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Praise for

STILL MINE

“Twisty and swift, Amy Stuart’s Still Mine is a darkly entertaining mystery machine. But what will really surprise you is the emotional foundation on which it has been built.”

—Andrew Pyper, bestselling author of The Demonologist and The Damned

“Still Mine delivers all the nail-biting moments of a fast-paced thriller. . . . You’ll find yourself turning the pages faster and faster.”

—Elisabeth de Mariaffi, author of The Devil You Know

“An intricately woven thriller. . . . A vivid and haunting debut.”

—Holly LeCraw, author of The Swimming Pool

“A haunting treasure of a book that burrowed its way into my psyche. . . . Not since The Silent Wife have I been rendered so powerlessly riveted by a psychological thriller.”

—Marissa Stapley, author of Mating for Life

“A tense and absorbing read. . . . Stuart paints a vivid picture of the stark mountain town, Blackmore, and the cast of shadowy characters who inhabit it.”

—Lucy Clarke, author of The Blue
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For

(I could never have done this without)

Ian
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Sometimes I dream of my escape. In my sleep I conjure a way out, another life waiting for me beyond this one. Sometimes I am climbing, or driving, or falling through a void with no clear place to land. But most often I am running, sprinting through the field and into the trees, my clip too fast for you to catch me.

Even in the version where I’m falling there’s this relief at having finally shed it all, these people, this place, you. The shame is gone, just like that. Replaced by a perfect calm. And do you know the strangest part? It feels good. I am free of your anger, and I don’t care how long it will take for you to notice I’ve disappeared. The dream doesn’t halt at the door to consider these things, because by the time it begins I am already gone.
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WEDNESDAY


With the moonless sky, Clare doesn’t see the mountains closing in. But then the road begins to rise and she knows she’s driving through the foothills, then come the switchbacks and the hum and pop in her ears, and finally the peaks and shadows, blank spots in the ceiling of stars. By dawn the mountains crowd the long vista of her rearview mirror, she is deep among them, and Clare guesses she’s covered nearly six hundred miles since sunset.

Drive west into the mountains, Malcolm said. Then cut north to Blackmore.

Clare climbs one last hairpin turn before signs of life pepper the roadside, peeling billboards first, then a scattering of ramshackle buildings. Her car lurches and revs, the ascent of this narrow road too much for its old engine. She passes a sign hammered right into rock: WELCOME TO BLACKMORE: POPULATION 2500, the word zero spray-painted across it in black. The road flattens out and Clare reaches the row of storefronts that marks the town proper. Most of them are shuttered with plywood, the main strip devoid of cars and people.

Beyond the lone stoplight Clare finds the motel. She turns in and parks. Weeds grow through cracks in the asphalt, the motel L-shaped and bent around an empty swimming pool, its neon sign unlit. The barrenness washes over Clare, eerie and surreal, like a movie set built and then abandoned. Panic cuts through her, a grip tight around her chest, the coffee she’d picked up at a gas station hours ago still whirring through her veins.

The folder Malcolm gave Clare sits on the passenger seat. She flips it open. On top is a news article dated ten days ago: “Blackmore Woman Missing Since Tuesday.” Next to the text is a grainy photograph of a gaunt and unsmiling woman named Shayna Fowles. Clare examines the photo. They are roughly the same age, their hair the same deep brown, their skin fair, alike in certain features only. Is she imagining the resemblance, imposing herself on this woman?

This is your job, Malcolm said. You will go to Blackmore. See what you can find.

The car fills with the dampness of the outside air. Clare leans back against the headrest and closes her eyes. She thinks of Malcolm across from her in that diner booth, sliding the folder over to her, his own meal untouched. She had wanted only to get away from him, and Blackmore was the option on offer. Now she must gather herself up, muster the nerve to introduce herself to strangers, tell them her name, or at least the name Malcolm chose for her. Clare grips the dewy handle of the car door and lifts her backpack. Though she hasn’t worn her wedding ring in months, her finger still bears its dent.

Time to go.

At the motel reception Clare rings the bell once, then again when no one comes. She can hear the muffled din of a TV. Behind the desk the room keys hang in a neat row. Black mold snakes around the windows and patches the carpet in the corners.

“Hello?” Clare’s voice barely rises above a whisper.

Nothing. In her exhaustion, Clare cannot decide what to do next. At dawn, she’d pulled in to a lakeside rest area, walking straight past the picnic tables and the outhouse, wading thigh deep into the lake, catatonic, transfixed by the vast, jagged landscape of snow-peaked mountains. A foreign land. She’d hoped to take a warm shower. Malcolm told her about this motel. Clare slams her hand down hard on the bell.

The door at the far end of the office opens. A man in his sixties peers through, wiping his mouth with a napkin.

“We look open to you?” He tosses the napkin over his shoulder.

“The door was unlocked.”

“We’re closed.”

