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Clare jolts upright, her hand at her mouth to stifle a scream.

This room is blue with moonlight. Clare is on a single bed, its rusted joints creaking beneath her as she adjusts to sitting. She blinks. Bare walls, high ceiling, cobwebs wound tight in the corners. There is an open window, a hot wind lifting the corner of her bedsheet. The door is closed. Another single bed is pressed to the far wall, a woman lying facedown, asleep, as still as a corpse.

A voice in Clare’s head. Do you know about this place?

The woman in the bed lets out a long whine. Clare studies her in the low light. She looks to be in her midthirties, her face gently lined but tense even in sleep. She rolls onto her back, one arm flapped over the side of the bed. There is a zigzag of scars on her forearm and palm. Defensive scars, Clare knows. The kind that come from fending someone off. They spoke only briefly after Clare arrived last night, shook hands, maneuvered around each other in the small space. Raylene, she’d said. Her name is Raylene.

The painted hardwood floor is warm under Clare’s feet. She stands and tiptoes to the window. This room is on the second story, a porch roof extending below her. Two hundred feet ahead, a river churns. A willow tree is perched so close to the water that its thick roots curl over the edge of the bank. A wooden cross has been nailed askew to its trunk. Clare twists her hair into a bun, then crouches to catch the breeze on her neck.

Do you know about this place?

Yes, Clare thinks, eyes on the wooden cross. I know about this place.

This morning, there was the ocean. Two days ago, Malcolm Boon in the doorway of Clare’s room, a folder in hand.

I have a new case, he’d said. A woman and her child have disappeared.

How many days since she and Malcolm absconded from the hospital in Blackmore before the police could question them? How many days and nights did Clare spend in that motel room, drifting in and out of fitful sleep as she healed from the gunshot wound? She can muster only flashes. Bandages peeled back, the angry pink of her shoulder. A meal eaten on an unmade bed. A dusty glass of water Malcolm gave her to wash down the pills. The tide in and out on a beach. Malcolm there, Malcolm gone. And then, Malcolm arriving with the folder, offering her a new assignment.

I think you’d be good for this case, he’d said. It’s a place called High River. A place for women like you.

Something had roused Clare then. Her second case. A chance to right the wrongs of her first effort, to prove she might actually be good at this work. For twenty-four hours she’d pored over the folder: Sally Proulx and her two-year-old son, William, swept away days ago by the same river Clare watches out this window now. She’d papered the wall of her motel room with the timeline and backstory, photos and police reports. Photos of Sally in her previous life, before she and William arrived in High River. As Clare worked, a strange energy bolted through her. She couldn’t sleep. She wouldn’t talk to Malcolm. She cut back on the pills, holding her breath against the waves of pain and nausea. This time, she would be prepared. She would invent a version of herself that fit in at High River. Go undercover. Learn from her mistakes. It only occurs to her now that Malcolm probably chose this case because he knew it would hit too close to home for Clare to refuse it.

With a gasp, Raylene sits up in bed, eyes wide. “No!” she says. “No.”

Her eyes search the room until she spots Clare crouched at the open window.

“It’s okay,” Clare says.

Raylene’s eyes are unfocused, afraid.

“You were dreaming,” Clare whispers. “Go back to sleep.”

As if never awake, Raylene slides down the bed until her head lands softly on her pillow.

Rain. Clare extends her hand through the open window to catch the first drops on her palm. She can never remember her own dreams. It used to suit Clare to forget, to abandon the details of her life before this one, those many months on the run before she met Malcolm Boon. Before Malcolm hired her to do this strange work of searching for lost or missing women, before her first case in Blackmore. Before the bullet wound and the blur of days spent recovering at that seaside motel. As they drove to High River yesterday, southward to this thick heat, Malcolm kept such quiet that when he spoke, his voice startled Clare.

Remember, he said. We got lucky on the Blackmore case.

We got lucky, Clare repeated, hand resting on the shotgun wound just inches from her heart. Lucky.

What I mean, Malcolm said, is that missing women don’t always turn up alive.

Forget luck, Clare wanted to say. Instead she looked out her window in silence, any change in the landscape masked by the gas stations and fast-food joints on repeat at every interchange. Mile after mile she mulled the details of the High River case. The little boy and his mother. Fixating on the details of the case distracted Clare from the pain in her shoulder, from the panic, the need for one more pill to take the edge off. She committed everything in that file to memory, every detail of Sally Proulx’s story absorbed, Clare an actor learning her part. This time, she will play Sally’s friend, a more direct route into the story than she took last time. But now that she’s here in High River, Clare feels uncertain she’s made the right choice in agreeing to take on this case. She stares at the white cross, at the swaying tentacles of the willow tree. Her chest hurts. Her shoulder hurts. It feels hard to breathe in this heat. She thinks of the letter from her husband that she carries in her bag.

I can’t forget you, my Clare. You’re still mine.

