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Chapter 1

The Drawer

She had been awake since 4:18 AM.

The apartment was a second‑floor walk‑up on Capitol Hill, three rooms above an alley, the kitchen at the front and the bedroom at the back and the small room in between she had set up as an office because the building had been built in 1923 and the building had not been built for a person who worked from home. The desk was under the only window. The window faced the alley. The alley was where the recycling went out on Thursdays and where the smokers from the bar two doors down stood on weekend nights and talked in voices she had learned to sleep through.

She had been awake since 4:18 AM and she had not turned a light on until 6:00 AM. She had sat in the kitchen in the dark for that time. She had not opened any of the four windows because the alley was cold. She had not opened the door of the bedroom because the bedroom was where the sleep that did not come stayed and waited for her, and she did not visit it in the dark.

She had taken a shower at 6:14 AM. She had stood under the water for nine minutes. The water ran over the bones of her shoulders and the bones of her hips and the bones of her wrists. The bones had not been this close to the skin in twenty years. The sweater she had put on after the shower had belonged to her ex‑husband and she had not worn it before September.

She was at the kitchen counter now in the sweater that was three sizes too big. The coffee maker was on. The clock on the microwave read 7:32 AM. The clock on the oven, six minutes slower, read 7:26 AM. She had not corrected the oven clock since the time change. She had been telling herself she would correct it for three weeks.

She had not eaten anything yet.

She would not eat anything until the afternoon. She had a routine, by now, for the eating. The eating was on a schedule, the way the showering was on a schedule and the work was on a schedule and the not‑sleeping was on the schedule the body had built without her permission.

The card from Lily sat on the desk where she had set it the day it had arrived. The envelope was square, ivory, addressed in Lily’s hand in dark blue pen. The return address was the Capitol Hill apartment in the building four streets north where Lily had lived since the fall of 2022. The card was sealed. The card had been sealed for eighty‑one days.

She poured the coffee. She carried the mug to the desk and set it on the wood. She sat down.

She did not open the bottom drawer.

She had not opened the bottom drawer in eight months.

She had been carrying the cedar piece in her left jacket pocket for the first one hundred and twenty days. Then in the inside breast pocket. Then, since the second week of September, in the bottom drawer of the desk, in a small cotton handkerchief that had belonged to her mother. The handkerchief had a small embroidered M in one corner. The cedar piece was beside it. The Lindgren recording was below them both in its original case, the date in pencil on the spine: October 14, 2024.

She had been carrying or not carrying these things for one hundred and forty‑three days.

She drank the coffee.

The light in the alley was the gray of late October before the rain came on. The maple at the south end of the alley was past its color now. The leaves on the asphalt were wet and dark and going to mat. The radiator in the office ticked once, the small dry tick of an iron radiator that had not been bled this season. The smell of the building in the morning was the smell of old wood and old paint and the coffee on the desk.

She watched the leaves for a count.

She did not think about Lindgren. She did not think about Karl. She did not think about Eric Mickelson in the institution where he had been sent at the end of August. She did not think about Magda Pettersen at the farmhouse on County Road 18 where Magda was wintering alone for the first time since her grandfather had died. She thought about the leaves.

She had taken on three cases since June. Two of them had been small. A landlord in Wallingford had been forging signatures on lease addenda; she had documented the pattern in eleven days and turned the file over to a tenant’s rights attorney. A woman in Madison Park had asked her to follow a husband; she had taken two weeks, found nothing, written the report, declined the second fee. The third case was still open. It was the kind of case the office worked when it was not working on anything else. She had not opened the third case file in nine days.

She did not think about the third case.

She thought about the leaves until 10:42 AM.

The phone rang at 10:42 AM.

She picked up on the second ring.

The voice on the other end was a woman’s voice. Low alto. Careful in the way of a person who had been answering a gallery telephone for twenty years and had learned to keep her own grief out of the first sentence she gave a stranger. The vowels in the voice were the long careful round vowels of a woman who had been born in a town that had been settled by Norwegians and had not let the Norwegian go.

“Is this Paige Whitford.”

“Yes.”

“My name is Brita Halvik. I have your number from a woman in Eugene who said you took on the Roan Creek case last summer. She said you took it on as a favor and that you did not take favors. She said you took this one.”

Paige did not answer.

“I have a daughter,” Brita said. “Her name is Eva. She is nineteen. She has been missing since the twelfth of September. The sheriff has run out of things to do.”

The voice did not break. The voice did not rush. The voice paid for each word with the cost of a sentence held back. Paige had heard women’s voices like this in three rooms in her life. The voice was the voice of a woman who had not slept since the twelfth of September.

“Where are you calling from.”

“Hollin Cove.”

“I do not know it.”

“It is in Curry County. On the coast. South. We are six hundred and forty miles from where you are.”

