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A young girl is missing – last seen being pulled into a white car matching Frankie Barrera’s registration plate. As it happened, Frankie was asleep at home with her son.


The only other person with the keys is Frankie’s sister, Izzy. This isn’t the first time Frankie’s loyalty to Izzy has been tested: five years ago a frantic phone call led Frankie to the scene of a car accident – and a drunk and disorientated Izzy who couldn’t remember a thing. Though Izzy and five friends partied that night, one girl was never seen again.


As the events of the past force the past to resurface, is either sister ready to confront what really happened that night?
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For several months after the accident, I awoke with the same two questions: What would go wrong that day? And would my sister, Izzy, be the cause of it? During those first months, I bit my nails to nubs and bought my antacid in multipacks.


But by that morning in late June, it had been five years. Now I awoke with a different set of questions. Had I signed Julian’s permission slip for the field trip to the library? Did we have cereal? Milk?


So when Izzy’s boyfriend, Mark, called much too early asking to meet, I didn’t worry. Not like I should have.


The first clue that I should’ve worried more was the couple in the matching San Francisco Giants hats. I had just pulled into the Chevron on South Cloverdale Boulevard and climbed out of my truck when a car stopped behind me. Summers in Northern Sonoma County are hot and dry, and that day temperatures were predicted to hit triple digits by midafternoon. Even though the car’s windows were rolled up and its engine was off, the couple stayed in the cab.


Through the sedan’s untinted windshield, I could see both of their faces. The man’s graying hair curled beneath the bill of his hat and wrapped like an invasive weed around protruding ears. Sallow skin stretched over the sharp bones of his face. He seemed to be studying the screen of his phone. Then he glanced up, his eyes widening and narrowing in nearly the same instant.


The woman sat next to him, her gaze even more intense than his. Her lips were pressed so tightly that they disappeared into her face as if she’d swallowed them.


As a woman in my late twenties, I was accustomed to a certain level of unwanted attention. But this felt different. I unglued my ponytail from the nape of my neck and coiled it into a knot, grabbing one of Izzy’s tortoiseshell barrettes from the cup holder to secure it. It did little to stop my sweating. My eyes locked with the woman’s, and I tilted my chin in defiance. Who was she to make me look away? When I was a teenager, I would’ve backed down immediately. Back then, I gravitated toward stillness. Toward being that quiet brunette in the background whose name no one could quite remember. The nerdy girl in advanced calculus. It was exhausting. It’s not as easy as you would think, being forgettable.


The woman’s eyes released mine as she brought her phone to her ear. I turned away and pushed the button on the pump to select the cheapest grade of fuel. Almost immediately I again felt her attention as heat on my back. The man’s too. Even in my modest shorts and T-shirt, I felt abruptly too exposed.


As I positioned the nozzle in the tank of my F-150, I pricked my ears. Raising a four-year-old had made me an expert at listening—for glass breaking, doors squeaking, guilty pauses. Behind me, the silence seemed to be thick with hostility. The strangers—whom I was certain I had never seen before—both buzzed with it. Why?


While my tank filled, the warmth on my back spread to my neck, causing the hairs there to stand on end. When, finally, the car door slammed, I inhaled sharply. Fumes burned my nose. I heard the shuffle of feet on concrete and a soft whispering. They had gotten out of their car. I glanced over my shoulder, toward the couple in the matching hats who for some reason didn’t like me.


After a moment, the man had returned to the car, but the woman stood staring, one hand in her pocket, the other wrapped around her phone. I studied her face. Briefly I considered whether I did indeed know this woman. Perhaps I had given her child a failing grade? Was she the new neighbor I had yet to meet, upset that my lemon tree blocked the sun she needed to grow her tomatoes? But the intensity of her gaze suggested something more than an F in middle school math or withered vegetables.


I squared my shoulders and called to her: “Do I know you?”


The woman scowled as if the question offended her. She retreated to stand near her car’s rear bumper and began pumping her own gas. Every thirty seconds or so, her glance darted in my direction.


I wiped the sweat from my neck and swore under my breath. What was wrong with me? It had been years since I had been this jumpy. But maybe it wasn’t just the strangers who unnerved me. Maybe the idea of meeting Mark left me more anxious than I had originally realized.


That morning on the phone, Mark had been calm enough. We need to talk about Izzy. But those words always set me on edge.


Is everything okay? I’d asked.


I just need some advice.


In the moment, I had allowed myself to believe it might be about a ring—my parents and I knew Mark was on the verge of proposing. Or maybe he and Izzy had fought. He often joked that I was an Izzy whisperer, the only one who could make sense of her complicated moods. I doubted that was true anymore. Not after what had happened. Years later, I could still feel her breath, hot and sour on my face, on that last night she had really trusted me.


The nozzle clicked, snapping me out of my memories. I didn’t want to linger with them anyway.


I replaced the nozzle in its holder and grabbed my purse. Even before Mark had called, it hadn’t been the smoothest of mornings. I had misplaced my keys, and I’d had to add water to the milk so there would be enough for Julian’s Cheerios. The banana I had intended to eat had gone brown, and I was late dropping Julian off at preschool. Later I would hit the grocery store, but for now I needed something quick and plastic-wrapped to get me through the morning.


Before heading into the convenience store, I glanced again toward the strangers in the Giants hats. They both stood next to the pump, though they seemed more interested in my truck’s bumper than filling their tank.