Eighteen, Clare thinks. Eighteen days since she left Blackmore with Malcolm, driving west to the ocean and that motel, the letter from Jason in her back pocket. Two hundred and twenty-five days since she left Jason, sprinting through the snowy back fields to the car she’d hidden under a sheet. A long-planned escape from a vicious husband. A life left behind months ago. But no matter how much time passes, she can’t seem to stop counting the days.

Do you know about this place?

It was Raylene who’d asked her this question as they lay in the dark last night, hours after Clare first arrived. Clare had feigned sleep instead of answering. Yesterday she’d felt certain she was equipped for this. She’d felt certain she’d learned all she could about High River, that this time her cover would be rock solid. Clare glances over her shoulder to Raylene, curled into fetal position, a pained look on her face as she sleeps. Clare looks back at the river, then presses the window all the way closed, her hands shaking with pain or withdrawal or panic, she can never tell which anymore.

It doesn’t matter if I’m ready, Clare thinks. I’m here.


It is morning and Clare sits at the kitchen table, a breakfast spread in front of her. There is music playing in another room, a song too folksy and quiet for Clare to discern the words. Helen Haines washes her hands at the sink, wooden cabinet doors askew on their hinges behind her. What does Clare know of Helen? That she wears old jeans and a plaid shirt untucked. That she must be a decade older than Clare, forty-something, her dark hair streaked with gray and wrapped in a tight bun. That she owns this grand house and the eighty acres it sits on. That she invites women seeking refuge to stay here with her, women on the run. Women like Sally Proulx. Women like Clare.

This time yesterday Clare stood on a patch of grass at a gas station hundreds of miles from here, watching from a distance as Malcolm filled the tank, cell phone warm to her ear, counting the rings on the other end of the line.

My name is Clare O’Brien, she said when Helen Haines finally answered. I am a friend of Sally Proulx’s.

Well-rehearsed lies, only her first name true. There had been a long silence before Helen cleared her throat and asked what Clare wanted.

I need a safe place to stay, Clare said. And I know Sally is missing. I want to help.

Hours later Clare stood at the gate to this strange house with her duffel bag at her feet, swatting at the flies that swooped in the stillness. Across the road from the gate a field of young corn stood ablaze in the pink light. Farmland and trees stretched in every direction. Thick with heat. Too reminiscent of home. When Clare emerged through the bend of trees arching over the long driveway, the first thing she noticed was the river. The willow tree. This house. And standing before it all on her front steps, hands in the pockets of her faded jeans, its matriarch, Helen.

“How did you sleep?” Helen asks, still hunched over the sink.

“Not terribly well,” Clare says. “I had a nightmare.”

“The heat can do that.” Helen wipes her hands on a dish towel and sits across from Clare. “And you traveled pretty far.”

“I did.”

The story Clare told Helen had her traveling from the east and not the north. Helen will know nothing of Clare’s actual trip with Malcolm, the turn inland from the ocean, southward on busy highways, the sun high and blaring through the windshield, a full day of driving until he’d deposited her at a nearby gas station and she’d called the taxi to take her the rest of the way. Helen will know nothing of the curt and fumbling good-bye Malcolm offered as he unloaded her bag from his truck, a strained nod in her direction before driving away, the parking lot gravel too wet from rain to kick up under his wheels.

“I have to say,” Helen says. “I was surprised to get your call yesterday.”

“I debated coming at all,” Clare says.

“Sally never spoke of you.”

“No,” Clare says. “I don’t imagine she would have.”

Clare pauses, mirroring Helen’s frown.

“We don’t advertise this place.”

“I know you don’t.”

“And yet you knew about it.”

“Because Sally told me,” Clare says.

“And now we’ve been in the news.” Helen looks to her feet, anxious. “You didn’t say much last night.”

“I was overwhelmed,” Clare says, a half-truth. “Arriving here. That cross nailed to the willow tree. It threw me.”

“I hate that cross,” Helen says. “Markus put it up.”

“Markus?”

“My brother. He lives across the river. It’s a memorial to our parents. But now . . .” Helen trails off.

“Well,” Clare says. “I appreciate you giving me the chance to rest.”

“Sally didn’t talk about home,” Helen says. “Where she came from. Some women do. Some tell you everything. Some don’t. She mentioned her mom. A sister, once, I think. She and William seemed pretty alone in the world.”

Clare lifts a salt shaker from the table and clutches it hard in her fist. She thinks of the details on Sally’s family from the file, a mother dead and a sister across the country quoted in a story about Sally’s disappearance as saying they’d long been estranged. No father. Few friends. Sally Proulx and her son, alone. It’s hard to pinpoint how it happens, how the isolation sets in for women when a marriage turns bad.

“Did you see Raylene this morning?” Helen asks.

“She wasn’t in the room when I woke up.”

“She often goes for walks before the heat settles in.”

“Is it just you and Raylene in the house?” Clare asks.

“And you,” Helen says. “And Ginny. My daughter. I really only have room for two or three women. Less when Ginny is home for the summer.”

