding teacher. I knew too that there were steady drips of money going to my retirement account, though I’d never learned to comprehend what those numbers meant. And on the days where those things weren’t enough, I took solace in the occasional taco bar that appeared in the breakroom, stuffing chips in my mouth until my stomach hurt.

Max didn’t have any sympathy for me. To him, it was the life that I chose like there had been any kind of choice involved in the matter.

It took me a week and a half to realize that Max ghosted me. In the meantime, I wore my band T-shirt, nibbled on cheese, and refreshed his social media feeds looking for clues as to his whereabouts. When he posted a graphic for an upcoming Screaming Seals show, I stupidly decided to attend, thinking that the mere sight of me would be enough to trigger arousal.

I put on my favorite little black dress, plucked from a closet full of little black dresses. I straightened my hair into submission and drew cat eyes with my eyeliner thinking that it made me look a little punk. I invited my best friend Meghan to attend the show with me and she arrived at my studio apartment with her boyfriend.

“He’s going to be the designated driver,” she said apologetically, an admission that she knew his presence was crossing a line. It was just supposed to be the two of us that night, but the notion of the two of us was already starting to erode.

I was drunk by the time we arrived at the venue. The Screaming Seals were only one band in a set of many and I spent the minutes leading up to their performance grappling with my age, so clearly on the wrong side of thirty in the midst of the cool punk girls around me. My hair, I realized, was stupid, my dress ill-fitting. By the time Max’s band came on, I was falling down drunk in attempts to regain my self-esteem. I spent their short set trying to make eye contact with him that I never caught.

He appeared in the crowd after his set and I walked towards him, waiting for him to exclaim, “You’re here!”, touched by my devotion. It was a shock when he wrapped his arms around another girl. When they extricated themselves from the hug, I realized that I had met her before at a house party Max had thrown. Her name was Rebecca or Rachel and she had been friends with Max in college before he dropped out during his junior year because, as he said, “College was an inauthentic experience.”

“They’re just friends,” I told Meghan, not realizing that Meghan had absconded to a dark corner to make out with her boyfriend.

“Hey!” I said as I approached Max.

It took his eyes a minute to focus like he couldn’t quite remember who I was.

“Oh hey, Hannah,” he said finally.

I tried to wrap my arms around him the way that Rebecca or Rachel had, but his body felt limp.

“You were so good!” I exclaimed.

“Thank you.” He grinned.

I could already feel myself worming my way back into his heart. There was a plan all laid out in my head that included the two of us descending into a drunken stupor and inviting him back to my apartment. He would love me, or at least like me when he saw me naked. We could eat breakfast together in the morning. I would spend the day hungover, but happy because, momentarily, Max was within my grip.

Only Max didn’t want to descend into a drunken stupor. He resisted my suggestions to go to the bar and worse, Rebecca or Rachel or whatever wouldn’t leave the two of us alone.

“So, Hannah, what do you do?” she said.

That was how I found myself talking about work at a punk show, the least punk thing imaginable.

“I do comms for a nonprofit,” I said and then had to say it again because the venue was too loud for conversation.

“Cool,” she said.

Meghan tapped me on the shoulder before I could return the question.

“We’re ready to go,” she told me.

I didn’t care what the two of them wanted to do. Meghan’s boyfriend wasn’t even supposed to come along and I was just about to tell her to leave me there, saying that I would get an Uber with Max, but before I could speak, Max said, “We’re about to take off too.”

I spent the car ride back to my apartment lamenting the word “we.”

“What did he mean by that?” I said.

“He’s probably giving her a ride home,” Meghan consoled me.

“Yes, but what did he mean by that?” I asked again.

We never learned the exact time of Anna Leigh’s death—her body was too far gone for that—but forensic analysis suggested that as I unwrapped a frozen pizza that had been in my freezer for so long I couldn’t remember when I bought it, Anna Leigh’s mangled body was being dumped into the ravine. Already, vermin had begun to burrow their way into her skin as I bit into my pizza and burned the roof of my mouth. This was not to suggest that being murdered and being shunned by a man I wasn’t even in a real relationship with were equivalent, but to say it was a bad time for a lot of us.


3.

“FIND ANNA LEIGH” was trending when I arrived in the office two days later.

The nonprofit was located in a decrepit multipurpose building that was supposed to indicate that we were “part of the community”, according to my boss, but was rapidly emptying due to the building’s decay. The weather was uncharacteristically cold for the beginning of November and the first snowflakes of the year peppered my hair as I made the walk from my car. Ordinarily, the first snow made me happy, but I struggled to find coziness within the chill that morning.

“You look tired,” Carole said.

Carole had been sitting next to me since I started the job. At the time, I assumed she was close to retirement and had since learned she was a mere fifty-three years old and would be working for the corporation for what felt like another hundred years. Carole liked to hold her age over me because it was the only thing she had. Like me, she had no power, no money. The only privilege she was given were snide little comments like “You’ll change your mind about that in ten years” and derisive snorts whenever I tried to pitch new ideas in meetings.