I shook off my disquiet. I’d spent too much time thinking about the past that morning. That’s all. Even Julian had felt it, eating his cereal in silence. Rare for any four-year-old, but especially for Julian.


The door to the store was propped open with an orange construction cone. Already, artificially cooled air blasted across the threshold. Inside, snacks were loaded on shelves and carousels, beer and energy drinks stacked along walls and in refrigerated cases, a counter dedicated to dark-roast carafes and a cappuccino machine. I grabbed a bottle of water and a cranberry-orange muffin and headed to the register.


“Hey, Frankie,” the cashier greeted me.


“Morning, Lucy.” Near the register, rubber bugs—green centipedes, black spiders, yellow bees—were piled in a basket in colorful heaps. Julian had recently developed a fascination with bugs, whether it be the roly-polies he hunted in our backyard or the spider that spun its webs in the corner of our living room. I grabbed a centipede and placed it on the counter next to the water and muffin.


Lucy smiled. “Julian’ll love that.”


I returned the smile, but my stomach churned. Too many times, I’d ignored my instincts. That hadn’t gone well. So as Lucy scanned the items, I glanced out the window toward the couple. My shoulders tensed. The woman had taken a few steps closer to my truck, her head bowed.


What was she staring at?


When Lucy looked up, I gestured toward the couple. “Do you know those two?”


She nodded. “Sure. The man’s Bill, I think. Or Phil? His wife’s Amy. They’re regulars. Why?”


I thought of the way they had looked at me—as if they were judging me. “They give me the creeps.”


She leaned in to whisper, “Honestly? Amy gives most people the creeps.” Lucy wrinkled her nose. “She’s a bit of a racist, and nosy as hell. But they’re both harmless enough.”


I bristled on the word “harmless.” And a bit of a racist? Was that like being a bit dead?


I slid my debit card through the reader and grabbed my items, mumbling a thanks as I hurried toward the front of the store. But in the doorway I stopped, frozen by an unreasonable urge to check in with Julian’s preschool. Chilled air blasted my neck while gas-fumed heat flushed my cheeks, and I juggled the water and muffin as I fumbled for my phone. I found it at the same moment I sensed movement near my truck. When I looked up, Bill or Phil or whatever the hell his name was had cupped his hands against the windshield.


Phone temporarily forgotten, I shouted: “What are you doing?”


The man turned, crossed his arms, but it was the woman who charged me, finger wagging. “Where the hell’s the kid?” Her words a challenge.


I thought of Julian, and my stomach knotted. Instinct pushed my attention to my phone. No missed calls. Just a missed alert. Relief came, warm and quick. Then I read the notification more carefully, and suddenly I understood.


Mill Valley, CA AMBER Alert: White Ford F-150. It included a partial license plate number: 7RO. The number and two letters matched my own plate.


That didn’t make any sense.


I slipped the rubber centipede in my shorts pocket and transferred my bottled water and muffin to my left hand, using my right to unlock my phone. I selected the preset number for Julian’s preschool. There must be some confusion on their end. A new teacher not paying attention. An overly cautious parent.


One ring. Two. Three. At five rings, I hung up.


Certain I had misdialed, I tried again. This time, I didn’t hang up until I saw the police cruiser pull up alongside my truck.
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The officer circled my Ford F-150, peering in the window as the couple had done, then headed in my direction. The tag on his shirt gave his name as Quinn. He was about my age, tall and thin-legged, but with a broad stomach and shoulders. He had the appearance of an inverted bowling pin about to tip.


My throat grew tight as he approached. An aggressive sun had already swallowed half the shade near the store’s entrance, the sky overbright and the air thick with the burgeoning heat.


“This your vehicle?” he said. Friendly. Practiced.


I nodded, my hands full with muffin, water, and phone.


“Anyone traveling with you?”


I shook my head, my hands tightening on the muffin. Mashing it.


The officer glanced past me into the store. Then his attention landed on me again. My thumb pierced the plastic wrap.


“Can I see your driver’s license?”


I looked down at my hands, at the muffin I had mangled. I tossed it in the garbage can—I’d lost my appetite anyway—and tucked my water under my arm, my phone back in my pocket. From my purse, I pulled out my driver’s license and handed it to him.


While he scanned it, I looked for the couple in the Giants hats. Had they left? A moment later: Of course not. They had merely relocated, moving their car to a spot near the vacuum station. Out of the way but close enough to observe the action.


“Francisca Barrera?”


“Frankie.”


“How about your registration, Ms. Barrera?”


Officer Quinn followed me to my truck, a step behind and to the side. He watched as I unlocked it and placed my water on the truck’s roof. When I opened the passenger’s-side door, he hovered. He positioned himself so he could better scan the interior. I thought maybe it was a good sign that he allowed me to get my own registration. If he thought I was dangerous, he wouldn’t let me near the glove box, would he? Still, I felt him tense as I opened it.


A sense of foreboding vibrated in my chest. I held out the registration with an unsteady hand. He took it, read it, handed it back.


“Is Julian okay?” I asked.


Quinn cocked his head. “Julian?”


“My . . . son.” It was hard to get the word out. Hard to get oxygen in.


“This isn’t about your son.”


My throat dilated. I could breathe again. “If it’s not about Julian, what’s it about?”