“I haven’t met her.”

“She’s a late riser. And she’ll glare you down like a bear. Just ignore her.”

Ginny, Clare thinks. Virginia. The only photo from the case file had been culled from social media, a hazy profile shot of a young woman in a bikini top and flowing skirt, arms bent loosely overhead, the river swirling fast behind her. Helen stands again and returns to the sink. The room is large and square, a long harvest table at its center. A back door leads to a stretch of untended field and then a distant grove of trees. So much like home, Clare thinks again.

“There are two detectives working Sally’s case,” Helen says. “I know they’ll want to meet you.”

“I’m happy to talk to them,” Clare says, smiling to ward off the surge of dread at the prospect.

Helen stares at Clare, rapping her ringless fingers against the table, her nails cut square. There is a simple beauty to Helen, skin golden from summer sun and eyes a deep brown, but she does nothing to play it up. Clare thinks of her own mother, yanking the brush through her hair and dabbing on lipstick before so much as opening the door to receive the mail. You have standards or you don’t, she’d say to Clare as they roamed the cosmetics aisle of the drugstore. There is no middle ground.

“I don’t know much about what happened to Sally,” Clare says. “Maybe you can fill me in.”

“Other way around,” Helen says. “I need you to fill me in.”

“On what?”

“Sally should not have told you about this place. I’m having trouble getting past the fact that she did.”

“She sent me one e-mail. One e-mail. Telling me where she was. A week later I see on the news—”

“Telling you where she was. You see?” Helen rubs at her forehead. “Who knows who else she told?”

“No one, I’m sure. Sally—”

“She wasn’t supposed to do that. It’s the only rule. The only rule I have. I invite women here. They don’t just decide to come. They don’t invite each other.”

“I understand,” Clare says. “I’m sorry.”

“What if she told her husband? Or someone else?”

“I doubt she would have done that,” Clare says. “She knew who to trust.”

“No she didn’t,” Helen says.

In the file the only pictures of High River were from the initial missing persons report, the details of this refuge laid out in the plain language of police-speak. For years Helen Haines had housed women who needed a safe place to land, sometimes for months or years at a time. It might have been a refuge a week ago, Clare wants to say to Helen, but now it’s a crime scene.

“Eat,” Helen says.

Clare picks a muffin from the basket and rips it in two, grateful for the reprieve. The first bite is so moist it dissolves on her tongue. She wants to cry at its sweetness. With a swoosh the back door swings open and Raylene steps into the kitchen. In the daylight Clare can glean the details, Raylene’s black hair wavy down her back, her skin and eyes a dark brown.

“See anyone?” Helen asks.

“No,” Raylene says. “Not since yesterday. I think they’ve called the search off.” Raylene plops into the chair next to Clare. “Sorry. I don’t remember your name.”

“Clare is a friend of Sally’s,” Helen says.

“What?” Raylene shifts her entire body to face Clare. “Why didn’t you tell me that upstairs? Last night?”

“We only spoke for a minute,” Clare says.

The smell of coffee has overtaken the room. Helen pours a cup for each of them, laying out the cream and sugar at the center of the table. Raylene drops a heaping spoon of sugar into hers and stirs so that her spoon clanks against her mug, eyes never leaving Clare.

“She never mentioned any friend named Clare to me,” Raylene says. “And Sally told me everything.”

A mosquito lands at the center of the table. Clare lowers her fist to squash it. “I hate when people say that,” she says.

“Excuse me?” Raylene perks up in her chair.

“There’s no way of knowing if someone is telling you everything,” Clare says, sipping her coffee. “We all keep secrets.”

“Do we? Why would you say that?”

Clare shrugs, uncertain herself. She’d figured that playing the part of Sally’s friend would allow her to ask questions, to integrate. That she could fill in the blanks if people dug deeper, work around inconsistencies by claiming a faulty memory, difficult circumstances under which she and Sally met in the first place.

“She wrote Clare a few weeks ago,” Helen says. “E-mailed her. When Clare heard she’d gone missing, she came.”

“Why did you wait?” Raylene asks. “Why didn’t you come as soon as she wrote?”

“It’s complicated,” Clare says. “I can’t—”

“Yeah, well,” Raylene says. “Now you’re too late.”

Raylene squeals her chair along the floor as she stands. She returns the uneaten breakfast to the refrigerator and cupboards, opening and slamming each door with a flourish. Her figure is curvy, and as she reaches for a high cupboard to return the unused teapot her T-shirt lifts. Clare spots the scarring snaked along her belly, the white crisscrosses of faded stretch marks. The marks of a pregnancy with no mention of a child. When the table is cleared Raylene leans on the counter, blowing her hair from her eyes, jaw pulsing. Livid.

“You just show up here, making snide remarks? Some random long-lost friend.”

“I’m not random,” Clare says.

“You are to me. To us.”

“She’s Sally’s friend,” Helen interjects.

“I didn’t mean to anger you,” Clare says. “I’m sorry.”