“I’m fine,” I told her.

I wasn’t fine. Since the punk show, I’d looked at every picture Max had ever posted on social media. I tried to stalk Rebecca/Rachel whose actual name turned out to be Reese, but all her accounts were on private, which felt like a personal attack. I cycled through pep talks, telling myself that I was too good for him, that I didn’t even really like him to begin with, that this was an opportunity to find someone better, before reassuring myself that surely he and Reese were just friends and he would text at any moment. Any moment! I decided to start a new exercise program and spent an hour looking at indoor bikes that I couldn’t afford and had no room for before closing the browser tabs. I devoted myself to clean eating only to order Chinese food for dinner that I’d eaten for every meal since. It wasn’t even about Max, not wholly, but rather resentment that I was seemingly unable to have a casual relationship, my heart like a hook that latched on to whatever was nearest.

I settled with my first cup of coffee in front of my computer. Coffee made work more tolerable and I carefully parsed out each beverage as tiny treats that carried me through the day. Too much and my hands became jittery and ineffectual, and too little and I slumped over my desk by noon, deprived of energy like a marathon runner who hadn’t taken in enough carbs.

Technically we weren’t supposed to look at social media at work. Technically we weren’t supposed to do a lot of things. We weren’t supposed to park too close to the building to save those spaces for visitors. We weren’t supposed to online shop or eat lunch at our desks. We weren’t supposed to use our cell phones or wear athleisure in the office, even the stuff that was designed to look corporate. It was hard to care about technicalities. If Carole could wear her flowy hippy skirts and ugly crochet scarves at her desk, I could wear yoga pants and look at Twitter.

Anna Leigh appeared before me, her face on the screen and her name in the trending topics. On the surface, there were few commonalities between us. She was almost a decade younger than me, married, and a recent law school graduate. She was conventionally beautiful in a way that I could only ever aspire to be with big blue eyes, blonde hair, and a tiny frame. When I met women like Anna Leigh in real life, I resented them for their good looks and success. As someone who was missing, she became the everywoman; me, or my best friend Meghan, or any other woman who dared to exist in the world, and I felt the pain of her absence acutely.

I shared the post.

“If you know anything at all please come forward,” I said. “She was last seen in the Atlanta area, but it’s possible that she’s crossed state lines.”

I spent the morning falling into a hole of Anna Leigh. I studied her Instagram, her dormant Twitter, her LinkedIn account. I MacGyvered my way around paywalls in order to read articles about her disappearance. By lunchtime, I was intimately familiar with her life in a way that I didn’t even know my own friends.

Anna Leigh was last spotted at the law firm in Georgia where she served as an intern. I assumed, though never confirmed, that the firm was the kind of place with free snacks in the breakroom and not the kind of place where a person expected to be kidnapped and murdered. Later, we would learn that William Thompson worked at the same firm, but William Thompson wasn’t yet a name we knew.

Anna Leigh, in the tradition of female members of her family, got married a month after graduating from college and started law school two months after that. It was expected that she would have a successful career until she had children and then she was to stay home and take care of her family while her husband supported them financially. The difficulty was that Anna Leigh’s husband, Tripp, was a poor student in law school and had to settle for lower quality internships until he had the credentials to start at his father’s firm, which specialized in personal injury law and were frequently criticized as being “ambulance chasers.”

People described Anna Leigh as disarming. Men often made the mistake of thinking she was cute and harmless and she knew how to take advantage of that impulse. Anna Leigh, despite her family’s wishes for her, was determined to become a judge. These large aspirations were made acceptable by her disappearance.

“Anna Leigh has a bright future,” her parents said on the news. “We need to bring her home.”

They spoke in a Georgia drawl that was foreign to my midwestern cadence. Anna Leigh’s mother wore chunky jewelry and too much makeup, which was ineffectual at covering the large bags under her eyes that formed from crying. Her father looked like a man who processed his emotions through shooting deer in a forest and didn’t know what to do with himself now he was the deer begging for the return of his child.

“We know she’s still alive,” he said. “We just know it.”

They might have discovered she was missing sooner if Tripp hadn’t come home late from a night out with the boys. Most of his college friends were still single and lived in the area and they hadn’t fully let go of notions of their youth. Tripp was drunk when he arrived at home the night Anna Leigh went missing. He was so drunk that he stripped off his clothes in the living room and fell asleep on the couch in his boxers. When he woke in the morning, he yelled “Fuck” because he was late for work. He assumed that Anna Leigh had already left. She was never late for work.

It wasn’t until he got home that evening that Tripp realized that something was amiss. Anna Leigh was in charge of dinner in their house. If she didn’t have time to cook, she told Tripp to pick up something or they went out to eat. This was so ingrained in their routine that Tripp didn’t notice that it was happening. Dinner, it seemed, manifested itself in the same way that mail appeared in their mailbox each day. There was someone that made these things happen, but the process was invisible to him and that was how he liked it.

His stomach grumbled. Where was Anna Leigh? He hoped she was amenable to takeout. He wanted chicken fingers dipped in honey mustard. No matter how old he got, he could never get away from those childhood cravings.