The man is gray haired and rosy cheeked. An old family portrait hangs on the wall to his right, a younger version of him the beaming father to two red-haired boys, his hand resting proudly on his pretty wife’s shoulder.

“If the rooms are still standing,” Clare says, “maybe I could just—”

“I’m closed.”

Clare nods.

“I’ve never seen you before,” he says.

“I’ve never been here before.”

“You a reporter?”

“No.”

“A cop?”

“No. I’m not a cop. I’m just here to see the mountains.”

“Huh. Right.”

“I take pictures.”

“Pictures. Of what?”

“Landscapes, mostly. Anything off the beaten track.”

“No one around here likes getting their picture taken,” he says, his voice flat.

“Like I said. Landscapes. Not people.” Clare pauses. “Is there another place in town I could stay?”

“No.”

Clare gropes through her bag for her car keys. Just arrived and already she’s failed at her first task. This motel might have been busy once, when Blackmore was still a bustling mining town, when there were jobs for everyone, money to go around, people to visit. Maybe this man’s sons had been miners. Maybe they were underground five years ago when the mine blew up and killed three dozen of Blackmore’s men. Clare detects a slight softening in the motel owner, his shoulders relaxing. He peels himself off the wall and approaches the desk.

“We had a bad melt in the spring,” he says. “All twenty rooms flooded. I’ve barely had a customer in months. Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t help you.”

“It’s okay,” Clare says. “I’ll figure something out.”

“There are plenty of mountain towns. You could pick another one.”

“I could,” Clare says.

Already her story feels like too much of a ruse, arriving in Blackmore alone and unannounced. On the drive she’d anticipated the questions the attendant just asked of her. Who are you? Why are you here? She’d rehearsed her answers. She and Malcolm had been hasty in picking photography as her cover, the one skill in her thin repertoire now ringing false on delivery. The attendant walks around and props the door open to usher her out.

“Turn around,” he says. “Drive back down the hill. That’s my advice.”

Clare retraces her steps to the car. The mountains are cloaked in low clouds, Blackmore’s main road fogged from view. She hears the bolt of the office door behind her. Clare knew full well the reception here would be cold. She grew up in a small town beset by the same woes as Blackmore. She remembers the way her neighbors closed rank when strangers turned up, all prying eyes unwelcome. Who knows what the motel owner sees when he looks at Clare? Maybe he knew Shayna Fowles, maybe his sons were friends with her. Maybe it rattles him, one woman gone missing and another turning up out of nowhere, a stranger in his midst.


This is what she dreams. Clare lies on the floor among shards of broken glass, her palms cut open. She looks up at him. When she opens her mouth to speak, the beer bottle hits her square between the eyes. She falls back to the cellar floor and the bottle smashes next to her. He punches the lightbulb and Clare feels its glass rain down. Then he slams the door and locks her in. She can’t hear any footsteps overhead.

If you leave, he says, his voice muffled by the closed door, I’ll find you. You know that, right? I’ll find you and I’ll kill you.

Clare jerks awake. The car is dark and sticky and she cannot breathe. In the black of the rearview mirror she spots movement. She fumbles with the door and drops to the wet ground, then scrambles to her feet, spinning in a circle. No one else is here. It takes a full minute before she is able to orient herself. Blackmore. The parking lot of the old hardware store. She’d driven here from the motel and climbed into the backseat to rest. That was early afternoon, and now it’s dark outside.

Clare knew the bad dreams would come back, the ache of withdrawal.

The air has thinned and cooled. Clare gets back into the car and flips down the visor mirror. Her face is flushed, her hairline rimmed with sweat, her chest tight. For months she’d been spared, but she knew. Clare knew it was a reprieve only, his shadow trailing ever behind, the willpower only carrying her so far. It took Clare six months to let down her guard. Then she met Malcolm Boon.

Wrappers and soda cans litter the floor of the car, relics from her long drive. In the glove compartment Clare finds the cell phone Malcolm gave her. The brightness of the screen blinds her. No messages.

I’ll be in touch by end of day Friday, Malcolm said.

Clare digs out her wallet and camera, then stuffs all her belongings into the trunk and locks the car doors.

At the edge of the parking lot, a streetlamp casts a tidy beam to the sidewalk. The stoplight is red. To the north Clare spots a sign, blinking but lit: RAY’S BAR AND GRILL. A few teenagers smoke in a cluster by the door. They fall silent and stare unabashedly at Clare as she approaches, three boys and one girl sharing a cigarette in a closed circle. The girl wears army pants and a top cropped in a ragged line just under her breasts. One of the boys breaks from the group and holds the door open for Clare with an exaggerated bow, a mock gentleman.

The bar is empty, but music plays and Clare can see the waitress and cook shuffling around the kitchen. The stares from outside follow her until she chooses a booth and props the menu to block them out, setting her camera down on the middle of the table. When Clare looks up the waitress is hovering over her.