“Aren’t you angry?” Raylene asks. “Your friend and her kid are gone.”

A sharp ache jolts through Clare’s shoulder. She rests her palm over it. She can’t tell if she’s sweating from the heat or from the feverish spell that comes with the long stretch without anything for the pain. Withdrawal.

“I am angry,” Clare says, her voice low. “Really angry, actually. More than you can know.”

“It’s been devastating,” Helen says. “Just devastating. We’re doing everything we can to find them. To figure this all out. I have hope. I do. I really do.”

“I’m here to help,” Clare says. “Honestly. That’s all I want. I’ll speak to the police. I’ll search the river myself. I’ll do whatever I can.”

In a flash Clare’s eyes fill. The tears are strangely authentic. Maybe she need only think of her own regrets to invoke this emotion, to think of her own departure, all that she left behind. She need only imagine Grace, imagine her oldest and only friend coming for her, coming too late just as she has pretended to do here. Clare presses her fingers to her eyes. Helen reaches across the table to squeeze her hand.

“We appreciate that you’re here,” Helen says, standing. “I know Sally would appreciate it too.”

Raylene is watching Clare from her perch at the counter, arms crossed.

“We can go for a walk,” Helen continues. “Have a chat. Get some fresh air. Would that be okay, Clare?”

Clare nods, sniffling, scooping the crumbs from her muffin over the edge of the table into her cupped hand. These are women among whom trust must be earned. Is it a great stretch for Clare to play this part? No, Clare thinks, swiping away the last of the tears. She could have been friends with Sally. She could have tried to help her friend when everything went awry. So it isn’t a stretch that Clare might be the one to make things right.


Clare waits for Helen on the porch. Across the river is a smaller house, a cottage with clapboard painted white. A man chases a child on the lawn. A game. The little girl toddles and squeals and loses her balance. Had Clare noticed the house across the river when she’d gazed out last night? It is set back far enough from the river, small enough that the willow tree might block it from view.

When she closes her eyes, Clare imagines Jason leaning against the willow tree that lined their driveway at home, smiling as he used to when he was waiting for her to return from work. How clearly her mind renders him these days, a depiction more intact than it was in the weeks after she left. He is reappearing, his letter arriving in Blackmore hours before Clare left. I don’t know why everyone here is so willing to forget about you. The words come to her in perfect order, memorized. It’s like that’s what you wanted. To be forgotten.

A woman emerges on the porch steps across the river. She descends the stairs and says something to the man. He picks up the girl and carries her inside, taking a wide berth around the woman who must be his wife. Even from this distance Clare can see the sighing heave in the woman’s shoulders as she stares blankly ahead before turning back to the house herself. Since her own wedding years ago, Clare has become adept at looking for even the smallest fissures in other people’s marriages. The undercurrents.

“That’s Markus’s house,” Helen says, sidling up to Clare. “My brother.”

“Is that his wife?”

“Rebecca. And that’s their daughter. My niece, Willow.”

“As in the tree?”

“As in the tree.” Helen tugs at the bottom of her T-shirt. “Ready?”

Clare nods and allows Helen to guide her down the porch steps across the lawn. The grass is still moist, the dew cooling Clare’s feet through her sandals. Helen turns downstream and for a few minutes they walk in silence along a riverside path. A hundred yards south, the river narrows and churns a frothy white and they enter a grove of trees. Clare looks back over her shoulder to the two houses on either side of the river, facing each other like soldiers at attention.

“This path is well worn,” Clare says.

“I’ve been walking it since I was a kid.”

The day’s heat is less oppressive under the canopy of trees. Along the riverbank Clare notices a red ribbon tied to a stake. About thirty yards downstream, another one. The path is gone and they now weave around the felled logs and saplings. They come to an eddy, a small pool. Helen circles to the far side so she is facing Clare. She crouches then dips her hands to cup the water.

“It’s so calm here compared to the river,” Clare says.

“It’s man-made,” Helen says. “My father dug it out. Dug a huge hole and connected it to the river so it stays full. A swimming pool, but with frigid river water.”

“Pretty smart.”

“We used to feel these tiny fish nipping at our legs when we swam. Markus hated it. They never bothered me. They weren’t trying to draw blood. I think they were just curious.”

Clare slips off her sandals and dips her toes in the water of the eddy.

“It’s so cold.”

“It moves too fast to catch the sun,” Helen says.

“I don’t know much about this place,” Clare says. “About High River. Sally didn’t tell me much. You grew up here?”

“It was my family home. My parents died when I was young. After they were gone Markus and Jordan and I left for a while to live with friends of the family.”

Though Clare knows exactly how Helen’s parents died, the file full of news clippings, she will not ask Helen about it yet. She will mete out the questions.

“Who’s Jordan?”

“My youngest brother. He was only a baby when our parents died. He’s younger than Markus by ten years. Me by thirteen. When I was old enough to take care of things on my own, we came back here. We had some money. There was a big insurance payout. And I had this idea. To give women a place to stay when they needed it.”