“What does Eva do.”

“She is in her first year at the community college in Brookings. She comes home on weekends. The night she did not come home was a Sunday. She had been to a church supper. She left the supper at 8:42 PM. She did not come home.”

“Has there been anything since.”

“No.”

“Vehicle.”

“She did not have one. She had walked the half mile from the church back along Main Street to the gallery. She has done it a hundred times. She did not arrive.”

“Phone.”

“The sheriff has it. He found it at the gallery door. She had set it on the step where she sometimes set it when her hands were full. The screen had two missed calls on it from a man named Jonas Bjornstrom that came in between 8:48 PM and 9:01 PM. She had not answered either of them.”

“Boy at school.”

“There is a boy. The sheriff has interviewed him twice. He was in Salem with his family the night of the twelfth. There are pictures. The sheriff is satisfied.”

“The sheriff.”

“His name is Kjell Birk. He is a deputy sheriff in Brookings. He has been good to me. He has come up here twice a week since the twelfth. He has run out of things he can do.”

“Who is at home.”

“I am. The gallery is closed for the winter season now. I open again in April. I have been at the kitchen window since the twelfth.”

“Who was Eva’s father.”

“He left when she was four. He died in 2019. There is no one I need to call.”

Paige opened her notebook on the desk. She did not pick up the pen. She had not yet decided to take the case. The decision and the not‑deciding moved in her at the same level under the surface of the question she was about to ask.

The coffee on the desk was no longer warm. Paige had not lifted the mug in twelve minutes.

“Why me.”

The woman in Hollin Cove did not answer for a count of seconds.

Then Brita Halvik said, “I read about Roan Creek. I think Eva was taken by the same people.”


Chapter 2

The Drive South

She had locked the apartment door at 1:14 PM.

The duffel was in the back seat of the Subaru. The duffel held five days of clothing because she had not been able to commit to the sixth day at the time she had packed. The notebook was in the duffel. The Lindgren recording and the cedar piece and the handkerchief with the embroidered M were not. She had closed the bottom drawer of the desk before she had left the apartment. She had not opened it.

She had stood in the doorway of the apartment for a count of seconds before she had pulled the door to. The card on the desk had been the last thing she had looked at. She had not picked it up. She had not opened it. She had pulled the door to and turned the deadbolt and walked down two flights of stairs to the alley where the Subaru was parked under the maple that was past its color.

She started the engine at 1:21 PM.

The first hour she did not turn the radio on. She drove south on I‑5 through the south end of Capitol Hill and onto the bridge over the ship canal and through Beacon Hill and past the airport and into Tukwila with the rain on the windshield in light coastal sheets that the wipers cleared on a two‑second interval she had set in 2018 and had not changed since. The rain in Seattle in late October was not rain that surprised anyone. The wipers moved at the speed they were going to move at for the next nine hours.

She passed Tacoma at 2:02 PM.

The traffic thinned south of the airport and stayed thin. The trucks were what she shared the road with after Fife. The trucks ran in a long quiet line in the right lane and she kept to the middle lane and let them work. There was a kind of pacing she had learned on long drives, a way of keeping the body off the question of how long was left, and she did the pacing without thinking about doing it. The interior of the car at 2:30 PM in late October was the temperature of a room in a house that had not been lived in for a week.

She passed Olympia at 2:34 PM.

She passed Centralia at 3:08 PM.

The country between Centralia and the Columbia was the country of long flat fields and timber stands and the small farm roads that ran perpendicular to the highway and disappeared into the haze. She had driven through this country before in her years on the Seattle force, on cases that had taken her south to Vancouver or to Longview or to small towns that had nothing to do with the cases except that they had been where the witnesses had moved to be away. She did not think about those cases. She thought about the road.

She crossed into Oregon at 4:21 PM.

She took the US 30 exit west of Portland and the road turned and ran along the south bank of the Columbia and the river was wide and slate‑colored and the freighters were anchored in the channel and the timber yards and the gravel barges and the long low warehouses of the river towns went past on her right at the pace of a road that had been built before the war. She drove with the river on her right for ninety‑six miles. The sun went down over the river at 5:48 PM.

She came into Astoria at 6:02 PM.

The town was set against the hill above the river and the houses on the hill were lit one window at a time and the streets ran steep and short down to the water. The bridge to Washington stood gray and long over the mouth of the river to the north. She did not take it. She turned south on US 101 and crossed the smaller bridge over Youngs Bay with the last band of light on the water behind her and the Coast Range coming up dark in front of her, and then the country began to change.

The country changed the way she had heard it changes from people who had grown up at the coast. The smell came first, the salt and the kelp and the cold wet wood of the docks. Then the trees changed. The inland conifer of the Cascade slope gave way to the shore pine and the spruce and the salal that comes up under everything else and does not let the understory open. The fog came in just south of Seaside. The fog did not lift again that night.