“Just following up on something.” He tried a smile, but his eyes were wary. “Okay if I look inside your vehicle?”


Even in the morning’s warmth, I shivered at his request. Did he even need my permission?


I hesitated, afraid of appearing uncooperative but also wary of yielding my rights. I was innocent, but I knew that didn’t always matter. “Sure,” I said, trying to sound confident, but betrayed by the tremor in my voice.


He gestured to his left. “Why don’t you wait with Officer Callahan for a minute?”


Confused, I looked in the direction Quinn pointed. There, a second cruiser was parked behind the first. How had I not noticed that? The officer standing beside the car was even younger than Quinn, his hair yellow—not blond, but canary—and his mustache so sparse that I wondered if it was intentional, or if he’d just forgotten to shave.


My focus returned to Quinn, his top half buried inside my truck. Even though he had assured me the alert had nothing to do with Julian, my unanswered call to the preschool unsettled me. I opened my mouth to ask if I could call again, but then I remembered: Julian was on a field trip to the library. That was why my call hadn’t been answered.


Officer Quinn lifted Julian’s booster seat. On days when there were field trips, I usually gave the preschool the booster, marked with a piece of masking tape bearing Julian’s name. The tape from the last trip still stuck to the plastic, though it had started to flake, the n that ended his name half gone. Since the library was within walking distance, Julian’s booster remained in my truck.


As Quinn examined the booster, I remembered the day Julian had graduated from his car seat. We had celebrated with cherry-flavored snow cones. For the first week, Julian hadn’t allowed me to remove the old car seat, handing it down to Mr. Carrots, a love-worn bunny whose ear I’d stitched back on several times. Then Julian had decided Mr. Carrots was safer riding in his lap. Mr. Carrots still had a cherry-syrup stain on his back. Some had also dribbled on the then-new booster, which Quinn now probed as if it held evidence of Very Bad Things.


Even knowing this wasn’t about Julian, I couldn’t tear my eyes away from that booster seat.


While I waited beside Officer Callahan, Quinn finished inspecting the interior and moved to the bed of the truck. He opened the tailgate. A heavy-duty zippered bag was secured to the sides with bungee cords. I mainly used it for stashing bags on trips home from the grocery store, but it currently held tools I’d borrowed from my dad. The bag could be rolled up and stowed when I needed the space, but most of the time I didn’t bother with that. Quinn unzipped the bag. For one horrible moment I thought: What if he finds something inside? There was room enough for a child. The juxtaposition of my memories of Julian and that thought made me queasy. I reached out to steady myself but I had nothing to hold on to. Quinn couldn’t think me capable of such a horror, could he?


But of course he could. He didn’t know me.


The thought lodged in my brain, its barbs burrowed deep: If he did know me, he might trust me less. Better that I was a stranger to him.


I watched as Quinn searched the bag. I exhaled only when he abandoned his search.


Quinn returned, his face neutral.


“Where were you headed?” he asked.


Mark. I had momentarily forgotten about our meeting. “On the way to see a friend.”


“Where does your friend live?”


“Petaluma.”


“And where were you coming from?”


“Home.” Then I shook my head. That wasn’t exactly right. I needed to be exactly right. “I mean, we were at home, then I dropped Julian off at preschool. He’s four.” My voice wavered.


“Where were you last night?”


“What time?” Stupid question. It didn’t matter what time. The answer was the same. “I was home.”


“All night?”


I managed a nod. “I got home around six. Stayed there all night.”


“Anyone else have access to your vehicle?”


“No.” Did Quinn notice the hesitation?


“And at home, it’s just the two of you?”


“Just me, Julian, and Mr. Carrots.”


Quinn cocked his head. “Mr. who?”


“Sorry. A joke. That’s my son’s stuffed rabbit.”


Quinn smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Officer Callahan will take you to the station, if that’s okay.” He said this as if it were an invitation and not an order. “We’d like to ask you some more questions.”


I glanced at my truck, but I knew it wasn’t mine to take. While Quinn had ruled out the presence of an abducted child, there were probably other, smaller tasks that required swabs and special lights. Would they need a search warrant for that? Should I be worried? Should I get a lawyer?


“Of course,” I said.


I realized Quinn still hadn’t told me what had triggered the AMBER Alert.


From her spot near the vacuum station, the woman in the Giants hat continued to stare, arms crossed, a look of self-satisfaction playing across her face. As if I were a killer she’d helped bring to justice, and not a single mom trying to figure out if she’d be home in time to pick up her son from preschool.


When I stepped from beneath the awning’s shade, the sun abraded my eyes. I shook off the unease stirred in me by the stranger. She was just a nosy woman who had spotted my license plate and then reported it to the police. That was all. She didn’t think I was a killer. There was no way she could’ve known about that.









3


In the back of the cruiser on the way to the station, I remembered a similar trip when Izzy was six and I was twelve. She had decided to run away. Something to do with the tyranny of a forced bedtime. She had asked me to come with her since she wasn’t yet old enough to cross the street alone. Really, she had just wanted the company, and I, as always, had wanted to keep her safe.


We had set out near dusk, her wearing a backpack that contained fruit roll-ups and a few of the rocks she collected, and me with a flashlight we didn’t really need. As we walked, I waited for Izzy to change her mind, to get anxious, especially as it started to grow dark. But my sister was stubborn. Fearless. She only stopped when her legs started to cramp.