“Like a shelter?”

“It’s not a shelter. It’s just a . . . place.”

A place. Helen picks up a stick and circles it in the dirt, writing her own initials then scratching them out. She seems childlike to Clare, cross-legged at the water’s edge, her dark hair in a mess of a ponytail.

“How would Sally have found you?”

“The right people know about us,” Helen says. “I have connections in the city. Jordan does a lot of pro bono work with local shelters. He’s a lawyer.”

“So it runs in the family, doing this work?”

“Maybe. But it doesn’t matter anymore. It’s over now.”

“What’s over?”

“This place. High River. It functioned on secrecy. And now people know about it. We’ve been in the news. Sally’s name. My name. They might as well have blasted our GPS coordinates. In the few days after she disappeared I had about a dozen people show up at the door. None for the right reasons. Mostly just curious. Even the women I thought might genuinely need a place to stay. What can I do for them now?”

The question is rhetorical, Clare knows. The safety is in the secrecy. The ground beneath her fingers is soft enough that Clare’s hands sink in when she leans back on them. She looks up. Many of the trees along the riverbank are leafless, their trunks hollow near the bottoms. Dead.

“I appreciate you letting me come.”

“What would Sally think if I turned her friend away?”

With a sigh, Helen gestures onward and they stand and continue along the path. Clare kicks at deadheads with her bare feet, her sandals in hand. Soon they come to a narrow dirt road with a wooden one-lane bridge that arches over the river. They stop halfway across. The railing gives slightly when they lean against it.

“What has happened to them?” Clare asks.

“I wish I knew,” Helen says.

Peering down at the river, Clare guesses that an adult caught in its swirling caps would struggle to keep her head above water, and a small boy would have no chance, the force sucking him under at once.

“Could she have jumped?” Clare asks.

“You knew her,” Helen says. “Do you think that’s something she would do?”

Clare shakes her head. “Well, no. Maybe. You never know what someone is capable of. What they might be driven to do.”

Watching the current makes Clare light-headed, the water racing around rocks and twirling in funnels. She must breathe through her mouth to account for the dizziness that comes.

“It’s hard to believe they haven’t found the bodies,” Clare says.

“Searchers were here for a few days,” Helen says. “Today’s the first time I don’t see them.”

“It’s shallow in places,” Clare says. “I feel so certain they would have snagged. They couldn’t have just washed away.”

The morning sun now lines up with the river, high and hot and untempered by cloud. Clare picks a long sliver of rotted wood from the railing and drops it in the swirling water below. It takes a moment for Clare to notice that Helen’s shoulders are shaking. Her head hangs. Clare reaches out and rests her hand on Helen’s arm, but she feels only annoyance at her tears, the flinch of impatience.

“It doesn’t matter what my intentions were,” Helen says.

“What do you mean?”

“It doesn’t matter if I was trying to help.”

“Yes it does,” Clare says.

“Sally was conflicted. She was angry. There was a life she wanted and a life she had and she struggled to reconcile the distance between them. William was the first child we’ve had here in years. He was angry too, in his little way. Biting, pinching. Wound up the way toddlers sometimes are. But I loved him. We all did. As best we could.”

Clare frowns. As best we could? An odd choice of words.

“Sally needed help. She needed somewhere to go. You offered her that.”

“And what good did it do her? She should never have told you about High River. She broke the sacred rule.”

“There’s something I should tell you.” This is the hard part, Clare thinks, looking to the water to avoid eye contact. Balancing her truth with this ruse, filling in the story with what she knows to be true about Sally. Authenticating.

“I’m listening,” Helen says.

“Sally told me about this place because she thought I might want to come too.” Clare pauses, allowing Helen to register her meaning. “Sally and I knew each other distantly growing up. But we met again around Christmas. I left my husband in December. We landed at the same women’s shelter. I didn’t stay long. I hated it. But Sally and me, we connected. It felt like a real friendship. But she wanted to stay still. To build a new life. I just wanted to move. So I left. About a month ago I stopped in one place for a bit. In this mountain town.”

“And your husband caught up,” Helen says, not a question.

“There was this event in the town. Like a gathering party. I went. It felt so far from home, so I thought I’d be safe. My picture ended up in the newspaper. Only my first name, but I guess . . . I don’t know. He found me. He sent me flowers, if you can believe it. A letter.”

There is an entire side to the story Clare does not tell. The story of her own escape, never a shelter but always motels, months of zigzagging westward from her marital home. And then the story of Malcolm Boon, hired by her husband, Jason, to find her, tracking her in expanding circles until he caught up to her somewhere in the flatlands east of the mountains, pressing his way into her motel room and binding her to a chair when she tried to run. Clare will not mention the strange agreement that emerged between them, how he’d offered her a job in lieu of turning her in to Jason. Her job: to search for missing women. Their first case in Blackmore, a missing woman whom Clare risked her own life to find. And it worked. She found her, alive, rescued her. The gunshot wound in Clare’s shoulder still aches, her photo in the news because the town hailed her as the hero who disappeared from her hospital bed after taking a bullet to save the woman she was meant to find.