She gassed up in Tillamook at 6:28 PM.

The gas station was a Chevron at the north end of town. She set the pump on a slow fill because she had time and because she did not want to stand inside the store. The man at the next pump was filling a one‑ton pickup that had not been washed in a year. He did not look at her. She did not look at him. The bell over the door of the store rang twice while she was at the pump. She did not turn her head.

She bought a bottle of water and a banana from the cooler before she left. She ate the banana in the car. She had not eaten anything else that day. The water she set in the cup holder and did not open.

She drove south on 101 with the dark on her and the rain coming in waves over the headlands and the surf audible on the western edge of the road every time the road came close enough to the cliff to let the sound in. The road south of Tillamook was the road of a country that did not have the population to keep a four‑lane highway and did not need one. The road bent. The road bent again. There were stretches where the only light was the light of her headlights and the small reflective markers at the edge of the pavement, the small white circles of plastic that had been hammered into the asphalt by a road crew in some year the road had needed them.

She did not stop again.

She did not turn the radio on.

She thought about the road. She thought about the woman she had spoken to at 10:42 AM that morning whose voice had not broken. She did not think about the apartment. She did not think about the drawer she had not opened before she had left. She did not think about the card on the desk that was still sealed. She thought about the road and she thought about the woman in Hollin Cove and she let those two stand.

The mileposts went down. The names on the green signs went past. Lincoln City. Newport. Florence. Reedsport. The names of towns she had heard of and the names of towns she had not. The dashboard clock moved past 9:00 PM and past 10:00 PM and past 11:00 PM in a way she had stopped tracking because the night was a single night now and the road was a single road and the rain was a single rain.

The body of a woman who had been driving for nine hours was a body that did not belong to the woman anymore. The hands on the wheel were hands. The back against the seat was a back. The eyes that watched the headlights eat the road were the eyes of the work, the eyes of the part of her that had taken the call at 10:42 AM and that had answered the call by getting into the car.

She came into Hollin Cove at 11:14 PM.

The town was a single street and the street was wet and dark and the street ran along the line where the Coast Range came down to the harbor and held the houses against the cliff. The street had two streetlights. One was at the south end at the church. One was at the north end at the harbor. Between them the windows of the houses and the windows of the closed shops and the windows of the gallery on Main Street made the only other light.

She drove the length of the street at fifteen miles an hour. She passed the diner with the chairs upended on the tables for the night and the closed shop that had once been a creamery and the small post office in the front room of a house. The harbor was at the end of the street and the masts of the fishing boats moved against the dark in a slow short rhythm she could see from the cab of the Subaru.

She turned the car around at the harbor and came back up the street and parked across from the gallery.

She turned the engine off and sat in the car for a count.

The gallery on the ground floor was dark. The apartment above the gallery had a single lamp on in the kitchen window. The kitchen window faced the street.

A woman sat at a table inside.

The woman was not eating.


Chapter 3

Hollin Cove

She had woken at 5:47 AM to the radiator clicking on in the wall behind the bed.

The motel had three rooms and she was in the middle one. The room had a bed and a dresser and a coffee maker on the dresser and a window that faced east toward the headland she could not see in the dark. The radiator was the old kind, iron, painted white in some decade before she had been born, and the click of the radiator was the click she had grown up with in the house in Spokane in the years her father had still been alive. The rain on the metal roof of the motel was the rain that had been falling since she had crossed Youngs Bay the night before.

She did not get out of bed for forty minutes.

When she did, she made the coffee in the small two‑cup maker on the dresser and stood at the window with the mug in her hand and watched the light come up gray against the east‑facing wall of a barn that stood between the motel and the headland. The barn was unpainted. The barn had been unpainted for at least the lifetime of the wood.

She showered at 7:08 AM. She dressed at 7:14 AM. She left the room at 7:31 AM.

The motel was three rooms south of town on the east side of Highway 101. Hollin Cove was a quarter mile north. The walk took her past a closed bait shop and a fenced field with two horses standing under a tarp and a small wooden sign that marked the southern edge of town. The sign read HOLLIN COVE in white letters cut into the wood and below it in smaller letters POPULATION SIX HUNDRED.

She came into the south end of Main Street at 7:42 AM.

The Lutheran church stood at the south end of Main Street with the cemetery on its east side and a low cedar fence around the cemetery and a gate of unpainted iron at the corner. She did not stop at the church on the way in. She kept walking.

The street was wet. The street was empty.

The general store was four buildings up the street, on the west side, with a single gas pump out front and a small painted sign that read AUKER’S MERCANTILE in lettering that had been done by hand in the 1950s. The bell over the door rang when she opened it.