“Kitchen closes in five minutes.”

“What’s good?” Clare asks.

The waitress shifts her weight but doesn’t answer.

“Burger and fries?”

“To drink?”

Behind the bar, dusty bottles are lined up row by row.

“Club soda,” Clare says.

The waitress pinches the top of the menu and yanks it from Clare’s grasp. Out the window the teenagers swarm to the stoplight. The double doors to the kitchen flap back and forth and Clare tries to identify the song playing, something country, sounds like Patsy Cline but the voice is too young and too polished, not husky enough. Clare’s soda can is delivered without a glass. It runs cool down her throat as she gulps it. Only when she’s half-finished it does Clare spot the notice board on the far wall of the restaurant. She slides out of her booth and walks over.

MISSING: SHAYNA CUNNINGHAM FOWLES.

Below, the date she disappeared, two weeks ago.

TIPS? TALK TO DONNA.

In the kitchen the waitress is in animated conversation with the cook. The grill hisses and flares. Clare pulls down the poster and stuffs it in her back pocket. Stapled to the lower corner of the board is another notice, this one yellowed with age. TRAILER FOR RENT. FURNISHED. CONTACT CHARLIE MERRITT. Clare plucks the staples from the corners and folds this paper away too. By the time the waitress emerges with her meal Clare is back in her booth, napkin spread across her lap. The plate is dropped in front of her with a clunk.

“You that photographer?” The waitress nods to the camera.

“I am.”

“We heard about you showing up.”

Clare imagines the motel attendant bolting the door, then diving for his phone. One call to his wife or his girlfriend or his sister, the highest female in his particular pecking order, and word of Clare’s arrival would spread fast from there.

“What’s your name?”

“Clare O’Dey.”

This is the first time Clare has uttered this name aloud.

“Yours?” Clare says.

“Donna.”

Donna looks to be fifty, her hair bleached yellow and tied back. The burger on Clare’s plate sags out of its bun.

“I saw you making off with my poster.”

Clare shrugs. Not quite as stealthy as she thought.

“You got a reason to want it?” Donna asks.

“I wondered if I might know her.”

“You’re not from around here.”

“No.”

“Then how would you know her?”

“She looks familiar,” Clare says.

Donna slides into the booth across from Clare.

“You’re undercover.”

“I’m not.”

“Some kind of private detective, then. Or a reporter? Snooping around and stealing posters.”

Clare doesn’t break eye contact. Whatever part she is to play in Blackmore, she must hold to it.

“I’m honestly just curious.” Clare rests her hand on the camera. “It’s a hazard of the trade.”

“Well, there’s no big story here. She wasn’t eaten by a yeti. And she wasn’t murdered.”

“How do you know?”

“Shayna Cunningham was nothing but trouble. Popped some pills and wandered off a cliff. Down at the gorge. That’s where they go to party.”

One article in the file Malcolm gave her mentioned Shayna’s penchant for drugs and the town’s slide into addiction that followed the shuttering of the mine. Those interviewed claimed that Shayna was high the night she went missing, the consensus around here being, Clare can tell by the waitress’s tone, that her status as a junkie somehow mitigates the horror of her disappearance.

“Why make a poster if you know what happened?” Clare asks.

“No one knows for sure what happened,” Donna says. “I just figured. Had them printed on a trip to town. So I could feel like I was doing something.”

Donna leans in and lowers her voice, her mistrust quickly eclipsed by the prospect of a fresh audience. Clare was never one for gossip, could never understand the willingness to divulge secrets that didn’t belong to you. She sees she’ll have no choice but to engage in it here.

“I don’t mean to sound weird,” Donna says, “but sometimes I picture her down there. Her body. Maybe she survived the fall but couldn’t climb out or call for help. You can’t be sure what happened.”

“Until they find a body.”

“And they might not. Too much rain. We had flash floods deep in the gorge. She could be halfway to the sea by now.”

“Who’s looking for her?”

“You tell me.”

“The police?”

“Detachment closed last year,” Donna says. “There was a search party that climbed down the gorge as best they could. I’d guess her father’s looking for her. Her husband sure isn’t. He’s prancing around town like nothing’s happened.”

Clare offers the waitress some of her fries. Donna takes one and folds it into her mouth.

“So you know her family?” Clare asks.

“Sure. Grew up with her mom. We both still live in the houses we were born in. I guess that’s why I bothered with the poster. Her mom couldn’t.”

“Why not?”

“She’s gone batty. Dementia hit her early.” Donna frowns. “Her husband Wilfred’s out of his mind too. Too much, I guess.”

“Too much what?”

“Sometimes everything falls apart at once. You know?”

“I know,” Clare says.