“Now you’re on the run again,” Helen says.

“I am.” Clare pauses. “Sally felt safe here. That’s what she said in her e-mail. I guess she wanted me to feel that too.”

“You never knew her husband?”

Clare thinks of what little information the file gave. Gabriel Proulx, an insurance salesman from the suburbs, a photograph from the company website, the collar of his shirt too loose, cheeks ruddy, goatee. A man aged out of good looks. A few family photos taken from social media. And then a mugshot from a bar fight only days earlier, the goatee gone. The news articles all said he refused to speak to the press about his wife or son.

“I didn’t know him,” Clare says. “She didn’t talk about him much.”

“He was in jail the day Sally and William vanished,” Helen says. “Got into some drunken brawl and hit a guy over the head with a beer bottle. Quite the alibi.”

“Indeed.”

A swarm of aphids circles in a cloud overhead.

“The bugs are terrible this year,” Helen says. “It’s the heat. The rain.”

“The water drowns out all sounds,” Clare says. “You hear nothing else. It’s like there’s nothing else here.”

Helen aligns Clare so she faces downstream. Through the distant break in the trees, Clare can see the shadows of low buildings, the tall signs of gas stations and fast-food rest stops poking up at the sky.

“Wow,” Clare says. “I thought we were in the middle of nowhere.”

“Used to be,” Helen says. “Twenty years ago. Ten, even. But the city’s flooding outward. Last year a developer bought four thousand acres of farmland just north of us. Plans to build fifteen thousand houses. A whole new suburb. A new town. And they need an expressway to connect it to the city. If all goes well for them, the bridge over the river will be right here.” Helen gestures to where they stand. “A six-lane monster destroying everything in its path.”

“If all goes well for whom?” Clare asks.

“These men come to the door. Just open up the gate and drive right up to the house like their grandmother lives here. They want to buy the land. They come on behalf of the developer. One came on behalf of the township. Everyone in cahoots. Some of them nice enough, making promises of big money. Others a little more menacing. Reminding me of all the power they have, that it’s a matter of when, not if, they get their hands on my land.”

“How do you feel about that?”

“I thought I’d be here forever. But I see now that this place is stained. It always has been, I guess. Now I wonder why I took so long to see it. Jordan handles it all for me now. He knows how to navigate these things. And it’s so much money. It would set Ginny and Jordan up for life.”

Ginny and Jordan, Clare thinks. No mention of Markus. Three men appear on the shore downstream, two in police uniform and one in a tan suit Clare figures must be a detective. They confer in a tight circle, the man in the suit pointing downstream. Clare feels her heart bang in her chest. Why did she agree earlier to speak to the police? She squints at the detective, his features hard to make out at this distance. He hasn’t spotted them.

“That’s Detective Rourke,” Helen says. “Here on a Sunday.”

“Doing his job,” Clare says.

“He’ll be over to the house later to talk to you.” Helen stares ahead. “We should get back. You must be hungry.”

Before Clare can speak Helen has moved on, leaving Clare behind on the bridge. The detective’s back is to Clare. He gestures at the water, the officers nodding, as if they all know it: They should have found the bodies by now. They have to be in there somewhere. They must still be in the water.

Clare leaves the bridge before they see her. Whatever sadness Helen expressed in words does not reveal itself in her gait. There is almost a spring in her step as she follows the path, disappearing into the woods before Clare can catch up.


The upstairs hallway is wide and dark. Clare stands at its center, not entirely certain which of the four closed doors leads to her room. She runs a hand along the wallpaper ballooned outwards by the crumbling plaster behind it. This house, grand but decaying, creaky with every step Clare takes. A poster-sized photograph of a woman standing in a field hangs in a gilded frame on one wall. There is a wicker basket of corn husks at the woman’s feet. She looks like Helen, that same untapped beauty, her hand shading her eyes from the sun. Clare turns to the sound of running water. A far door opens and a young woman steps out, toothbrush dangling from her mouth. She is tall and slender in a tank top and pajama shorts, her hair shorn to a dark and boyish pixie. Ginny Haines.

“What?”

“Nothing,” Clare says. “Hi, I mean. I’m Clare.”

“You’re staring, Clare.”

“Sorry.”

Ginny looks bored, hip jutted out as her toothbrush stirs up a froth at her lips. She returns to the bathroom and kicks the door closed behind her. Clare absorbs the heat of the still air, taking note of the beads of sweat that trace a path down her chest. There is a window in the hallway, but Clare cannot pry it open. The frame has been painted shut.