That had happened a block from the police station. An officer had offered us a ride home, and in the car, Izzy had fallen asleep with her head in my lap. Now my fingertips grazed the seat next to me, remembering the smile she had worn as she dozed. Even at that age, Izzy found joy in resistance.


A deep sigh rattled my chest. Of course, I remembered my sister’s subsequent visits to the police station with less sentimentality.


Now Officer Callahan led me inside the boxy tan building to a small conference room. I expected Quinn or Callahan to do the questioning, but when I entered, a woman with brown skin and a lavender blouse stood on the other side of the table. She waited for me to sit before she did the same.


She introduced herself: “Detective Amelia Pratt.” Then she passed a piece of paper across the table.


I took the paper, which turned out to be one of those “missing” flyers. The kind posted on telephone poles and in market windows. Always heartbreaking to see, but worse when the face staring back belonged to a child. Like this one.


Her name was Marina Wagner. Five-three, 135 pounds. Seventeen years old. The same age I had been when I was accepted to Sonoma State. The age Izzy had been the first time she had gotten grounded for staying out all night.


In the picture on the flyer, the missing girl’s blond hair was pulled back, two tendrils framing a face caught mid-smile. Forced? Her face was round, her blue eyes wide-set. She wore a collared blouse, the kind teenage girls usually wore only to family functions. That was something, at least: she had someone in her life who nagged her to wear her special-occasion clothes. The flash had washed out the girl’s face, softening her nose and muting any color in her cheeks. Half of her ear was cropped too. Who had been cut out of the picture?


Beneath the photo was a description of my truck.


“Do you know her?” Pratt asked.


My tongue felt chalky, and my lips stuck to my teeth. I hadn’t had the chance to drink the water I had purchased at the gas station. Where had I left it? Then I remembered: I had left it on the roof of my truck.


“She doesn’t look familiar,” I said.


“You sure?”


I studied Marina Wagner’s face until my head pounded, but I didn’t recognize her any more than I had the couple at the gas station.


When I looked up, I found that Detective Pratt was studying me just as intently as I had studied the flyer. She leaned forward and folded her hands on the tabletop. “You’re a teacher. You must come across a lot of girls like Marina.”


“It says here she’s seventeen. I teach middle school.”


“Still. The big sister of one of your students? A babysitter?”


I shook my head, which made my temples pulse.


“Officer Quinn says you were at home last night.”


“Yes.”


“Tell me what you did yesterday.”


Having skipped breakfast and suddenly very thirsty, I felt the ache in my head intensify. It took longer to respond than it should have. “I’m not teaching for the summer, so Julian and I spent most of it at home.” We made chilaquiles for breakfast, then we hunted bugs in the backyard. I washed some laundry. None of those details would’ve helped Detective Pratt find the missing girl, so I didn’t share them.


I continued, “We stopped by my parents’ house for a couple of hours in the afternoon. They live near Cloverdale City Park, so we go there most days during the summer.”


“Then what?”


“We went home.”


“You didn’t go back out?”


I shook my head. “We had a pizza delivered around seven. Both of us were asleep by nine.” I shrugged. “My life’s not that exciting.”


It also didn’t make for much of an alibi. I had done nothing wrong, but five years of guilt lodged in my throat.


“What happened?” I asked. “To the girl?”


“She was abducted, late last night.”


The subtext was unmistakable: Marina Wagner had been taken while I had been sleeping, with no one to prove it.


On the table, I noticed a coffee ring, faint and broken. From a detective’s mug, or a paper cup offered to a suspect to put them at ease? It made me think of the history of this place, and of all the thieves and liars and killers who’d sat in this chair before me. People like me. How many of them had confessed in this room? I fought the urge to confess myself, even though I’d done nothing wrong. Not this time.


“You sure she’s not a runaway?” I asked. Hope warped my voice, suddenly an octave higher, even though I knew better than most people that bad things happened to runaways too.


Pratt quickly skewered my optimism. “An AMBER Alert wouldn’t have been triggered for a runaway.” Pratt paused. For effect or waiting for me to fill the silence? As she watched me, she twisted the ring on her left hand. Finally, she said, “There was a witness. The mom saw Marina being forced into a white Ford F-150.”


My stomach clenched in that way it always did when tragedy struck other parents’ children. “How horrible.”


“Quite.” Pratt continued twisting her ring, which made me wonder if she had children. Did she feel the same thing I did: relief that her own children were safe, and fear that it was only luck that kept them that way?


When Pratt caught me noticing her ring, she released it and placed her palms flat on the table. “So you’ve told me where you were last night. What about your truck?”


“Quinn already asked me that.”


“Now I’m asking.” She made no effort to soften her comment.


I rubbed the bridge of my nose, worrying a rough patch of skin where my reading glasses often rested. I had nothing to offer the detective, and to sit here repeating answers I’d already given seemed a waste of our time. Worse, it seemed a waste of Marina’s. “The truck was with me.”


“No one else had access to it?”


“No.” In the moment, the answer was an honest one. Still, doubt started to form. I pushed it away. But as was the case with many uncomfortable truths, it was insistent.


“A neighbor doesn’t have a spare set of keys? You know, to help you out when you go on vacation.”


“I don’t often take vacations.” Even I recognized how ridiculous my answer was.


I was grateful that Pratt didn’t call me on it. “Where do you normally park?” she asked.