“My husband mined with Wilfred for thirty years. They showed up in Blackmore looking for work right around the same time. Right out of high school. My husband hasn’t seen him in a year. Now I heard he’s building some kind of bunker up at their house. Dug a hole.” Donna leans in again. “My sister says it had to be the husband. Says maybe Shayna went off the cliff, but maybe her husband nudged her. Maybe.”

Stuffed in the file Malcolm gave her were a few photographs of Shayna and her husband culled online. In her wedding photograph a younger and healthier Shayna lay draped against her new husband, Jared Fowles, his arm wrapped right around her waist, his palm resting on her belly. The news article about her disappearance described the couple as estranged.

Of course he would be the point of gossip. A missing woman means a guilty husband, as Clare’s own mother used to say. Clare sat glued to the TV the summer her mother fell ill, her mother next to her, frail and wispy bald from the chemotherapy. A woman from two towns over had gone missing on her way to work, and Clare and her mother watched as the woman’s husband sobbed into a scrum of microphones and begged for his wife’s safe return.

Guilty, Clare’s mother said. You wait.

Days later, the news showed the flat hay field where the body was found and the police leading the handcuffed husband across his front lawn. Clare’s mother mustered the energy to stand and jab her finger at the TV.

It’s always the husband, she said. Always.

The french fries on Clare’s plate are soaked brown with oil. Donna picks another one up and eats it.

“So, photographer,” Donna says. “Where’d you come from?”

“A long way east of here. A small town.”

“Which small town?”

“I’m sure you’ve never heard of it.”

“Try me,” Donna says.

“Long Lake?”

An answer that told the asker nothing. In six months of driving Clare had passed through four towns with this same name, registering each of them and their features. But she’d always banked on one-off interactions, moving on before the questions got too probing. She will have to find another way to stem the inquiries.

“I didn’t like it there,” Clare says. “I don’t plan to go back.”

“Where’s your family?” Donna asks.

“I don’t really have any family.”

“So you just drive around taking pictures for a living?”

“It’s not much of a living. But it keeps me moving. I like to be moving.”

Clare takes hold of the soda can and squeezes it until it buckles. The give-and-take of conversation, the effort in calculating her responses, have given her a headache. All she wants is to finish her meal. Donna points a thumb over her shoulder.

“You took the ad for the Merritt trailer too.”

“I need a place to stay. The motel’s closed.”

“Well, you can’t stay in that trailer.”

“Why not? This Merritt guy isn’t around anymore?”

“Oh, he’s around.”

“So what’s the problem?”

“He’s the problem. Lost his family in the mine. Father and two brothers. His mother swallowed a loaded rifle a week later. He’s been on a rampage ever since.”

“Jesus,” Clare says.

“He’s taking the whole town down with him.”

“I don’t understand.”

“He’s supplying the junkies. That’s what I’ve heard. I know he’s selling his crap to kids a lot younger than you. Might as well be poisoning the town water. And that trailer’s in the middle of the woods. Right next door to the Cunninghams.”

Clare taps the poster again. “The Cunninghams? As in Shayna’s family?”

“Yep. All the town’s craziness is up on that ridge.”

It takes Clare a minute to absorb the implications, the stroke of luck. This trailer of Charlie Merritt’s sits right next door to Shayna’s family. Under the bun the meat of the burger looks gristly and gray. Donna heaves herself to standing.

“You like this kind of thing? Other people’s misery?”

“No,” Clare says. “I was making conversation.”

“If you leave now you can be in the next town before midnight.”

Clare keeps her head down to ward off Donna’s cautionary glare. Finally Donna retreats to the kitchen. What would Malcolm Boon do if he were here? He might tell her to be cautious, to sleep in the car instead. For six months it has been easy enough to deflect the attention of chatty strangers, gas station clerks or motel attendants or servers at diners like this one. Clare knew how to keep all conversation short. All along she’s pictured a terminus, a place that might swallow her whole, a place with enough scope to let an invented past go unchallenged.

Now she’s in a small town not so different from the one she left, and Clare can feel her past bubbling up again. The dread, the sense of abandon, of nothing to lose. Why not go knock on Charlie Merritt’s door? Out the window the street is deserted, the stoplight switching from green to yellow to red in deference to no one. Clare will eat the rest of her burger as slowly as she can. She will stay until the waitress kicks her out. The walk back to the car is only two blocks, but she is too awake after a day’s sleep. Who knows what sorts of people live here? The kind devoid of hope. The kind who refuse to leave a dying town. The kind who disappear.
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It wasn’t swift. It took some time. I try to chart when my woes began. That’s what my mother calls them: woes. A quiet word, easy to bear. This is a cusp, I remember thinking as I swallowed what I’d been given. My fate was predetermined and I needed only to see how it would play out.

You told me. You warned me. You said we would all suffer, that people would start dying, that you wouldn’t tolerate it. But still, here you are.

My mother once said that there’s no rhyme or reason to who stays when things fall apart. It won’t be the people you expect. But I knew you would hang on. You can’t let go. You say it’s love, but I think it’s about control.