Clare orients herself at the window. South. To one side is the field, to the other, the river. She cannot see the bridge where she’d stood with Helen, and from this vantage the only sign of the encroaching city is the pixelated cloud of smog that hangs in the distance. Clare rests her hand on her belly. It is flat and taut. This time last summer she’d been round with pregnancy. She can remember standing at the window of her upstairs hall, watching Jason slide in and out from under his truck in the driveway below, dusty and handsome and streaked with motor oil. She can remember the constant symmetry between hope and despair she’d felt then, each sentiment leaving just enough room for the other. She can remember the sensation of her finger swollen around her wedding ring, but for the life of her, Clare cannot summon the sensation of the baby roiling in her belly, the pressure of its little feet against her flesh. That sensation was washed away when the pregnancy ended.

The window’s glass is hot to the touch. Clare imagines Sally Proulx on the bank of the river with her son. The blue light of clouds backlit by the moon. Clare pulls the cell phone from the pocket of her shorts. She has memorized Malcolm’s number. She keys it in, about to type a message, then deletes it, keys it in again. What would she say but announce her arrival? Here I am, she could type. As if Malcolm might expect her to be anywhere else.

“So you’re Sally’s friend,” says a voice from behind her.

Clare startles and spins to face Ginny. “I am. Sorry. You scared me.”

“What’s with the ancient technology?”

Clare drops the cell phone in her pocket. “I never liked smartphones.”

“Old-school,” Ginny says. “That’s cute. The cops are coming to see you later.”

“Yes, Helen told me that.” Clare pauses. “We haven’t met. Sorry.”

“Is everything that comes out of your mouth an apology?”

Clare straightens and drops all hints of a smile. In her hometown she could hold her own easily enough against this brand of prickliness, the sharp edge of her reputation always preceding her. If any nemeses weren’t afraid of Clare, of her recklessness, they knew enough to be afraid of Jason. Clare steps closer to Ginny and offers her hand, her look firm with warning.

“Like I said, I’m Clare. I believe you’re Ginny.”

Ginny takes hold of Clare’s hand and shakes. Her complexion is fair and flawless, the only blemish the crescents of leftover mascara under her eyes.

“You slept late,” Clare says. “It’s midafternoon.”

“Yeah, well, it’s Sunday. And this place bores me into a coma.”

“I guess there’s been some excitement lately,” Clare says.

A nervous laugh escapes Ginny. “That’s a weird way of putting it. She was your friend.”

“She was,” Clare says. In the silence that follows she feels a shift between them, Ginny fidgeting, nervous. If you want people to believe who you claim to be, Clare has learned in her short time on this job, it is better to be assertive than to demur.

“Who is that?” Clare gestures to the photograph on the wall.

“That’s her mother,” Ginny says. “Helen’s mother, I mean.”

“Your grandmother?”

“Yeah. Her name was Margaret Haines. She’s dead.”

“Did you ever meet her?” Clare asks.

“No,” Ginny says. “I didn’t.”

Of course Clare knew the answer wouldn’t be yes. She thinks of the newspaper clippings, this story splashed across the headlines, the police file, the grim history of High River Clare studied before arriving. The murder of Margaret Haines was a case so prominent that Clare remembers it even from childhood, her own mother glued to the television watching this farmland horror story unfold thousands of miles away. Clare shivers at the thought of standing, of sleeping, of living in the very same house as that news story that transfixed her mother so many years ago.

“Your grandmother looks a lot like Helen.”

“She’d be the age Helen is now. That picture was taken in the field behind the house. Back when they grew corn. She farmed the land all by herself. Or oversaw the workers who farmed it, at least. My grandfather was a lawyer. Had this big practice in the city.”

“That would’ve been a unique setup at the time,” Clare says, prodding. “The woman farming, the man at work.”

“This was the eighties. Not the fifties.”

“Still,” Clare says.

“Totally feminist setup, right?” Ginny offers Clare a cocked grin. “Except one night my grandfather chased his wife outside and shot her in the back as she tried to run away.”

“Oh no,” Clare says, hand to her mouth for effect. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t—”

“Helen and Markus watched it all through the kitchen window. My uncle Jordan was just a baby. Asleep upstairs.”

There is something almost giddy to Ginny’s telling, the way she shifts her weight and crosses and uncrosses her arms. The way she calls her own mother by her first name, Helen, no mom to endear her.

“How old were Markus and your mother?”

“Fifteen and twelve, I think? Markus went and found his father’s other gun. When his father came in through the kitchen door, Markus shot him in the heart.”

“Yes. Yes. I know the story. I mean, I remember this story. It was big news at the time.” Clare allows her real memories to seep through. “I was a little kid. My mom was obsessed with the news reports. The hero boy who killed his evil dad. I can remember my mom telling my dad about it in our kitchen.”

“Yep,” Ginny says. “I’ve Googled it. I’ve seen all the articles. If you dig deep there are even pictures of the crime scene.”

The crime scene. Clare’s file held the black-and-white photographs, the snow in the field stained black with blood, the mess of the kitchen. Her heart flips at the thought of children within that scene, Helen and her brother cowering in the terrorizing stretch between phoning the police and their arrival, the littlest brother oblivious in his upstairs bed. The thought of this young woman next to her now searching these details online, her family’s history laid out for her not in tidy albums but in gory crime scene photos culled from the bowels of the Internet.