“In the driveway.”


“And your truck was in your driveway last night?”


“Yes.”


In her expression, I sought evidence that I was convincing her, and that she was on my side. Of course she wasn’t. She was on Marina’s. I blinked hard against my blooming headache.


“Where’s your bedroom?” Pratt asked.


“What?”


“I’m trying to get a feel for your house. How the rooms are laid out.”


Too late, I realized I had given Pratt an opening. Still, I couldn’t lie. It would’ve been too easy for her to disprove. “My bedroom’s in the back of the house, near Julian’s.”


“So someone could’ve taken your truck, and you wouldn’t have known. Being asleep and all.”


Being asleep and all. I didn’t like the way she said that.


The lie came easily, too easily, and almost without warning. “I slept on the couch last night,” I said. “Fell asleep reading. The living room is right next to the driveway, so I would’ve heard if someone took my truck.”


Why had I lied? I had no part in Marina’s disappearance, and even from the back of the house I should’ve heard the truck start. But of course I knew why.


Pratt’s eyes narrowed. “You sure about that?” Her voice nearly a drawl.


What was she asking? If I was certain I would’ve heard the truck, or if I had really fallen asleep on the couch?


“Anyone taking my truck would’ve had to break into my house to get my keys, and I would’ve noticed that.” My words were more careful now. “I have a four-year-old. I’m a light sleeper.”


And just like that I remembered: the keys I’d misplaced. I always left them on the hook by the kitchen sink, but that morning they had been on the counter near the toaster.


Pratt must’ve noticed the shift in my expression, because her eyes narrowed. “You might think you’re protecting someone by keeping their secrets, but you’re only making it worse,” she said. “For them, and for you.”


While what Pratt said was true, my spine went rigid, a reflex born from years of defending Izzy. Other than math, the thing I did best was keep my sister’s secrets, no matter the consequences.


I tapped my finger on the “missing” flyer, Marina’s face staring up at me as if in accusation. “You only have a partial plate, right? One number and two letters.”


“True.”


“The Ford F-150 is one of the most popular vehicles in the country. That’s one of the reasons I bought mine. Easy to get parts.”


“The next closest match with that partial is in the Central Valley.”


“And trucks don’t, you know, move? Isn’t that what they’re built to do?”


“That particular vehicle has a non-op on file with the DMV.”


“And people don’t lie?”


She stared at me for several seconds. “All the time.”


My face flushed. I’d stepped into that one.


“You said it happened late last night? The mom could’ve gotten the plate wrong. Obviously, she didn’t get a good look if she only got a partial.”


The detective’s eyes went flat. “She was preoccupied by her daughter being pulled into a car against her will.”


Though her voice had an edge to it, I nodded. “Exactly. She was distracted.”


“The Wagner family’s had it rough.” That edge sharpened. “I imagine Anne Wagner would be careful who she accused.”


The way she said it implied the Wagners’ bad luck extended beyond Marina’s disappearance, but the set of Pratt’s jaw made it clear that questions on that subject wouldn’t be welcome.


“Look, I’m cooperating here,” I said. “I have nothing to hide.” Spoken like someone who did, indeed, have many things to hide.


Pratt’s words came back to me: You might think you’re protecting someone by keeping their secrets, but you’re only making it worse.


“Then you won’t mind if we search your house?” she asked.


“Not at all.”


As soon as the words left my mouth, I regretted them. While I didn’t expect there was anything for them to find, I also had never expected I’d spend a morning being interrogated by the police. At least not about the disappearance of Marina Wagner.
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Julian and I lived in a yellow-and-white Craftsman in one of Cloverdale’s older neighborhoods. Built in 1903, it had two bedrooms, a single bath, and a porch I restored myself. It was the only project I had completed since buying the house two years before, though that had only been because I had fallen through one of the rotted planks a month after we moved in.


Inside, the wood flooring was original, though the stains now covered by an area rug definitely weren’t vintage. When I had first toured the place, the real estate agent had dismissed these stains, focusing instead on the tongue-and-groove installation, as if I were supposed to understand the significance of that. Something about extra stability, according to the agent.


But what had sold me on the place was the overgrown backyard, larger than the house itself, and the bathroom. True, the floor sagged a little in one corner—original floors, the agent had stressed again when she caught me noticing. But the exterior of the claw-foot tub had been painted blue, the hummingbird wall-paper was charming, and the large window looked out onto the lemon tree. Besides, if it had been in better repair, as a middle school teacher I couldn’t have afforded it.


Now, while I waited just across the threshold, the police rummaged through the cabinets in need of painting, lifted the rug covering the stains, and went into our bedrooms, probably to check our closets for proof Marina Wagner had been here.


A current flowed between my shoulder blades. I would’ve been less nervous if I hadn’t remembered my misplaced keys.


Detective Pratt stood at a distance, but her attention landed on me every so often. I felt each of these glances like pricks on my skin.


When my phone buzzed, I flinched and pulled it from my pocket slowly, not wanting to appear anxious. Pratt’s gaze lingered. I worked to control my breathing. Under the circumstances, nonchalance was a hard look to pull off.


I checked the screen, biting the inside of my cheek to keep from scowling. I hadn’t realized how late it was. Julian would be out of preschool soon. I had also forgotten my appointment with Mark. A text from him was what had made my phone buzz.


What happened?