If I end up dead, then everyone will look at you and wonder. You’ll be the one to blame, and I’m not sure you’ll stand for that.
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THURSDAY


A gleaming black pickup truck is parked in the driveway. Clare stops her car at a distance. The Merritt property is large and untended and dotted with old outbuildings, everything on an incline, up or down, the land climbing toward a ridge that gives way to the mountains. Even the house appears to be leaning.

At the slam of her car door, a rottweiler rounds the side of the house in a barking sprint, its teeth bared, eyes two angry slits. Clare cannot fumble fast enough for her car keys. Just as the dog lunges, its leash snaps taut and it flails backwards with a yelp.

“Timber!”

A man leaps off the porch and yanks on the leash to draw the dog back. The hair. A mop of blond gold. He is tall and strong with bulky muscle. His beard is thick, and Clare’s husband was clean shaven; not an exact match, but close. The hair, that same blond hair, the hue golden like a young boy’s, rare among grown men. A knot ties itself in Clare’s stomach.

The man secures the dog to the porch and approaches.

“That’s quite the guard dog,” Clare says.

“He’s trained to scare strangers.”

Clare takes the trailer ad out of her pocket and hands it to him.

“The number was out of service,” she says. “I looked up your address and figured I’d try you.”

“Where’d you get this?”

“At Ray’s. On the notice board. Are you Charlie Merritt?”

“This is five years old.”

“Thought I’d take a chance.”

“On what?”

“That the trailer is still standing. I’m short on options.”

“You moving here?”

“No. Just staying for a bit.”

“You’re the one who showed up at the motel. The so-called photographer.”

“Right. And the motel’s closed. So here I am.”

This morning Clare had washed her face with the last of her bottled water and thrown a cardigan over a clean shirt, strapping her camera over her shoulder. Now the lunging dog has made her edgy, made her tongue dry. In the breeze she can smell gasoline and smoke, the remains of a doused fire.

“Well, thank you anyway,” Clare says.

“Wait a minute. What’s your name?”

“Clare.”

“Clare the photographer. Who sent you here?”

Clare adjusts the strap so her camera rests above her hip. “No one.”

“You’re not on the job?” Charlie asks.

“Do you have a job?”

“No one shows up here for no reason,” Charlie says.

“I have my reasons.”

It is written plainly on Charlie’s face as he sizes her up, the sense of intrigue, curiosity. He reaches for her camera, his hand brushing against her sweater as he lifts it and turns it over, gauging its authenticity. Charlie looks to the woods.

“The trailer is still standing. You’d have to rough it.”

“I slept in my car last night. Can’t be rougher than that.”

“I could show it to you.”

“Sure,” Clare says.

The dog lies next to the house and gnaws on something clutched between its paws. Charlie is disheveled, his shirt is dirty, his hair hanging over his eyes. When he starts toward the woods, she follows. From behind, the resemblance to her husband is even stronger, his shoulders the same width and rounded forward. He even walks with the same lumbering gait.

“My father dragged this trailer up the hill twenty years ago,” Charlie says. “Planted a bunch of trees to box it in. Made good rent when the mine was open.”

“Have you always lived here?” Clare asks to Charlie’s back.

“Forever.”

Charlie stands aside so that Clare might walk up the hill in front of him.

“I ran hydro up here last year. For something to do.”

The trailer is an old silver Airstream, thirty feet long and resting on cinder blocks. A fire pit has been dug in front, three lopsided lawn chairs clustered around it. Clare can see a makeshift shower, a steel vat held on a platform between two tall pines, the showerhead directly below it, nature’s water pressure.

“Water’s clean enough to drink. No hot, though. Unless you boil it.”

Charlie yanks the trailer’s rounded door open and ushers Clare in.

“I could change the propane tank for you, I guess. I’ve got a spare somewhere.”

The trailer feels surprisingly roomy on the inside, a kitchenette and a little seating area, the bedroom to one end and the toilet to the other. The stench brings tears to Clare’s eyes. She pries open the curtains, releasing a poof of dust that prompts a coughing fit.

“Pretty grim,” Charlie says. “It’s been empty a while.”

“It’ll need a once-over.”

“I can get you some cleaning supplies. Bedsheets and whatever.”

Of course, Clare thinks, it would never occur to Charlie to clean it himself.

“I’ll give you fifty bucks for a week,” Clare says.

“I’d say a hundred is fair.”

“I’d say fifty is better than nothing.”

“Fine,” Charlie says. “Fifty. Fine.”

Clare fishes the money from her backpack and hands it to him, a share of the kitty Malcolm gave her at the diner.

“And I park my car down by you?”

“As far up to the woods as you can pull it.” Charlie rubs his beard. “What else? Keep the windows open if you turn on the burners. The stove’s old. You don’t want to get gassed.”

