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When the Stars Go Dark


“With this breathtaking novel, Paula McLain proves she can do anything. Exquisitely written, immersive, and atmospheric, When the Stars Go Dark is a tour de force of literary suspense. It pulled me under and left me gasping.”


Christina Baker Kline, author of The Exiles


“Paula McLain has created a vulnerable, intelligent, unforgettable protagonist whose interior life is as interesting as the mysteries she has to solve. When the Stars Go Dark is my favorite kind of book. I’ll recommend it far and wide.”


Liz Moore, author of Long Bright River


“A powerhouse of a novel that is guaranteed to keep the reader up all night. When the Stars Go Dark is a beautifully written, sharply observed literary thriller with an extraordinary, unforgettable heroine and a twisty plot with a surprise ending. An unconventional, unflinching look at the long shadow cast by trauma and the resilience it takes to survive. This is a novel of both great sadness and great beauty; a gripping story drenched in the exquisite allure of the natural world.”


Kristin Hannah, author of The Nightingale


“Paula McLain, already established as the master of the historical novel, now explodes into crime fiction with a richly satisfying, tremendously moving mystery—haunting, poignant, lyrical, urgent, unique, unforgettable.”


Chris Pavone, author of The Paris Diversion


“When the Stars Go Dark is a fantastically propulsive and deeply atmospheric novel that grabs you from the very first page. It’s visceral and hauntingly suspenseful. Paula McLain has proven to be a masterful storyteller no matter the genre.”


Aimee Molloy, author of The Perfect Mother


“I loved Paula McLain’s When the Stars Go Dark, which is the beautifully written and positively profound story of Detective Anna Hart… The twisty plot keeps the pages flying, and McLain’s lyrical and poetic prose reveals insight after insight about the human heart, making this riveting read not only an engrossing psychological thriller, but crime fiction of the highest order.”


Lisa Scottoline, author of Someone Knows


“Lyrical and beautiful, When the Stars Go Dark is a riveting deep dive into trauma, survival, and obsession. With her deeply flawed and utterly compelling heroine, elegant prose and layered, twisting story, Paula McLain has penned an extraordinary novel of literary suspense, as gripping as it is unique and unforgettable.”


Lisa Unger, author of Confessions on the 7:45


“Stunning… McLain matches poetic prose with deep characterisations as she shines a light on the kindness in her characters’ souls. Fans of literary suspense won’t be able to put this one down.”
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For Lori Keene, there from the beginning as I dreamed this dream




Here is the world.


Beautiful and terrible things will happen.


Don’t be afraid.


—Frederick Buechner
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When the Stars Go Dark





Prologue



The mother who tore off her dress when the police came to her house with the news and then ran down the street in only her shoes, while her neighbors, even the ones who knew her well, hid behind their doors and windows, afraid of her grief.


The mother who clutched her daughter’s purse as the ambulance sped away. The purse pink and white, shaped like a poodle and smeared with blood.


The mother who began to cook for the detectives and her neighborhood priest while they were still trying to explain to her what had happened, her hands raw as she chopped a mountain of onions, washed dishes in scalding water. No one could get her to sit down. Sitting down meant she had to know it. Accept it.


The mother who left the mortuary after ID’ing her child’s body and walked in front of a live Muni, the jolt throwing her twenty feet straight backward, her fingertips smoking where the current blew through, her lips black. But she had lived.


The mother who used to be a famous actress, but now waited for news the way glaciers wait at the far tip of the globe, frozen and quiet, half alive.


___


The mother I was that day in July, on my knees as the EMT tried to get through to me with words, sentences, my name. I wouldn’t let go of my child’s body. “Detective Hart,” he said over and over as my mind gasped, plummeting. As if that person could still possibly exist.




1


Signs and Vapors





One



The night feels shredded as I leave the city, through perforated mist, a crumbling September sky. Behind me, Potrero Hill is a stretch of dead beach, all of San Francisco unconscious or oblivious. Above the cloud line, an eerie yellow sphere is rising. It’s the moon, gigantic and overstuffed, the color of lemonade. I can’t stop watching it roll higher and higher, saturated with brightness, like a wound. Or like a door lit entirely by pain.


No one is coming to save me. No one can save anyone, though once I believed differently. I believed all sorts of things, but now I see the only way forward is to begin with nothing, or whatever is less than nothing. I have myself and no one else. I have the road and the snaking mist. I have this tortured moon.


I drive until I stop seeing familiar landmarks, stop looking in my rearview to see if someone is following me. In Santa Rosa, the Travelodge is tucked behind a superstore parking lot, the whole swath of it empty and overlit, like a swimming pool at night with no one in it. When I ring the bell, the night manager makes a noise from a back room and then comes out cheerfully, wiping her hands on her bright cotton dress.