I felt Pratt’s eyes on me and bowed my head. I typed: Long story. Tomorrow?


Bubbles appeared, indicating he was typing. Then: Really need to talk. You home tonight?


Yes. What’s up?


Better if we talk in person. At work now. Can I stop by around 7?


Sure.


Then: Don’t tell Izzy.


My stomach dropped. Why?


Later.


Frowning, I tried to recall the other times Mark had texted me outside of a family group chat. He’d reached out a few times while we had been planning a surprise party for Izzy. Another time, he’d wanted a restaurant recommendation. And once, early in their relationship, he’d texted when Izzy was running late, before he learned that for my sister a half an hour late was early. Had there been other times too? If so, I couldn’t remember. I scrolled through our previous conversations, when it was just us two. I read them carefully. Typos and abbreviations. Limited punctuation. The occasional thumbs-up emoji. None of them carried the same urgency, or had been as carefully composed, as these latest texts.


Izzy had to be drinking again. Or what if it wasn’t alcohol this time? She had experimented with drugs before, mainly cocaine, though I had found a couple of pills on her nightstand once that I thought might’ve been Ecstasy. What had I missed while my sister set about ruining her life?


But, no, if it was that serious, Mark wouldn’t have waited for a meeting. He would’ve called in sick to work and driven straight to my house. Could it be something more innocuous? More joyful? Maybe Mark really intended to propose. But when it came to Izzy, my mind always wandered to the darkest corners first. I couldn’t help but wonder if it was about the missing girl.


I took a deep breath to calm myself. I would know what Mark wanted to talk about soon enough. At the moment I had other worries, like the evidence technician who was dangerously close to knocking over a vase Julian had made me for Mother’s Day. Or was it a mug? Hard to say. But if she broke it, we would have words.


“Everything okay?”


Detective Pratt stood beside me, appraising me with that unblinking gaze of hers. Distracted by my thoughts, I hadn’t noticed her approach.


“It was my sister’s boyfriend. Wondering where I was.”


She nodded. “Earlier you mentioned you’d been on your way to see him.”


My turn to nod. Pratt held out her hand. “Mind if I take a quick look?”


Yes. Very much. But I couldn’t think of an excuse to deny her request. Heart thundering so fiercely I was sure Pratt could hear, I placed the phone on her upturned palm.


I watched as the detective scrolled, but she kept the phone angled so I couldn’t see the screen. Would she find something that might make me appear guilty? Or, worse, that might implicate Izzy?


It had only been minutes since I’d texted Mark, but I couldn’t recall exactly what we’d said. Except for three words: Don’t tell Izzy.


Pratt returned my phone, and I calmed. Until she said, “Would you mind unlocking this for me?”


She had navigated to System services. Significant locations. I unlocked it with facial recognition and handed it back. I had nothing to hide, but still my temples pulsed.


A minute later, the phone rang. I immediately recognized the ringtone and my pulse quickened. With the workout my heart was getting, how had it not exploded?


Pratt’s eyes thinned to slits, and she handed back the phone.


“Guessing you need to take this.”


I accepted the phone and connected the call to Julian’s preschool. It was his teacher, Candace.


“I noticed we missed a couple of calls from you,” she said. “Is everything all right?”


Pratt remained uncomfortably close. Across the room, an officer stuck her head in the fireplace. I wanted to answer, I’m not even close to all right. Instead, I said, “Just wanted to check on Julian.”


With a gloved hand, the officer sifted through ash from a fire I’d made months ago. She wrinkled her nose, leaving me suddenly insecure about my housekeeping skills and what she must think of me. And then the thought, sudden and sharp: Did she think I had burned something there other than an oak log? Pratt’s attention also shifted to the officer.


“We were on a field trip this morning, to the library,” Candace said, obviously confused.


Now I also felt like a bad mother. Julian’s father had never been in the picture, so I felt this failure even more acutely. I was all he had. “Yes, I remembered that after I called. Which is why I didn’t leave a message.”


That and the police cruiser that had pulled up behind my truck.


“Julian loves the library. He’s one of the few kids who’s learned to sound out words. He’s actually quite good at it.”


I smiled. “He loves books.” Eric Carle’s were his favorite. The Very Quiet Cricket. The Grouchy Ladybug. The Very Clumsy Click Beetle. And, of course, The Very Hungry Caterpillar. Julian had memorized all of them and at bedtime would pretend to read to me. When he was especially groggy, he would hold the book upside down or skip pages, but he always got every word right. Lately, he had started recognizing words in unfamiliar books too.


“He’s been looking forward to it all week,” I said. Pratt left to join the officer at the fireplace, and I released a long breath.


But my relief was short-lived. On the other end of the line, Candace cleared her throat. “Yes, well . . . when you pick up Julian this afternoon, I was hoping you might have a few minutes to chat.”


That didn’t make sense. We’d just had our check-in the week before. “Of course. Is everything okay?”


I waited for her to laugh, reassure me there was nothing to worry about. Tell me that I needed to update my contact information or that it was my turn for snack duty.


“Julian’s fine,” she said. “But we should have a quick chat. See you at one-fifteen?”


My mouth went dry, and my tongue felt as if it had been coated in ash. “See you then.”