“You have neighbors up here?” Clare risks asking.

“Only to the north. Through the line of birch trees. We’re not very neighborly.”

“Bad blood?”

“You could say that.”

Clare thinks of the waitress, the way she leaned forward in the booth, stirring the pot with her tidbits. Bad blood. Clare’s husband would fit in well here.

“Be wary of the old man. He’s been known to point a gun at me if my dog so much as takes a piss in his general vicinity,” Charlie says. “It’s just your typical small-town crap.”

“I get it.”

Clare would like to press him, but she must pace herself. Charlie shifts and scratches at his mess of hair.

“You look like someone I know,” he says.

“So do you.”

Charlie laughs. “I don’t hear that too often.”

Tension passes between them, two strangers alone in close proximity. Charlie doesn’t seem menacing, but Clare can’t trust her instincts with men, won’t let herself be fooled by friendly banter. Neither Charlie nor his dog would be so easily defanged.

“I’ll get you a key,” he says. “And a couple of flashlights.”

“I thought you said there was hydro.”

“For outside. These woods get pretty dark. You got a cell phone?”

“Yes.”

“Reception’s spotty. Walk up the hill. You might get lucky.”

“What about your dog? Is he going to attack me?”

“I’ll introduce you. Let him pick up your scent. He doesn’t bite friends.”

It is unexpected, the warmth that comes to Clare, the familiarity of his smile. Charlie starts back down the hill. Clare lifts the camera and clicks at his back, then angles her gaze upward, absorbing the landscape that surrounds her. She digs for her phone, its signal bars flat. It is still morning. Malcolm said he would send word within two days. Clare could always make contact first, walk these hills in search of a signal, punch in an account of events so far that might suit him. I’m settling in. Any words she could muster to avoid sounding distressed.

Back at her car, Clare finds a bucket filled with cleaning supplies and a garbage bag of clean sheets he left for her on the hood. Charlie emerges from the house and introduces Clare to Timber, allowing the dog to sniff around her legs. Then he hands her a flimsy-looking key and heads back to his porch, settling in with a beer. Clare collects her bag and whatever else lay strewn in the car, possessions few enough that she can drag them up the hill in two trips. She fishes her camera case from the trunk, the few rolls of film she’d been able to find along the way jammed into it. Her camera belonged to her brother, a gadgety old film contraption, small and portable enough, the only thing she’d taken from home.

Her brother. Christopher.

It was Christopher who taught her how to develop a roll of film in his makeshift cellar darkroom, who taught her how to frame shots, to focus on the unexpected subject, to forgo the immediacy of digital. Christopher lives in the family home now, Clare’s father transplanted to a cabin at the property’s rear corner after Clare’s nephew was born. The last time Clare saw her brother he’d clicked his front door closed, her money handed over. He was tired of it, of forgiving Clare over and over for the same lapses, of keeping his family shielded from the worst of it. He was scared of what she might do. You can’t change what you did, Christopher said. Clare imagines her brother now thinks her dead. She hopes her nephew doesn’t remember much of her, that Christopher changed the story in her absence, rendering her a better person, allowing the truth to dissolve into her nephew’s young memory.

Only one day in Blackmore and already it feels harder to stave it off, these memories that blindside her. Though it forces her to stay composed, Clare has to admire the unabashed way Charlie surveys her from his perch. She makes a show of hauling the darkroom starter kit from her trunk, a yard-sale find at some town in between, and heaving it in a circle so that Charlie might read the box. After slamming the trunk closed she carries the box to the trailer, swerving against its weight, surprised at herself for hoping Charlie will follow.

By the time she reaches the trailer again, her legs burn and her back is sticky with sweat. She drops the darkroom kit next to the fire pit. These woods are replete with color, greens and yellows and browns. Without Charlie standing in front of her, without that blond hair as a trigger, Clare’s physical memory of her husband evaporates. How has her mind so quickly rubbed out such a familiar face? What does Jason picture when he thinks of her? Clare doubts he could conceive of mountains as vast as these. He’d never give her credit for getting this far. He might only think her dead or lost rather than running.

Clare digs the folded poster from her pocket. Odds are that a woman missing for weeks is dead, but Clare stands in these ghostly woods as proof that this isn’t always the case. Sometimes people vanish for good reason, leaving an entire life behind to escape just one part of it. Clare can feel Shayna’s story weaving into her thoughts, however it varies from hers. She can picture Shayna in the gorge, alive, others with her. Clare sees that part clearly. But she cannot see what happened next; Shayna dead, or lost, or running.


The trailer is hot. It takes all of Clare’s might to pry the windows open. When she succeeds, the effect is a decent cross breeze. Outside the trailer Clare strings a length of rope between two trees and hangs the blankets she’d found on the bed. Though they’re moth-eaten and ragged, Clare can tell by the stitching that these quilts are handmade, probably by a mother for her young sons, both blue, one themed with trains and the other with trucks. Clare finds a long stick in the woods and beats the dust from them until their patterns brighten.