“Does Helen ever talk about it?”

“Hell, no!” Ginny says. “Helen’s of the ‘dig the deepest hole you can and stick your head in it’ variety. That’s how she copes.”

“Who took in your mother and her brothers?”

“They have one random uncle who wanted nothing to do with them,” Ginny says. “So they moved to the city to live with the Twinings. Philip Twining was my grandfather’s law partner. He and his wife, Janice, took them in. Lived the city life for a while, but I guess Helen hated it. Got knocked up in her first year of college with yours truly. Thanks to me she had to drop out and moved back here. Took her brothers with her.”

Ginny stands close to Clare, eyes to the photograph, the thaw between them incited by her chance to tell this story. Clare can see Ginny teetering on that verge, an adult in body but still so young, her history still too full of the stories of others. There had been a few details about the Twinings in Malcolm’s file, a news piece about them on the twentieth anniversary of the killing, Jordan Haines starting law school with plans to partner with Philip, to do right where his father had done so wrong. Another story about Philip and Jordan and their plans to open a women’s shelter in the city in memory of a mother Jordan surely can’t remember. MARGARET HAINES HOUSE. Not a refuge like High River. A brick-and-mortar shelter with Margaret Haines’s name on the door.

A phone beeps. Clare rests her hand on her own phone through her shorts, but Ginny pulls one from her waistband, face to the screen. She thumbs a response.

“Jordan’s coming,” she says. “He’ll be here in an hour.”

“He lives in the city?”

“Yeah,” Ginny says, now scrolling through an app, distracted, double tapping photos at random. “Hot young urban lawyer man.”

“You mean your uncle.”

Ginny scrunches her nose without looking up. “Oh, I know he’s my uncle. He reminds me of that daily. Uncle Babysitter.”

Clare leans against the wall and faces Ginny head-on.

“How old are you?” Clare asks.

“Nineteen.” Ginny straightens. “Twenty in November.”

“Can I ask you something? Why do you call her Helen?”

“She doesn’t like to be called Mom,” Ginny says. “I don’t especially like calling her Mom either. One thing we agree on.”

There is hurt in Ginny’s voice. Clare remembers the brief period in her teens when she insisted on calling her parents by their first names, how her mother had railed against it. I deserve that word, her mother would say, I worked hard for it. Eventually Clare had relented. And then years later, after the stillborn birth of her son, as the nurse cooed at Clare that she would always be his mom though he was dead, Clare remembers feeling incensed at her mother for those words years earlier, for claiming that motherhood was a badge to be earned and not a twist of fortune that befell some women and not others.

“What are you going to say to the cops?” Ginny asks, eyes still to her phone.

“I’ll just answer whatever questions they have,” Clare says.

“One of them . . . Rourke?” Ginny tucks her phone back in the waistband of her pajama bottoms. “He’s been around a lot—”

“Hopefully so. They’ve yet to find anything.”

“I’m trying to help him.” Ginny leans back in a stretch, preening. “The whole family’s clammed up. Helen hates having the cops around. I think Rourke’s happy that I’m actually trying to be helpful.”

“I’m sure he is. Did you know Sally and William?”

“A bit. The kid was kind of crazy. He literally never stopped moving. A lot of the women who stay here are head cases. Angry or superstressed.” Ginny shrugs and lets out an anxious laugh. “William was just a chip off the old block.”

“Right,” Clare says. “What about the other cop?”

“Oh. Her name’s Somers. I don’t think she likes me very much.”

“I’m sure she’s just focused on the job.”

“Whatever. They’ll be here soon. I should get dressed.”

Still, Ginny doesn’t move. They stand side by side, eyes up to the portrait of Margaret Haines, Ginny taking in breaths as though she wants to speak.

“I’m sorry about your friend,” she says finally. “Honestly? I didn’t really know her. Or William. I try to keep my distance, you know? Too much drama. But when she wasn’t stressed, she seemed nice.”

“She was nice,” Clare says. “Thank you.”

Clare watches Ginny tiptoe back until she’s over the threshold of her bedroom, taking her leave in a childish skulk. Ginny Haines is nineteen, still in the purgatory where she might want to act like a child yet be treated like an adult. Clare looks again at Margaret Haines. She wears jeans and high work boots, their soles caked with hard mud. Even a woman as strong as Margaret Haines could not withstand a bullet. Clare walks the length of the hall and picks the correct door, swinging it open to an empty room. Though her shoulder throbs, though the fingers of her left hand still tingle from the nerve damage, Clare feels a swell of purpose, of strength. She will leave the pills at the bottom of her duffel bag for now, change her clothes, speak to the police. Stay alert despite the pain. Work the case. If she clenches her hand and holds it long enough in an angry fist, the tremor will subside.
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