“How are you?” she asks. The world’s most innocuous question, impossible to answer.


“Fine.”


She holds out the registration card and a purple pen, the dimpled flesh under her arm unfurling like a wing. I feel her looking at my face, my hair. She watches my hands, reading upside down. “Anna Louise Hart. That’s sure a pretty name.”


“What?”


“Don’t you think so, baby?” Her voice has the Caribbean in it, a rich, warm slant that makes me think she calls everyone “baby,” even me.


It’s hard work not to flinch at her kindness, to stand in the greenish cast of the fluorescent bulb and write down the number of my license plate. To talk to her as if we’re just any two people anywhere, carrying on without a single sorrow.


She finally gives me my key, and I go to my room, shutting the door behind me with relief. Inside there’s a bed and a lamp and one of those oddly placed chairs no one ever sits in. Bad lighting flattens everything into dull rectangles, the tasteless carpet and plastic-looking bedspread, the curtains missing their hooks.


I set down my duffel in the center of the bed, take out my Glock 19 and tuck it under the stiff pillow, feeling reassured to have it nearby, as if it’s an old friend of mine. I suppose it is. Then I grab a change of clothes, and start the shower, taking care to avoid the mirror as I undress, except to look at my breasts, which have hardened into stones. The right is hot to the touch, with a blistered red mound surrounding the nipple. I run the water in the shower as hot as it will go and stand there, being burned alive, with no relief at all.


When I climb out, dripping, I hold a washcloth under the faucet before microwaving it, sodden, until it smokes. The heat feels volcanic as I press it hard against myself, singeing my hands as I bend double over the toilet bowl, still naked. The loose flesh around my waist feels as rubbery and soft against my arms as a deflated life raft.


With wet hair, I walk to the all-night drugstore, buying ACE bandages and a breast pump, ziplock bags, and a forty-ounce bottle of Mexican beer. They only have a hand pump in stock, awkward and time-consuming. Back in my room, the heavy outmoded television throws splayed shadows on the bare wall. I pump with the sound off on a Spanish soap opera, trying to distract myself from the ache of the suction. The actors make exaggerated movements and faces, confessing things to one another while I labor on one breast and then the other, filling the reservoir twice and then emptying the milk into the baggies I label 9/21/93.


I know I should flush it all, but I can’t make myself do it. Instead, I hold the bags for a long minute, registering their meaning before tucking them into the freezer of the small convenience unit and closing the door, and thinking only briefly about the housekeeper who will find them, or some road-strung trucker looking for ice and feeling repulsed. The milk tells a whole sordid story, though I can’t imagine any stranger correctly guessing at the plot. I’m having a hard time understanding it myself, and I’m the main character; I’m writing it.


Just before dawn I wake feverish and take too many Advil, feeling my throat catch and burn around the capsules. A breaking-news banner is running across the bottom of the TV. forty-seven confirmed dead in big bayou, alabama. deadliest crash in amtrak history. Sometime in the middle of the night, a towboat on the Mobile River has gotten off course in heavy fog and driven a barge into the Big Bayou Canot Bridge, displacing the track by three feet. Eight minutes later, running right on schedule, the Amtrak Sunset Limited traveling from Los Angeles to Miami has slammed into the kink at seventy miles per hour, shearing off the first three cars, collapsing the bridge, and rupturing the fuel tank. Amtrak is citing negligence of the tugboat driver. Several crew members are missing, and recovery efforts are still underway. President Clinton is supposed to visit the site later today.


I click off the set, wishing that the rubbery red button on the remote could work to shut off everything, inside and out. Chaos and despair and senseless death. Trains hurtling toward kinks and gaps, everyone aboard sleeping and clueless. Tugboat captains on the wrong river at exactly the wrong moment.


Eight minutes, I want to scream. But who would hear me?







Two



Once I worked a missing persons case, a boy we later found in pieces under his grandmother’s porch in Noe Valley, the grandmother on a creaking, peeling porch swing directly over his body when we pulled up. For months after, I couldn’t get her face out of my mind, the powdery folds of skin around her mouth, frosted pink lipstick painted just beyond her upper lip. The serenity in her watery blue eyes.


Her grandson, Jeremiah Price, was four. She had poisoned him first, so he wouldn’t remember the pain. “Remember” being her word, the first word in the story she was telling herself about what she’d felt she’d had to do. But the story had no center, not to anyone but her. When we took her confession, we asked her the same question over and over. Why did you kill him? She could never tell us why.


