
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


SHE WAS ALREADY GONE

Nora Kessler

A Before You Knew Novel


© 2026 Nora Kessler. All rights reserved.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the author, except for brief quotations in reviews.


Content Warning

This book contains themes of child abuse, psychological manipulation, grooming, coercive control, parental betrayal, gaslighting, emotional abuse, and references to predatory behavior toward a minor. Reader discretion is advised.

The most dangerous door is the one you leave open on purpose.

—Margaux Ellison, The Anatomy of Silence

For the ones who stayed in the room.

Prologue

The House Knows

The bed is made. That’s the first wrong thing.

Lowen hasn’t made her bed since she was eleven, since I stopped standing in her doorway with my arms crossed, counting to ten while she groaned and dragged the comforter to something that vaguely resembled flat. She’s fifteen now. Her bed is a landscape—tangled sheets, a pillow wedged between the mattress and the wall, a biology textbook she swore she returned to school three weeks ago. That’s the bed I expect when I open her door at eleven o’clock on a Friday night in April.

This bed is tight. Hospital corners. The pillow centered, the comforter smoothed with a hand that wanted to leave things finished.

I stand in the doorway and feel something in my chest do a slow, wrong rotation—like a key turning in a lock that shouldn’t exist.

Her closet is open. Not flung open, the way it usually is when she’s torn through it looking for the one pair of jeans she actually likes. Open neatly. Deliberately. Three hangers are bare. I count them. I count them again. Three wire hangers, evenly spaced, holding nothing.

Her desk chair has a sweater draped over it—the gray one she wears every day, the one with the stretched cuffs where she pulls the fabric over her hands and holds it in her fists. I’ve bought her four new sweaters in the past year. She wears this one. She left it.

I pick it up. It smells like her shampoo—that cheap strawberry stuff she insists on—and underneath it, fainter, the specific warmth of a body that has been wearing the same garment for too many hours. I hold it against my face and breathe, and I realize I am conducting an autopsy on a sweater, cataloguing evidence before I have a crime.

I put it down. I look at the room the way I look at a slide under a microscope: systematically, quadrant by quadrant.

Bookshelf: intact. Her paperbacks, her sketchbooks, the battered copy of To Kill a Mockingbird with the cracked spine that she’s had since middle school. Nothing obviously missing.

Nightstand: a glass of water, half full. No—half empty. Her phone charger, coiled neatly, plugged into the wall. Plugged in but charging nothing.

Her phone.

I go downstairs. The kitchen is clean—Conrad cleaned it before he left for his evening run, the way he always does, counters wiped, dishes put away, the particular order he keeps that I used to find comforting and have lately found airless. Lowen’s phone is on the counter next to the fruit bowl. Screen dark. I pick it up. It’s still warm. Not from use—from charging. It’s been here for hours.

A fifteen-year-old girl does not leave her phone behind. Not voluntarily. Not the way my generation leaves behind a watch or a wallet. For Lowen, the phone is a limb. She sleeps with it. She carries it to the bathroom. She once refused to walk the dog because she couldn’t find it and needed it in her pocket for the six-minute loop around the block.

She left it on the counter like something she was done with.

I press the home button. The lock screen lights up: a photo of Lowen and her friend Kai making faces at the camera, tongues out, eyes crossed. A normal photo. The kind of photo you stop seeing because it’s always there.

I try her passcode—her birthday, which she hasn’t changed since I set it up for her in seventh grade, because she doesn’t know I know it, and I’ve never told her I do. The screen unlocks. I’ll feel guilty about this later, or I won’t.

I call her number from my own phone. Lowen’s phone vibrates in my hand. I watch it ring. I watch my name appear on her screen—Mom, with a period after it, no emoji, no heart, just the word and a punctuation mark, like a sentence she’s ending.

I hang up. The house is so quiet I can hear the refrigerator cycling, the faint electrical hum that lives underneath everything in a home that’s running the way it’s supposed to. I can hear the sprinkler system outside, clicking through its rotation. I can hear, from somewhere upstairs, the bathroom faucet dripping—the one Conrad keeps saying he’ll fix and never does.

I cannot hear my daughter.

I call Conrad. He picks up on the second ring, slightly out of breath—still running, or just finished.

“Where’s Lowen?”

“Hey.” A pause. The sound of him slowing down, breathing evening out. “She’s at Skyler’s. I told you.”

“You didn’t tell me.”

“I texted you. Around four? She asked if she could sleep over and I said yes. Skyler Morrison. From her softball team.”

I check my texts. There’s nothing from Conrad at four. Nothing from Conrad at all today, except a message at noon—a photo of a sandwich he made for lunch, which he sent with the caption Masterpiece, and which I responded to with a thumbs-up because I was between classes and didn’t have time to perform the enthusiasm he was looking for.