The woman behind the counter was sixty. She had gray hair tied back in a single braid and she wore a green canvas jacket over a brown sweater and a pair of work‑glasses on a chain around her neck. The woman looked up when the bell rang and then looked back down at the catalogue she was reading.

Paige took a paper cup from the stack by the coffee urn. She poured the coffee. She set the cup on the counter. She set two dollars beside it.

The woman did not ring it up. The woman pushed the bills back across the counter with one finger.

“First cup of the morning is free.”

“Thank you.”

The woman did not ask. The woman did not look up. Paige put the bills back in her wallet and picked up the cup and walked out.

She drank the coffee on the walk north.

The street was the only street. The Coast Range came down to the harbor in a single steep run and the houses on the hillside east of the street were stacked the way houses stack on a hill that does not let them stand side by side. The houses had cedar shingles. The houses had small porches with railings painted gray. The mailboxes at the foot of the driveways had names painted in white on the green tin.

She read the mailboxes as she walked.

KNUTSEN. HAGEN. STENSBY. AUKER. HOLVIK. BRANDT. HALVORSEN. THORSEN. BJORNSTROM. The names of a Lutheran town that had been settled by Norwegians a hundred and forty years before, the names that had been on the mailboxes when the mailboxes had first been put up, and that had not changed.

She did not stop at the Bjornstrom mailbox. She kept walking.

The gallery was at the middle of the street, on the east side, with HOLLIN COVE ART GALLERY painted on the glass of the front door in the same hand‑lettering as the mercantile sign. The gallery was closed. The lamp in the upstairs window that she had seen the night before was off now.

The diner was three doors past the gallery. The CLOSED sign in the diner window had been hand‑lettered too, in a different hand, and below it a smaller sign read OPEN FRIDAY THROUGH SUNDAY 7 TO 2. It was Friday morning. The diner was not open yet.

She walked north toward the harbor.

The fog was on the water.

The fishing pier was at the north end of the street. The pier was made of creosoted timber that had been laid down before the war. The pier ran out into the harbor for two hundred feet and then turned south and ran another hundred along the inside of a low breakwater. She walked out onto the pier.

She walked to the end of the first section, where the pier turned.

She could not see the end of the second section.

The fog was so thick on the water that the end of the pier was gone. The masts of the boats that were tied up along the inside of the breakwater were gone. The breakwater itself was gone. The sound of the surf at the mouth of the harbor was audible but the line of the water and the line of the sky and the line where they met were all one gray.

A fisherman came out of the fog with a coil of rope on his shoulder.

He was sixty. He was wearing waders and a yellow slicker. The rope on his shoulder was a hundred feet of heavy nylon. He passed Paige on the pier and went on toward the shore. He did not look at her.

She had spent the summer in a town in eastern Washington where people did not introduce themselves and did not ask a stranger’s name but where the people who did not introduce themselves nodded at the strangers when they passed, the small careful nod of a town that knew it was being observed by an outsider and was willing to be observed in the way it observed itself.

The people of Hollin Cove did not nod.

The texture of the silence was different. The silence here was older. The silence here was the silence of a town that had been keeping silent about something for a hundred and forty years and had stopped noticing it was being silent.

She turned back from the pier.

She walked south down Main Street.

The street had filled by one car. A green pickup was at the curb in front of the closed creamery building, the engine running and the windshield wipers on though the rain had thinned. The driver of the pickup was not visible behind the glass. She did not look at the truck a second time.

She came to the church at 10:11 AM.

The cemetery was on the east side of the church, behind the low cedar fence. She opened the gate. The gate did not creak. The gate had been recently oiled.

The stones were laid out in rows that ran east to west, the heads of the stones to the west. The oldest row was at the back, against the cliff. The newest row was at the front, against the fence. She walked between the rows.

The names on the stones were the names on the mailboxes. KNUTSEN. HAGEN. STENSBY. AUKER. HOLVIK. BRANDT. HALVORSEN. THORSEN. BJORNSTROM. Margit Bjornstrom 1942 to 2000. A space beside the stone where another stone had not yet been set. The wife of a man whose mailbox she had not stopped at.

She walked to the back row.

The oldest stones in the cemetery were dated 1903. The names were the same names. The dates were the dates of the first generation that had come down from Astoria and from the small coastal towns the Norwegians had settled along the lower Columbia in the eighties and nineties of the century before. The dates went back no further than that.

She turned at the back row and walked along the cliff side of the cemetery to the corner and turned again and came around the east side of the church. The cedar shingles on the east wall were dark with age and dark with the rain.

The cedar shingles had been replaced once.

The replacement had been done in the 1960s.

She knew it because the shingles were one color from the foundation up to a clean horizontal line about six feet above the ground, and from that line up to the eave the shingles were a slightly different color, and the line ran level all the way around the wall in the way that the line runs when a crew has stripped the bottom courses and replaced them and not replaced the courses higher up.
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