In my dim room at the Travelodge, a rotary phone sits on the cheap, scarred bedside table with instructions for dialing out and the rate of long-distance charges. Brendan picks up on the second ring, his voice slow and thick, as if it’s coming through concrete. I’ve woken him up. “Where are you?”


“Santa Rosa. I didn’t get far.”


“You should get some sleep. You sound awful.”


“Yeah.” I look down at my bare legs on the bedspread, feeling the Brillo pad scratchiness of the cheap fabric against my thighs. My T-shirt is damp and wadded, stuck with sweat to the back of my neck. I’ve wrapped my breasts in a tourniquet of bandages, and the pain, in spite of all the Advil, sends a pinging ache through me with each heartbeat, a ragged sort of echolocation. “I don’t know what to do. This is awful. Why are you punishing me?”


“I’m not, it’s just—” There’s a long, freighted pause as he weighs his words. “You have to figure some things out for yourself.”


“How am I supposed to do that?”


“I can’t help you.” He sounds defeated, stretched to the breaking point. I can picture him on the side of our bed in dawn light, his body hunched over the phone, one hand in his thick dark hair. “I’ve been trying, and I’m tired, you know?”


“Just let me come home. We can fix this.”


“How?” he asks breathily. “Some things aren’t fixable, Anna. Let’s just both take some time. This doesn’t have to be forever.”


Something in his tone makes me wonder, though. As if he’s cut the cord but is afraid to acknowledge it. Because he doesn’t know what I’ll do. “How much time are we talking? A week or a month? A year?”


“I don’t know.” His sigh is frayed. “I have a lot of thinking to do.”


On the bed next to me, my own hand looks waxy and stiff, like something that belongs on a mannequin in a shopping mall. I look away, fixing on a point on the wall. “Do you remember when we first got married? That trip we took?”


He’s quiet for a minute, and then says, “I remember.”


“We slept in the desert under that huge cactus with all the birds living inside. You said it was a condominium.”


Another pause. “Yeah.” He isn’t sure where this is going, isn’t sure I haven’t lost it completely.


I’m not so sure myself. “That was one of our best days. I was really happy.”


“Yeah.” Through the phone his breathing quickens. “The thing is, I haven’t seen that woman in a long time, Anna. You haven’t been here for us and you know it.”


“I can do better. Let me try.”


Silence spreads through the receiver, pools around me on the bed as I wait for his answer. Finally he says, “I don’t trust you. I can’t.” The clarity in his voice is devastating. The resolution. For weeks he’s been so angry, but this is worse. He’s made a decision I can’t fight, because I’ve given him every reason to feel precisely this way. “Take care of yourself, okay?”


I feel myself teetering on a dark edge. In other moments of our marriage, he would have thrown me a rope. “Brendan, please. I can’t lose everything.”


“I’m sorry,” he says, and disconnects before I can say another word.


Nearly two hundred people came to the memorial service, many of them in uniform. Colleagues and friends and well-meaning strangers who’d read the story in the Chronicle and thought, There but for the grace of God go I.


I zipped myself into a dress I couldn’t feel, so high on Ativan it could have been made of knives. I read lips through huge black sunglasses while Brendan said thank you over and over. Back at the house, I positioned myself in a corner of the kitchen, turned away from the aggressively placed flowers and condolence notes, the stricken faces around the table full of casseroles and cheese platters. My supervising officer, Frank Leary, found me there, a plate of food in his hands that he didn’t even pretend to want.


“What can I say, Anna? What can anyone say about something so awful?”


His voice was usually gruff, not soft like this. I wished I could freeze him where he stood, him and everyone else in a child’s game of statue, and walk away. Instead I only nodded. “Thanks.”


“You should take as much bereavement time as you need for yourself. Don’t worry about a thing, okay?”


The wall seemed to inch nearer as he spoke. “Actually I was thinking I’d come back next week. I need something else to focus on.”


“C’mon, Anna. You don’t mean that. It’s too soon. You should only be thinking about your family right now, and taking care of yourself.”


“You don’t understand, Frank.” I could hear my voice tightening around the words and tried to slow down, to sound less desperate. “I’ll go crazy here with nothing to do. Please.”


He raised his eyebrows and seemed just about to correct me as my husband walked up. Frank stood a little straighter and reached out his hand. “Brendan. Tough day. I’m so sorry, man. Let me know if there’s any way I can help.”


“Thanks, Frank.” Brendan’s gray knit tie hung loosely at the open collar of his shirt, but nothing in his body seemed remotely relaxed as he stood between Frank and me, glancing back and forth as if he was attempting to read a feeling in the air. “So what’s going on here?”


“Nothing,” I lied quickly. “We can talk about it later.”