“I don’t have a text from you about Skyler.”

“Huh. Must not have sent. You know how my phone gets.” He says this easily, the way he says everything—with a warmth that preempts argument, that makes you feel petty for pressing. “She’s fine, Rhe. She packed a bag, I drove her over. She’ll be back tomorrow afternoon.”

I look at the three empty hangers. At the phone on the counter. At the bed, made with the kind of care that looks like goodbye.

“What’s Skyler’s number?”

A beat. Half a second too long.

“I don’t have it on me. It’s in Lowen’s phone somewhere. But babe—she’s fifteen. She’s at a sleepover. Can we not do this?”

He says can we not do this the way he says it whenever I push on something he’s already decided is settled. Not angry. Never angry. Patient. So patient it makes me feel like the unreasonable one for asking.

I hear his car door open. The beep of the ignition. He’ll be home in eight minutes. He’ll walk in and kiss my forehead and pour himself a glass of water and ask about my day, and his calm will fill the house the way it always does, and I will let it, because his calm is easier than my fear.

Except tonight, the bed is made. The phone is on the counter. Three hangers are empty. And Skyler Morrison doesn’t exist—I already know this, the way I know the atomic weight of carbon, the way I know that cells divide, the way I know things that are true before I can prove them. I know it the way a body knows, which is faster than a mind, and less polite.

I hear Conrad’s car in the driveway. The engine cuts. The driver’s door opens and closes—that particular thud of a Honda Accord, so ordinary it could score a commercial for the suburbs.

I stand in my kitchen, holding my daughter’s phone, and I understand that I am about to say a sentence out loud that will split my life into before and after.

Our daughter is gone.
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Chapter One: The Surface
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Rhea

The morning after my daughter disappears, I make breakfast for three.

It's reflex. I crack the eggs the way Lowen likes them—two, over easy, the yolks still trembling when I slide them onto the plate. I set out the orange juice in the small glass she prefers, the one with the chip on the rim that she won't let me throw away. I arrange the napkin to the left of the fork because she is left-handed and this, she once explained to me with the grave authority of an eight-year-old, is the civilized way.

Then I stand at the counter and stare at the empty chair and understand that I have done something very strange.

Conrad finds me like this. He comes down in his undershirt and last night's pants, unshaven, smelling of the whiskey he drank after the police left. He looks at the plate, the glass, the napkin. He doesn't say anything. He just takes the plate and scrapes the eggs into the garbage disposal and runs the water until the sound fills the kitchen.

"The detective called," he says with his back to me. "Morales. She wants to come by at ten."

"Okay."

"She said to have recent photos ready. Good ones. Clear ones."

"I know which photos." My voice sounds like someone else's. Like I'm listening to it from another room.

Conrad turns off the water. He grips the edge of the sink and I watch his shoulders work as he breathes—controlled, deliberate, the way he breathes when he is managing himself. My husband is a man who manages himself. He managed himself last night when the officers asked us to describe Lowen, and his voice was steady and precise and he remembered her height down to the quarter inch. Five foot two and three-quarters. She'd been measured at the pediatrician six weeks ago and Conrad had been there because Conrad is always there for the appointments, the recitals, the parent-teacher conferences.

He is a good father. Everyone says so.

"Rhea." He turns around. His eyes are swollen. "Did you sleep?"

"No."

"You should try."

"So should you."

We look at each other across the kitchen. The early light is coming through the window above the sink and it catches the side of his face and I think, absurdly, that he looks handsome. That grief has made his features sharper, more defined. I hate myself for thinking it.

"I keep going over it," he says. "Last night. The conversation at dinner. Whether she seemed—"

"She seemed fine."

"Did she, though?"

The question hangs there. I think about dinner last night. Lowen pushing her food around her plate—the salmon she usually loves, barely touched. Her eyes on her phone under the table. I'd told her to put it away. She had. Without argument. Which, now that I think about it, was strange. Lowen always argues. She has argued with me since she was old enough to form an opinion, which was approximately birth.

But last night she just put the phone away and said, "Sorry, Mom," and went back to pushing her salmon in circles.

"She seemed fine," I say again, because the alternative is too large to look at directly.

§

Detective Morales arrives at ten-fifteen. She is a small woman with short dark hair and a face that gives away nothing. She sits on our living room sofa with a notebook open on her knee and asks questions she has already asked—when we last saw Lowen, what she was wearing, whether she'd had any conflicts with friends, whether there were problems at school. Conrad answers most of them. He sits beside me with his hand on my knee and his voice is calm and organized and he presents our family to this woman with the same competence he brings to his surgical consults.

Conrad is an orthopedic surgeon. He fixes broken things. He once told me, early in our marriage, that what he loved about bones was their willingness to heal. "Given the right conditions," he said, "they want to be whole. You just have to hold them in place long enough." I found this beautiful at the time. I have revisited this memory often since then, turning it like a stone in my hand, wondering what it means that my husband sees the world in terms of things that can be held in place.