At the back of the sink cabinet Clare finds a sticky trap coated with the mangy corpses of two dead mice. The stench makes her gag. She flings the trap out the door, and the rotten smell that’s hung in the trailer since she arrived is instantly gone. When the kettle whistles she goes back inside and fills the bucket with boiling water. Starting at one end and working her way on hands and knees to the other, Clare scrubs ceiling to floor, windows and countertops, cupboards and drawers, every nook and corner in this small space. When is the last time anyone cleaned here? Men don’t like mess, Clare’s mother would say, but they sure can tolerate filth.

When she’s finished Clare carries the bucket and cleaning supplies down the hill and sets them on the front steps of the house. Charlie’s perch is empty, the truck gone, the dog too. Charlie appears to live alone, and Clare knows that a man alone in his family home speaks to some kind of mitigating event, a tragedy or a death or an exodus, in this case an exploded mine with Charlie’s family inside it. When Clare met her husband, he’d been living alone on his parents’ farm for years, acting the part of the orphan, unable to cope with the basic logistics of a household, an only child whose father got drunk and veered his car into the path of an oncoming truck—swerving, purposefully or not, so that the truck would hit his wife’s side first.

When the insurance settlement came through, Jason bought himself a pickup truck, no hired help or vacations, though he was flush with money. He rented his fields to a farmer up the road and took a job in a factory. A lot of money and only a truck to show for it. She’d admired that in him, taken it as a sign of humility. After they were married, Clare moved in and took the reins on the house and its care. She found her mother’s cleaning habits had sunk in, that she too carried the need to scrub.

In the trailer bedroom Clare stuffs her things under the bed and drops Malcolm’s folder on the counter. Clipped together under the photographs of Shayna are the news articles about the mine accident. A blast at the Blackmore Coal Mine five years ago killed thirty-two men and trapped eighteen others underground for three weeks. Clare flips through the clippings. The photographs of the mine site show cranes and bulldozers, the rescue crew in hard hats, huddled together, faces strained by the uncertainty of what lay beneath them, how many dead or alive. Until they could make contact below, there was no body count. The story still cried out for a happy ending.

Though it must have been international news, Clare has only vague memories of this story. Five years ago was the summer she was married, leaving her no time to take in the miseries of the outside world. No one she knew back home read the newspaper—nighttime television was reserved for game shows and sports—all of them well versed in ignoring anyone’s misfortunes but their own.

In a later article, photos of the thirty-two dead line up alphabetically down the page. Midway Clare finds the three photographs with the Merritt name, each one with that same golden hair as Charlie. Clare scans the text. “Russell Merritt and his two sons found dead. A third son, also a miner, was off shift at the time of the accident.” Charlie.

Out the trailer window, Clare hears the crack of a branch, the crunch of pine needles. She opens the door.

“Charlie?”

The crunching stops. It’s probably an animal, Clare knows, but as she circles to the back of the trailer, her heart beats hard in her chest.

“Charlie?”

Clare spots movement in the distance. Not an animal. An upright figure.

“Who’s there?”

Clare picks up a stick and holds it in front of her with a two-handed grip.

“I can see you.”

A quick flash of white, a ghost. A human shape.

“Please come out,” Clare says. “You’re scaring me.”

“You’re scaring me!” A woman’s voice. The figure steps out from behind the tree. She is older, her hair pulled into a silvery ponytail, the skin on her face smooth and peach in her cheeks. She wears a loose linen shirt tucked into shorts. Not dressed for the damp weather. Not a ghost. Clare drops the stick.

“This is private property,” Clare says. “You’re on the Merritt property.”

“I must be lost,” the woman says.

“What’s your name?” Clare says.

“Louise.”

“Louise Cunningham?”

“Yes.” Louise looks up to the sky, as if considering. “Yes.”

“You live next door,” Clare says.

Gone batty, the waitress said. Shayna’s mother.

“You’ve taken a wrong turn,” Clare says.

“I meant to go to the creek.”

“You’re headed uphill. It’s not usually uphill to a creek.”

“I suppose not.” Louise studies Clare. “Do we know each other?”

“No. I’m Clare O’Dey. A new neighbor.”

“O’Dey. Is your father a miner?”

“No. A farmer.”

Louise walks past Clare to the fire pit, then over to the blankets and back around to the shower, reaching out to touch everything she passes.

“I know where I am,” Louise says. “This is Russell’s place.”

“That’s right,” Clare says. “I’ve rented the trailer from Charlie.”

“Is Russell here?”

“No. Russell Merritt? Isn’t he . . .”

But Louise isn’t listening. She plops herself into one of the lawn chairs and uses the rocks of the fire pit to pry off her sandals.