“I heard you.” He blinked rapidly, his face growing pink. “You can’t seriously mean to go back to work right now.”


“Listen,” Frank said, stepping forward. “I just said the same thing. I’m on your side.”


“Who’s on my side?” Behind me the wall felt smooth and cool against my palm, and yet I felt caged suddenly. Trapped. “I’m just trying to get through this, okay? If I can’t distract myself—” I couldn’t finish the sentence.


“I can’t believe you!” Brendan clamped his lips together, his nostrils flaring. “How about us? How about focusing on your family? Don’t we deserve that from you? Especially after what happened?”


It was as if he’d slapped me. I froze in my body. “That’s not what I mean.” I could hear how stiff my answer sounded, how defensive.


“Yes, it is.”


Frank and I both watched him turn on his heel, then push his way through the room full of bodies with his head down.


“You should go after him. He’s just grieving. People say all kinds of things when they’re in pain.”


“People, Frank? What about my pain?” Inside my chest, everything felt airless, sealed in a vacuum. “You blame me too, don’t you? Just say it.”







Three



The air temperature feels like bathwater as I leave Santa Rosa, and the sun glitters obscenely. Even the unkempt motel parking lot is a garden, half a dozen silk trees with feathery fuchsia drag-queen blooms. There are birds everywhere—in the branches, in the smudgeless sky, in the broken neon Jack in the Box drive-through kiosk, where three fuzzy chicks stare at me from a nest threaded with drinking-straw wrappers, their throats so pink and open it hurts to look at them.


I order a large coffee and an egg sandwich I can’t eat before cutting over to Route 116, which will thread me through the Russian River Valley to the coast. Jenner is the town there, a postcard more than an actual village. Far below, Goat Rock looks like a giant’s crude toy ball against the dizzying blue of the Pacific, the sort of magic trick Northern California seems to do in its sleep.


In thirty-five years, I’ve never left the state or lived anywhere south of Oakland, and yet the beauty still guts me. Stupid, effortless, ridiculous beauty that goes on and on and on—the roller coaster of the Pacific Coast Highway, the sea like a slap of wild color.


I pull over and park on a hard little oval of dirt just off the side of the highway, crossing both lanes to stand on a bald place above snarled brush and black saw-toothed rocks and bursts of spiky foam. The plunge is dramatic. Dizzying. The wind comes at me, clawing under every layer of clothing so that I have to hug myself, shaking. Then my face is wet, suddenly, tears coming for the first time in weeks. Not about what I’ve done or not done. Not about what I’ve lost and can never get back, but because there’s only one place I can go from here, I realize, one road on the map that means anything to me now. The way back home.


For seventeen years, I’ve stayed away from Mendocino, locking up the place inside myself like something too precious to even look at. Right now, though, on the edge of this cliff, it feels like the only thing keeping me alive, the only thing that’s ever been mine.


If you think about it, most of us have very little choice about what we’re going to become or who we’re going to love, or what place on earth chooses us, becoming home.


All we can do is go when we’re called, and pray we’ll still be taken in.


By the time I reach Albion a few hours later, coastal fog has blotted out the sun. It swirls ahead of my low beams, making everything vanish and reappear, the twisting coast road and clustered fir trees, and then the village, finally, like something out of a dark fable—Victorian houses floating white and anchorless over the headlands, the mist all around shuddering and releasing, seeming to breathe.


I feel a clamping sensation as each winding turn brings me closer to the past. The shapes of the trees seem to echo. The road signs too, and the long damp bridge. I’m almost on top of the stoplight by the time I register it and have to gun my way through, racing the yellow onto Little Lake Road. Then I’m out on the bluff, going on pure muscle memory.


Turning left on Lansing Street, I feel as if I’ve squeezed sideways through time. Above the roofline of the Masonic Hall and against a gauzy sky, the figures of Time and the Maiden stand sharp and white, the most iconic thing in the village. A bearded, elderly figure with wings and a scythe, braiding the hair of a girl standing before him. Her head bowed over a book resting on a broken column, an acacia branch in one of her hands, an urn in the other, and an hourglass near her feet—each object an enigmatic symbol in a larger puzzle. The whole carving like a mystery in plain sight.


Once, when I was ten, soon after I came to live in Mendocino, I asked Hap what the statue was supposed to mean. He smiled and told me the history instead. How a young millworker and carpenter named Erick Albertson had carved it from a single piece of redwood in the mid-1800s, working at night in his cottage on the beach. During that time he’d become the first master of Mendocino’s Masonic Order, but never stopped laboring on his masterpiece. It took him seven years in all and then, sometime after the carving was erected in 1866, he had died in a strange accident the history books couldn’t properly explain.