"Mrs. Voss." Morales turns to me. "Does Lowen keep a journal? A diary?"

"She used to." I feel Conrad's hand tighten on my knee. So briefly I might have imagined it. "When she was younger. I don't think she does anymore."

"Would you mind if we take a look at her room? More thoroughly than last night."

"Of course," Conrad says. "Whatever you need."

He leads Morales upstairs and I stay on the sofa and listen to their footsteps above me—in Lowen's room, opening drawers, shifting furniture. I stare at the coffee table where Lowen used to do her homework, legs folded beneath her, chewing on her pen cap. She ruined every pen she ever owned. The caps looked like small animals had attacked them.

My phone buzzes. A text from my sister Maren: I'm coming over. Don't argue.

I don't argue. Maren lives forty minutes away in the town where we grew up, and she is the kind of person who arrives during emergencies with casserole dishes and a plan. She was like this when our mother died, like this when Lowen was born. She filled my freezer with labeled meals and reorganized my linen closet and held me when I cried, and the holding was the best part but she'd never believe you if you told her that.

I text back: Okay.

Then I go to the kitchen and pour the orange juice down the sink and wash the small glass with the chip on the rim and put it back in the cabinet and close the cabinet door and stand with my hand on the handle and breathe.

In the first hours of a disappearance, you are supposed to feel panic. Terror. The animal desperation of a mother whose child has been taken. And I do feel those things—they are there, circling, pressing against the walls of my chest. But beneath them there is something else. Something I don't have a name for. It sits in my stomach like a stone, and when I try to look at it directly, it slides away.

It feels, if I'm being honest, like recognition.

Like some part of me has been waiting for this.

§

Maren arrives with a casserole dish and a bag from the grocery store and her sixteen-year-old daughter Celeste, who stands in my doorway looking terrified and young and so much like Lowen used to look that I have to turn away.

"I brought soup," Maren says, already moving toward my kitchen. "And bread. And those crackers Lowen likes, in case—" She stops herself. Recalibrates. "I brought food. You need to eat."

"I'm not hungry."

"That's not what I asked."

She is taller than me by three inches and broader across the shoulders and she has our mother's face—the strong jaw, the direct eyes, the mouth that says what it means. We have the same coloring, the same dark hair, but on Maren it reads as handsome. On me it always read as something softer. More careful. Our mother used to say that Maren was built for weather and I was built for rooms.

Celeste hugs me. She smells like coconut shampoo and something fruity—a body spray, probably, the kind teenage girls apply with the subtlety of a crop duster. She is trembling slightly.

"Have they found anything?" Celeste asks. Her voice is small.

"Not yet, sweetheart."

"She didn't—I mean, we texted yesterday and she didn't say anything about—she seemed normal."

"I know." I smooth her hair. It's the same shade as Lowen's—dark, almost black, a gene from our father's side that skipped Maren and me but landed in our daughters like a claim. "The police are working on it. They're going to find her."

I don't know if I believe this. I say it because it's what you say, and because Celeste is sixteen and frightened and because Lowen is her best friend as well as her cousin. They were born five months apart and have been inseparable since before they could walk. In every photo from their childhood, they are touching—holding hands, heads together, limbs tangled in that unconscious way of children who haven't yet learned where they end and someone else begins.

Conrad comes downstairs with Morales. He catches my eye and shakes his head—a small, tight movement that means nothing was found. Or nothing that helps.

"Mrs. Voss," Morales says. "We'd like to get access to Lowen's social media accounts. Instagram, TikTok, whatever she uses. Do you have her passwords?"

"I—" I look at Conrad. "We had a family agreement. No private accounts until she was sixteen. But I don't—"

"Lowen has private accounts," Celeste says quietly. Everyone turns to look at her. She is standing by the refrigerator with her arms crossed over her chest, looking at the floor. "She has a finsta. A private Instagram. I'm sorry, Aunt Rhea. She made me promise not to tell."

The room shifts. I feel it—a subtle reorientation, like a compass needle swinging. Morales writes something in her notebook. Conrad's jaw tightens.

"That's very helpful, Celeste," Morales says. "Do you know the username?"

Celeste nods. She still won't look at me.

I watch Morales write down the username and I think about Lowen sitting at the dinner table with her phone under the table and her eyes on a screen I couldn't see, and I think: How many versions of my daughter are there? How many has she been hiding?

And then, unbidden, a worse thought: How many versions of my daughter have I chosen not to see?

§

That evening, after Maren and Celeste have gone and Morales has left with her notebook full of our family's measurements, Conrad and I sit in the living room and don't watch the television. He has poured himself a drink. I have a cup of tea that I made two hours ago and haven't touched.
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