He sent her a text.

Where r u?

He sent her another when she didn’t respond.

im starting to get worried, he wrote.

Tripp called Anna Leigh’s best friend. The two of them had hooked up during a drunken night in college, something that Anna Leigh didn’t know and would never find out. Since then, he’d kept a careful distance from her.

“Have you seen Anna Leigh?” he asked.

“No, but when you see her can you tell her to respond to my texts? It’s important,” the best friend replied. She later regretted her flippancy. She was mad at a dead girl and didn’t even know it.

“That’s just it,” Tripp said. “She’s not here.”

She convinced Tripp to call the police. She’d seen a lot of stuff about the increase in human trafficking on Facebook and she was worried that something terrible had happened to Anna Leigh.

“Maybe she was getting gas and someone grabbed her. I’ve heard that’s what happens,” she said.

The police found Anna Leigh’s car at the law office where she had arrived the previous day and seemingly never left. According to another intern, she behaved normally during the day and headed to the elevators at 6:30, saying she “Couldn’t wait to sit on the couch and keep watching Friends.” Somewhere between getting on the elevator and going to her car, Anna Leigh had been deterred from her plan. Maybe she had gotten a text from a friend and taken an Uber to a second location. Maybe someone had picked her up. There were so many innocuous possibilities that it didn’t even seem worth considering her death.

I was drinking my second cup of coffee and researching Tripp when I first stumbled across the forum. Tripp’s sparse social media participation was rapidly being overtaken by the hordes online that were eager to pin Anna Leigh’s disappearance on him. In response, he locked down all his accounts, but not before the forum was able to grab screenshots of his recent posts. I went to the forum hoping to find evidence of Tripp’s misdeeds. What I found instead was fellowship.

Before I joined the forum, I would’ve said I consumed true crime as much as any other ordinary American woman, which was to say quite a bit. We were obsessed with our own impending deaths, imagining danger in even the tamest of scenarios. Do enough research and nowhere is safe, not the Target parking lot, not your apartment complex, not the friendly neighborhood running trail. I wouldn’t, however, have described myself as a true crime junkie. I didn’t listen to the podcasts or go to conventions. I drew a hard line in the sand between myself and those women. I was, I told myself, merely a concerned citizen.

In its nascent stages, the forum was united in its mission. First and foremost, the goal was to find Anna Leigh. This was linked to the second mission of persecuting Tripp for whatever harm he’d obviously caused her.

“Most violence towards women is committed by the men closest to them,” wrote one user.

“It has to be Tripp,” another person agreed. “It’s always the boyfriend.”

We analyzed his photos. Look at the way he’s holding that dead fish, we said. It’s hooked right in the eye. Or how his hand wrapped possessively around Anna Leigh’s waist, like he owned her. It wasn’t the posture of two people in love, that was for sure. Or what about that other picture, the one of him and several hot girls that weren’t Anna Leigh. Maybe he was cheating on her. Maybe he needed to make her disappear.

Unfortunately for us, Tripp had an alibi. There was CCTV footage of him leaving work, footage of him entering the bar with his friends, and footage of him stumbling into an Uber hours later. The bar had a record of all the drinks charged to his tab, including a round of shots consumed minutes after Anna Leigh’s disappearance. There were also dozens of people who could account for his actions throughout the evening, including two games of pool, one cigar smoked, and a fight that was narrowly avoided.

“I still don’t trust Tripp,” I posted on the forum, a post that was endorsed by a wave of approving emojis and gifs. “There’s more than one way to kill a person besides with your own hands.”

“Men,” someone replied, “are never to be trusted.”

I dedicated all of the energy that had previously gone into thinking about Max into finding Anna Leigh. See? I wanted to tell him. I’m not thinking about you at all. I had other hobbies besides obsessing over men who would never feel about me the way that I felt about them. I cared about missing girls, dead girls. I was a good person.

Instead of making graphics promoting the work that the nonprofit had done over the year while drinking my third and final cup of coffee for the day, I made graphics raising awareness about Anna Leigh. I felt warm and good as the number of shares climbed into the thousands. Finally! My skills were being used for something important.

As the afternoon deepened, the Anna Leigh backlash began. What about the Black women, the indigenous women, who went missing with little to no fanfare? Yes, I said. We needed to care about them too and I quickly reposted pictures of other missing women before watching seven separate videos of people breaking down the timeline of Anna Leigh’s disappearance.

I went out for happy hour drinks with Meghan that were blissfully free of her boyfriend’s presence. As much as I insisted that I was happy for her (“I’m so happy for you!” I told her when they first became official), I longed for a rift to come between them that would re-cement Meghan as my best friend, the person who was always there for me no matter what.

“Have you heard about Anna Leigh?” I asked her.

“Everyone has heard about Anna Leigh,” she replied.

“It’s awful,” I said, sipping my margarita.

“Do you think she’s still alive?” Meghan asked.

“I don’t want to think any other way.”

“It’s good,” she said, “to keep hope alive.”
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