Hap had been a member of the Masonic Order for decades, longer even than he’d been a forest ranger. I assumed he knew everything, all there was to know. But when I asked him how Albertson’s passing was connected to the figures and what they meant, he gave me a sideways look.


“Albertson’s death doesn’t have anything to do with you. And anyway, it happened so long ago. The symbols wouldn’t make sense even if I explained them. They tell a story known only to Masons, never written down, only passed on by mouth as they take their Third Degree.”


I was even more intrigued. “What’s the Third Degree?”


“What you’re giving me now,” he said, and walked away before I even got the joke.


I park and pull on a baseball cap and sunglasses before stepping out into the chilly, fog-wet street. It’s hard to imagine any locals recognizing me as a grown woman, but the San Francisco papers are widely read up here, and occasionally my cases had landed me in the Chronicle. So had the accident, for that matter.


In Mendosa’s Market, I keep my gaze down, trying to grab only essentials, canned vegetables and dry goods, things easy to prepare. But part of me feels caught up in the spinning reel of an old movie. I was just here, it seems, right here by the lit icebox full of milk while Hap reached out for a cold gallon and opened it, drinking from the jug and winking at me before passing it my way. Then he was pushing the cart again, steering with his elbows, leaning over the basket. Idling as if we had all the time in the world.


But no one has that.


When I finish my shopping, I pay in cash, loading the bags into the back of my Bronco before heading down the street to the GoodLife Cafe. It was called something else when I lived here, but I can’t remember what, and it doesn’t matter. The sound and shape and smell of the place fit my memory exactly. I order coffee and a bowl of soup, and then sit in the window facing the street, comforted by the noises around me, dishes clattering in the bus tub, fresh beans in the grinder, friendly talk. Then, from over my shoulder, I hear two men arguing.


“You don’t really believe all that bullshit, do you?” one barks at the other. “Psychics and whatnot? You know how much money that family has. She just wants a piece of it. Hell, I don’t blame her.”


“What if she really does know something, and no one follows up on it?” the other man spits back. “The girl could be bleeding out somewhere or worse.”


“She’s probably already dead.”


“What’s wrong with you? She’s a person. A kid.”


“A famous person’s kid.”


“That doesn’t mean anything. What if the psychic is telling the truth? Haven’t you ever seen or heard something you can’t explain?”


“Nope. Can’t say that I have.”


“Then you’re not paying attention.”


Listening to them gives me a weightless, unmoored feeling. I pay for my coffee and soup, careful not to look their way, and cross to the message board on the far wall. It was always part of our morning ritual, Hap’s and mine. He had a way of leaning back instead of forward as he scanned the board, a solid white mug in his hand, his eyes roving for something that hadn’t jumped out just yet.


“How much do you think you can know about a town this size?” he asked me once, early on.


I’d lived in larger, dingier towns all through Mendocino County. By comparison, the village was spick-and-span, with only fifteen streets that even had names. In my mind, it seemed like a doll’s house you could open like a suitcase and see into, room by room. “Everything.”


“People you see every day? Houses you pass a thousand times without thinking?”


“I guess so.”


“Think, Anna. What makes a blind spot?”


He meant like when we were driving. “Someone being right on your shoulder, too close to see.”


“That works for people, too. Anyone under your nose just disappears. That’s the danger zone, right next to you. Whoever it is you trust the most.”


I was listening to him, listening hard. For as long as I could remember, people had been telling me that I should trust them, social workers and teachers and total strangers, all of them saying a version of the same thing, that I should let my guard down and open up. But the world had been showing me the opposite, and now Hap was, too. “What’s the secret then?”


“There’s no secret, just keep your eyes open. Open all the time, but especially when you think you can’t be surprised. That’s when you learn to pay attention, to listen to your own voice.”


“What about other people?”


“They’ll either earn your trust or they won’t.”


He meant himself and his wife, Eden, too. Some other type of ten-year-old girl with a different set of experiences might have felt nervous hearing this, but I was relieved. He didn’t trust me yet, and I didn’t trust him. Finally someone wasn’t trying to pretend any of this was easy. Finally someone had decided to tell the truth.


The café’s name may have changed, but the message board hasn’t. I comb through the postings slowly, bright snatches of colored paper hawking guitar lessons and palm readings and garden soil. Someone is looking for an artist’s model. Someone else wants free firewood. I take my time reading the messages one by one until I come to the missing girl, her lost lovely face under the words have you seen me?