“Shayna and I used to come here,” Louise says. “We’d camp out when the trailer wasn’t rented. Sometimes we’d stay for days.” She laughs. “Those boys. Three of them like little animals. Always running wild.”

A wave of exhaustion rolls over Clare, knowing what she must do next.

“Would you like me to walk you home?”

“That would be nice,” Louise says. “You know, I saw a cougar here once.”

“You did?”

“With Shayna. She was maybe nine.” Louise nods as if the story is revealing itself only as she tells it. “It stood there, over there, staring at us, maybe fifteen feet away. Shayna had her back to it. She was tossing pebbles at trees. I never imagined a cougar would be that big.”

“What did you do?”

“I stepped between them. I remember thinking, if I’m fierce, if I’m fiercer than this animal, it will leave us alone. So I stretched out my arms, like this, and I showed it my teeth. I bared my fangs! Can you believe that? It cocked its head, then bounded away.”

Louise pivots, eyes upward.

“Clare. That’s your name. Clare.”

“Yes.”

“You know the way back?”

“I can find it,” Clare says. “I don’t think it’s far.”

From behind Louise’s gait is strong, stoic. Clare yanks the trailer door closed and jogs to catch up. She will walk Shayna’s mother home, take her chances on the reception she’ll receive should Shayna’s father be there. There is no time for caution. Fierce, Louise said. If I’m fierce. Clare likes to think of herself as such, but she doubts she could compare to Louise Cunningham, even in the early throes of dementia. She imagines Louise as a young mother, a coal miner’s wife, afraid of nothing, the sort of woman who commands even these woods, who stands up to all threats. While Clare, if her life so far is any indication, is the sort who runs.


The Cunningham driveway is enclosed by bended treetops. Clare walks five paces behind Louise until the driveway opens into a meadow, the largest patch of flat land she’s laid eyes on since crossing into the mountains. Beyond it sits a white farmhouse, the paint of its red shutters much faded, its clapboard rotted and peeling. Though the house itself is run-down, the surrounding garden is bright with dogwoods, whatever plants can endure the lack of sun.

“Stop,” Louise says, pointing to the field. “Shush.”

In the garden, a snowshoe rabbit plucks at a head of iceberg lettuce, its nose atwitter. A man emerges from the barn with a shotgun in hand. Louise draws Clare back among the trees. By the time he is within range, the rabbit is off into the nearby woods. The man pumps the shotgun and fires a shot into the low clouds anyway. Then he stands still. Both Clare and Louise hold their breath, waiting too, until he gives up and retreats back through the wide doors of his dilapidated barn.

“Wilfred,” Louise says. “He hates rabbits. He’ll never leave it alone.”

“They’re eating his vegetables.”

“Those are my vegetables. And I’m happy to share them with the odd rabbit.”

“I’ll wait here until you reach the door,” Clare says.

“Don’t be silly. Come in.”

“I wouldn’t want to take your husband by surprise.”

“You don’t know him?”

“No,” Clare says.

“Then I’ll introduce you.”

“But you don’t know me either.”

“Don’t I?” Louise laughs, then nudges Clare onward and up the porch steps.

The storm door is loose on its hinges. Louise takes off her shoes and wanders straight into the kitchen. Clare stands in the hall and looks around. Towers of cardboard boxes lean into each other on the living room wall. Even the couch is overtaken with blankets, a box of books, and an old rotary phone off its hook. A small space has been cleared on one cushion, the only spot in the room a person might take a seat.

Clare moves through to the equally cluttered kitchen. She lifts a box of dusty glasses off one of the chairs and sets it on the floor. Country kitchens are always the same, a square room with cupboards on every wall, stairs to the cellar, the sink under the window, and a harvest table in the middle. A kettle boils soundlessly on the stove, its whistle flipped up. Despite the clutter the kitchen bears no evidence of family, no photographs or keepsakes, only bald spots on the wallpaper where frames clearly used to hang. Louise sets about making tea.

“Why don’t we sit in the living room?” Louise says, handing Clare a mug. “We could have a chat.”

This time they pass through the dining room. High stacks of boxes line the wall and folded clothes and dinnerware are piled on the table. Louise behaves as if she’s noticed the mess for the first time, flustered by where to leave the tray.

“Wilfred doesn’t throw anything out.”

“My father is like that too.” Clare takes the tray from Louise and goes to place it on a pile of newspapers on the coffee table. The headline of the top paper reads “Jury Deliberates for Fifth Day in Civil Mine Trial.” Clare sets down her mug and cleans off the smaller of the two wingback chairs.

“Have you met her?”

Louise finds the bare spot on the couch and sits.

“Who?” Clare asks.

“Shayna.”

Clare must fix her expression to hide her surprise.

“No,” she says.

“She’s married. Settled down.”

“That’s nice.”
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“Twisty and swift.... Darkly entertaining.”
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