I disconnected but continued to stare at the screen, as if it might give me a clue what Julian’s teacher meant to tell me. It couldn’t have been urgent, I told myself. If it had been, she would’ve asked me to come right away. But as with Izzy, the dark thoughts were more insistent. Probably because of what had happened five years earlier, or how Julian had entered my life. I knew how tenuous happiness could be. How easily taken.


I called my sister but she didn’t pick up. I left a message and then, anxious, texted: Call me.


“We’re done here.” I jumped at Pratt’s voice and her sudden presence only a few feet from me. How did she keep doing that?


Pratt gave me her number, which I programmed into my phone only because she was watching. “In case you remember anything,” she said. “They’ve released your truck, too, if you’d like a lift back.”


I thanked her but told her I would take an Uber. I was as eager to be rid of her as she was of me.
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After picking up my truck, I headed to Julian’s preschool. His happy place. Usually mine too. But that day, I worried.


Inside, the letter of the week was M. Near the alphabet rug, M’s had been cut from red and yellow construction paper and taped to the wall, next to pictures of monkeys and mice. Bags of colored macaroni, balls of string, and pairs of safety scissors sat at the art station, and books featuring the letter were stacked on the center table.


M for Marina.


M for murder.


M for stop being so morose, Frankie.


Candace stood at the art station, wiping the tabletop with disinfectant wipes, scrubbing at spots marked by pen or glitter glue. “Good afternoon, Ms. Barrera.”


“Frankie’s fine.”


She nodded, but I knew she wouldn’t call me that. “I’ll be just a sec.” Then she resumed scrubbing. The way her brows and mouth knitted, those stains didn’t stand a chance. I imagined her pointing to one of the construction paper M’s and lecturing the students: The word of the day, kids, is meticulous.


While I waited for Candace to finish, I watched Julian on the playground. Through the window I could see him at the top of the slide. He pulled up his shirt, reaching for something tucked near his hip. Mr. Carrots. Stuffed animals were allowed at the school, but they were supposed to stay in the cubbies during school hours. My son had contraband. I fought a smile as he pushed the bunny down the slide. A blink later, and Julian was at the bottom of it too. I watched, unseen, as he climbed the slide’s steps and repeated the process. Then he tucked Mr. Carrots back into his waistband and ran over to play in the dirt.


My thoughts returned to how the police had ransacked our home. Had they left a mess in Julian’s room? In a hurry, I hadn’t checked before I’d left, and now I worried that there would be toys missing and drawers emptied onto his bed. I was abruptly relieved Julian had Mr. Carrots, at least.


“Thanks for coming, Ms. Barrera.” Candace balled up the wipe she’d been using and dunked it in the trash, the wisp of a smile forming. Take that, microbes. Then she pointed to a table near her. “Come. Sit. The kids will be outside with Sophie for another few minutes.”


I took the spot Candace indicated, a student’s blue chair with a slotted back and tubular steel frame. In front of me, four-ounce stickered cups filled with beads were lined up in a row. I could tell which cup Julian had decorated: the one with the cricket stickers and hand-drawn spiders. In my tiny chair staring at the tiny cups, I felt like a giant.


Candace helped herself to a squirt of hand sanitizer, then held out the bottle to offer me a squirt too. I started to decline, but her expression suggested that wasn’t an option. After we were both done sanitizing, Candace took the seat across from me and folded her hands in her lap.


“I’m glad you could make the time.”


“For Julian, always. What’s up?”


She cleared her throat, a habit of hers that usually preceded bad news. I braced myself. “Julian said something that was—concerning.”


My gaze flew toward Julian, still happily playing in the dirt, handfuls of it slipping through his caked fingers. “What did he say?”


Candace paused. She reached across the table, as if to pat my hand in sympathy. But, you know, germs. She dropped her hand on the table, just short of the tiny cups at its center. “Before I tell you, I’d like to explain something first,” she said. “By the time children get to be Julian’s age, they’re starting to recognize what’s real and what’s not. But that doesn’t mean they can’t still believe in Santa Claus, or have an imaginary friend.”


Anxious, I didn’t want a lesson in child psychology. I wanted her to get to the point. “Are you saying Julian has an imaginary friend?”


“Not at all, though as an only child, such a thing wouldn’t be uncommon. What I’m saying is even if four-year-olds are developing a better understanding of reality, their imaginations are also developing, and they can sometimes become confused. Especially when they’re tired. Their dreams, too, are becoming more vivid.”


“Did Julian have a nightmare?” I could hear the impatience in my voice. “Is that what you wanted to talk to me about?”


“No, that’s not it.” She pulled her hand back and rested it in her lap. “Julian said you left him alone in the house.”


I shook my head, hard. “What? I would never . . .”


“I know, Ms. Barrera. That’s why I started by explaining a child’s relationship with reality.”


“When? When did Julian say I left him?”


“Last night. He says he heard you leave the house.”


My skin tingled, the prickle of a thousand invisible ants. “I didn’t go anywhere last night.”


“Like I said, I’m sure you didn’t. But what’s important is that he believes you did.”


I wasn’t sure I wanted to know, but still I asked, “What exactly did he say?”


“He was quieter than usual this morning, which surprised me, since he had been so looking forward to the field trip.”


Earlier, I had noticed the same thing—how he’d eaten his Cheerios in silence—but I had been too preoccupied by Mark’s call to wonder why.


She continued, “When I asked him about it, at first he didn’t want to tell me. He was afraid of what might happen.”