Cameron Curtis


Age: 15


Last seen: 9/21 


Red flannel shirt, black jeans 


5'4" 105 lbs


Long black hair, dark brown eyes


Tips: 724-555-9641


Substantial reward offered





September 21 was yesterday, the day Brendan had finally had enough and asked me to go. The timing makes me feel shaky as I look at the girl again, her dark serious gaze, the spill of hair to her waist, all of her too beautiful to be safe anywhere for long. Something in the curve of her mouth tells me that very wrong things have happened to her, even before she disappeared. I’ve seen too many like her to believe otherwise. But this isn’t San Francisco, where missing teen flyers are plastered on every Muni kiosk, a sight so familiar they become transparent. In a small place like Mendocino, I know all too well, any act of violence is personal. Everyone will be feeling this. Everyone will be affected.


I stare at the girl for one moment more and then reach for the number of a cottage for rent, just beneath her missing poster. The place is seven miles out of town and four hundred dollars a month. When I call the owner, Kirk, he explains that there’s no TV service, phone line, or central heat.


“It’s what you’d call bare bones,” he says. “A nice getaway, though, if you like things quiet.”


“I do.”







Four



The first time I saw Mendocino, it hardly seemed like a real place. The tidy streets were lined with gingerbread houses, most of them white with lavish trim and picket fences. The whole village stretched out on the shaggy, rounded bluff against the Pacific, small enough to take in all at once, with one grocery store, a handful of cute shops, two cemeteries, and an elementary school.


“What are those?” I asked Hap, pointing at a wooden square-sided turret attached to a neighboring house. Mrs. Stephens, my social worker, had just left and we were standing in Hap and Eden’s front yard on Covelo Street.


“Tank houses,” Eden explained. “Water towers.” Her body was soft and round and smelled of powder, while Hap was tall and tautly built, with wide shoulders and a handlebar mustache. If he looked like a cowboy, she looked like a grandmother, but wasn’t one, I’d just learned. They’d fostered a lot, but never had children of their own.


Their house was beautiful, a large Victorian that looked to me like a ship. The second story was set wider than the first, with rounded front windows aimed at the headlands, a wild expanse of gold grass and wind-twisted cypresses. As we stood together, just getting the feel of one another and this new arrangement, the sun was setting in their front yard.


I’d just come from Fort Bragg, from a small, sad box of a house near the part of Glass Beach locals called “the dumps,” where for years and years people had abandoned furniture, appliances, even old cars. From there, you could see the ocean too, but not like this. Nothing I’d ever seen was like this. The sun slid into the Pacific as if it was slowly melting, a ball of widening orange-pink taffy that seemed to pulse from the center, like a beating heart. I couldn’t take my eyes off of it.


Then, just as the sun vanished completely, there was a sudden green flash.


“That’s good luck,” Eden said.


I’d stopped believing in luck, but something was happening. Mendocino had already begun to pull on me, like gravity.


Following directions from Kirk, I head out of the village on Little Lake Road. Five miles later, the road turns from asphalt to packed dirt and gravel. Firs and pines and Sitka spruce thicken around me, pushing in from all directions, black-tipped fairy-tale trees that knit shadows out of nothing, night out of day—as if they’ve stolen all the light and hidden it somewhere. God, but I’ve missed them.


After another two miles, I take a sharp left marked with a red flag and a battered wooden sign: no access. The earthen lane shrinks as it winds down a steep hill for three-tenths of a mile. Then I see the driveway and the silhouette of the cedar cottage winking through a stand of dense, towering pines. It looks like somewhere a hermit might live, like an island in the trees, a cave to disappear in. It’s perfect.


Kirk stands waiting for me on the porch. He appears to be in his midsixties, with stiff shoulders and short-bristled gray hair in a military cut. His face is angular and his eyes flinty looking even as he smiles and gives me a small wave, keys in hand. “Trouble finding the place?”


“Not too bad.” I notice the porch is neat, with cordwood stacked nearly to the window ledge on one side. “Was this a trapping cabin?”


“Once, I guess. Belonged to my wife’s family. Now I rent it when I can.” I feel him studying me, wondering about my story. “Most folks want a whole lot more, a romantic getaway. That sort of thing.”


I only nod and stamp in after him. The main room is murky, full of dark paneling and smelling of mice, a slightly sweet and rotten odor, almost feral. A round-bellied woodstove sits angled in one corner, blackened from use. Rose-colored chintz curtains frame the windows in the tiny kitchen, where there’s a dollhouse-sized sink and washboard counter, and a refrigerator better suited for a dorm room. A single threadbare dish towel hangs from a metal hook.


“You can see you have everything you need here,” Kirk said.


If he only knew how little I do need. How much.


Off the living room, the dim bathroom has a closet-sized shower with a cheap frosted-glass door. The single bedroom seems to be an addition. When I step inside, the threshold gives like a sponge, but the room itself feels solid enough, with a metal-framed double bed and a simple bureau with a lamp. A picture window on the south-facing wall looks out onto thick forest etched against the fading light. The gloaming, Eden always called this time of day, a strange term that meant “to glow,” even as it referred to the dark.


“It can get pretty cold at night,” Kirk says. “I’d keep a fire going when you’re here. You can use as much wood as you like as long as you chop more. That heater hogs propane.” He shrugs at the standing unit against the wall. “Anything you use, you refill from town.”


“That’s fine,” I assure him, only wanting to be alone now.


But there’s more. The shower has tricky taps, with the hot and cold knobs reversed. The flue on the woodstove needs coaxing now and again. He shows me how to use the generator if the power cuts out, which it will sometimes, he warns.


“The loggers cut the lines. I think they’re drunk more than not. The way they drive these roads you’ll want to watch for them. And keep everything locked up too, at night. A woman on her own, I mean. . . .” His voice trails and dips as if he’s just heard himself cross an invisible line into the realm of the personal.


“I’ll be all right.” Annoyance has crept into my voice.


Kirk coughs awkwardly. “Course you will.”


When he finally leaves, the cabin ticks with quiet. I unpack my few things and then step out onto the porch, into cool dusk, purple light. The spaces between the trees have contracted. I breathe in the stillness and for one precarious moment let myself think of the life I’ve just swung away from, not by choice, of Brendan and our messy kitchen, toys everywhere, baby tub upended in the sink. Our names side by side on the mailbox, like a talisman that had failed in its purpose. We had seven years together—not nearly enough—but he was right to say I haven’t been there for him. I haven’t.


Above me, I look for the moon in the ragged gaps in the canopy, but can’t find it. A screech owl sends up a trembling rhythm of hoots in the distance. From farther off a dog begins to yip, sounding plaintive. Or is it a coyote? The temperature has plunged. I shiver in my flannel shirt and jacket, wondering how cold it might get before morning, and whether the girl has a blanket or a fire wherever she is.


The girl.


I have no idea where the thought has come from, but immediately try to push it away. My whole world is still smoking behind me because of girls like Cameron Curtis. The missing and the damaged, their stories pulling at me like jagged little siren songs. For the last few years, I’ve been working for an initiative in the Bay Area called Project Searchlight, focusing on sex crimes and crimes against children, those abducted and murdered by strangers, or stolen and rendered powerless by their own family members, or targeted by pimps and monsters, sold and resold invisibly.


It’s the hardest work I’ve ever done, and also the most important, even if Brendan can’t ever forgive me. I’m good at it, too. Over time, I’ve developed a kind of radar for victims, and Cameron Curtis is deeply familiar, almost as if a neon sign flashes over her head, telegraphing her story, her vulnerability. And not just to me. However the sign has gotten there, I know predators can see it too, luridly bright and unmistakable.


I think of the girl’s family, losing their minds with worry and dread. I think of how lonely and lost Cameron might have felt for years, desperate even—disconnected. How sadness and shame are more than feelings; they’re an illness, a terrible cancer that spins through the world taking lives in a hidden cyclical way that might never end.


When the yipping comes again, I flinch. It’s definitely a coyote. More than any other animal in these woods, they sound almost human—cold and lonely and hungry. Scared, even. Crying on and on.







Five



That night I float bodiless above a white crescent of beach as someone stumbles, running through tangled kelp and shadows. But there’s nowhere to go. It’s a girl, of course. She trips and falls to her knees, stands and falls again, scrambling backward on her hands, screaming and shaking. And then she quiets suddenly. Quiets the way an animal finally does, when it knows the chase is over.


I wake with a start, my heart thudding, and my skin slick with sweat. My fever must be back, I think, throwing off the scratchy blankets. Under my thick sweater my breasts are still bound in their tourniquet, but the swelling hasn’t gone down at all. My pain is dull but constant, a throbbing anchor point.


All around me, the dark is ice cold and seems to pool. I’ve forgotten how it feels to sleep in the woods, utterly isolated without street noise or neighbors, or light. Shoving my feet into a second pair of socks, I step out into the main room, where the blinking microwave tells me it’s not quite 4:00 a.m. I’ve slept for five hours, maybe. Passed out is more like it.


I find some ibuprofen and another sleeping pill, and swallow them down with whiskey, hoping to clear my head of the nightmare. I can only assume the girl was Cameron Curtis, my subconscious fabricating a version of her disappearance, caught up in the drama that’s always preoccupied me, long before I became a detective, even. As if cries for help that are forever ringing through the atmosphere get amplified as they cross my path, and sticky. As though they belong to me somehow, and I have no say in the matter, no choice at all but to try and answer them.