I didn’t understand. “I’ve always encouraged Julian to tell the truth. He would never get in trouble for that.”


“He wasn’t worried about something happening to him.”


I glanced out the window, toward Julian, then back at Candace, trying to make sense of what she was telling me. “He was worried about me?”


She nodded. “He said he once saw his aunt get taken away in a police car, and he was worried that if he told, the same thing might happen to you.”


I remembered. That was the time Izzy had been so wasted she’d broken into my neighbor’s house thinking it was mine. When he told her to leave, she had thrown the pan of minestrone he’d been preparing at him. It would’ve been so much worse if Izzy’s aim had been better. I was surprised Julian remembered that. It had happened nearly a year before.


“Julian told me that he heard the truck, and he and Mr. Carrots hid under the bed until he heard you come back.”


“It wasn’t me,” I insisted, but I was fuming.


Damn it, Izzy. What did you do?


FIVE YEARS BEFORE




MERCURYVILLE, 7:50 P.M.


Standing in the Grocery Outlet parking lot, Rachel Stroud should’ve been the kind of girl anyone would notice right away. Pretty. Almost translucently pale. Copper-colored hair that would’ve glinted in sunlight, but seemed rather drab in the burgeoning dusk. Still, it took Izzy a solid minute to notice that Rachel existed, distracted as she was by the man next to her.


Piper had warned Izzy about the incredibly attractive Ben Wesley: an art school dropout who, at twenty-four, was several years older than the rest of them. As Piper put it, Ben was the kind of guy who made a party fifty percent cooler by showing up, but who you also needed to watch carefully in case he tried to spike your drink.


Piper elbowed her in the ribs. The gesture clearly said: Get it together, Izzy. Don’t embarrass me in front of my friends.


Ben introduced himself with the grin Piper had also warned her about. Did he practice that grin in the mirror? He’d gotten it exactly right.


Izzy managed to keep her jaw closed, the nonchalance firmly in place. “Hey. I’m Izzy.”


“I know.” The grin twitched up at the corner. Yeah, he practiced.


Rachel stepped forward. “Cool hair.”


Distracted as she was, it took Izzy a second to realize the other girl was talking to her. The week before, Izzy had made the change from platinum to blue after deciding she wasn’t meant to be a blonde. So far, blue was suiting her better.


“Thanks,” she said.


Rachel turned to Ben. “So where’re we going?” she asked.


Ben shook his head. “Where would the fun be if I told you?” His forehead wrinkled. “Where the hell are they?”


As if summoned by the force of Ben’s will, two vehicles entered the lot. From Piper, Izzy knew this would be Rachel’s brother, Tobin, and his roommate, Chuck Romero.


They were the geeks in the group, according to Piper. Izzy decided Tobin had smart eyes, his gaze sharp and unflinching. Not as obviously handsome as Ben, he was pale and his ears stuck out a little. Less leading man, more self-deprecating sidekick. But that had always been Izzy’s type.


This could get interesting, she thought.


In comparison, Chuck didn’t make much of an impression. He was thin, with eyes that watered and, though in his early twenties, a receding hairline. According to Piper, Chuck was pre-pharmacy.


Except for Piper, they were all strangers to Izzy. She didn’t usually care what people thought about her, but at eighteen she was the youngest in the group. She didn’t want to screw it up. Getting along with them was important to Piper, so it was important to Izzy.


Ben clapped his hands. “Caravan,” he announced.


Only Rachel hesitated. The others immediately positioned their cars behind Ben’s and waited for him to make the signal. After Ben climbed into his car and Rachel into his passenger seat, he reached out the window and pointed to the road. Izzy fell in behind, driving Piper in the sedan Izzy had borrowed from her mom. “Borrowed” being a relative term, since she hadn’t asked. Tobin and Chuck followed in separate cars.


Though Ben had kept the location a secret from the others, on the drive Piper admitted to Izzy that he’d told her where they were headed. Piper had always been good at uncovering secrets.


They were going to a spot not far from the Geysers, a geothermal field located in the Mayacamas Mountains. Mercuryville, as it was called, was founded a couple of decades into the gold rush, when cinnabar had been discovered. The scarlet and highly toxic mineral contained mercury, a liquid metal once found in thermometers and, more importantly, used to extract gold from ore. The demand for cinnabar led to the forming of the aptly named Mercuryville. Unfortunately, the demand was short-lived, and the town’s many bars and single church quickly shuttered. The population dwindled, too, mines abandoned and left to rust until they were consumed by wildfire less than a century later. Now all that remained were patches of concrete and metal framework well hidden among the weeds and rocks.


Izzy was pretty sure Ben had been attracted to the spot by its isolation. There would be no one to complain if the festivities got a little loud, which was likely, since she had seen in the back of his car at least two bottles of vodka and several dozen cans of hard seltzer. Even if someone thought to complain, it would’ve taken a good twenty minutes, probably longer, for police to respond. Izzy thought it was appropriate that a ghost town once known for its abundance of bars and the brawls that started there had become a drinking spot for young people avoiding law enforcement.


Izzy parked along the shoulder, with Chuck pulling in behind. A little farther up the road, Ben and Tobin stopped in a turnout next to a gate. When Izzy got closer, she could read the sign beside it: WESTERN GEOPOWER. There was also a warning against trespassing. Not that Ben seemed at all deterred.
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