The first thing I see when I wake several hours later is the half-empty liquor bottle on the floor beside the sofa, my socks balled up on the coffee table. Behind my eyes, my hangover pulses, spangled. If Hap were here, he’d be concerned to see me drinking so much. He’d also be dressed already, face washed, coffee on the boil. He loved mornings and late nights, too. Sometimes I wondered if he slept at all, but it was comforting to think he was always there if I needed him, awake and at the ready. I wish that were still true.


I dress in layers, feeling the top button of my jeans sinking into the soft flesh at my waist, my fingertips grazing the puckered skin, like fresh scar tissue. I pull my hair back without checking my reflection and then fill my thermos with coffee before bolting the cabin door behind me and heading back toward the village.


When I reach the coast road, I turn the car north toward Caspar and Jug Handle Creek, a favorite place of Hap’s for day hikes. When I was eleven, Hap and many of the rangers he worked with joined up with local activists to protect the bluffs from logging and real estate development—and they won. A legacy the entire area was proud of. Hap was only twenty when he first started working for the U.S. Forest Service, rising through the ranks until he became lead warden not long after I came to live with them, with oversight over dozens of rangers and fifty thousand acres of federally owned land.


His was a big job and sometimes a dangerous one. The stories he told were full of hunting accidents and hikers in dire straits, of teenagers pulled blue and lifeless from hidden quarries. He knew what an aggressive black bear could do to a man, and what men could do to one another out in that boundlessness.


Over the eight years I lived in Mendocino with the Straters, I became Hap’s student and sidekick, his shadow. At first I didn’t understand why he would want to spend so much time with me, or why he and Eden had taken me on to begin with. I’d already bounced through half a dozen homes without sticking. Why would this be different? It took time and numerous false starts for me to believe that Hap and Eden were what they appeared to be on the surface, just decent people who meant to be kind because they could. I tested and pushed, trying to goad them into sending me away like everyone else had. Once I ran off and slept in the woods, waiting to see if Hap would come and look for me. When he did, I thought he’d be angry or fed up with my nonsense, but he wasn’t. He only looked at me, damp and bedraggled, shivering from my night on the ground.


Walking me back to his truck, he said, “If you’re going to be out here on your own, let’s get you smart about it, so you can take care of yourself.”


“I can take care of myself already,” I said, putting up my guard automatically.


“Things have been hard on you. I know that. You’ve had to be tough to get through it, but toughness isn’t the same as strength, Anna.”


It was as if he had shined a light directly into my eyes, into the crevice in my heart I thought I’d hidden better. “What do you mean?”


We’d reached the truck and climbed in. He settled himself behind the wheel, seeming in no hurry to answer my question. Finally he turned to me and said, “Linda told us what happened to your mom, honey.”


Linda was Mrs. Stephens, my social worker. All I could do now was pretend I didn’t care what he knew or didn’t, what he thought of me or didn’t. “So?”


“I can’t even imagine what that must have been like for a kid your age. Honestly. It breaks my heart.”


Whatever thoughts were in my head vanished with a forced pop. On autopilot, I inched nearer to the door handle.


Hap noticed and grew very still. Only his eyes seemed to move and they saw everything. “I won’t stop you if you want to run away, but if you could take a chance on us and stay, I can teach you things that might help you later. Things that have helped me. About being in the woods.”


Keeping my eyes on the front windshield, the scrim of dust above the wiper blades, I shrugged to let him know he didn’t have my full attention.


“Nature demands our respect, Anna. It has a brutal side for sure, but if you can learn its language, there’s peace to be found, and comfort too. The best kind of medicine I know.”


“I’m fine the way I am.” I faced him, daring him to say otherwise.


“Of course you are. How about one lesson before we head home, though? I can teach you how to find true north. An easy one.”


I wanted to say yes, but the word had gotten stuck a long time ago, caught and fixed like a marble in the middle of my throat. Instead, I pulled my hand away from the door and into my lap.


“Or later is fine,” he said. “It can keep. Let’s go home.”


That night before bed, he gave me a clothbound book called Basic Wilderness Survival. I pushed it into a drawer in my nightstand, but took it out again as soon as he left the room, scanning the chapter titles. “Signaling.” “Sustenance.” “Shelter.” “Knots and Lashes.” I stayed up past midnight devouring it. There were step-by-step instructions for testing the edibility of plants and bugs, setting traplines, building hobo shelters, catching fish with your hands. There was map and compass nomenclature to learn, field bearings and terrain considerations, fire building, personal protection, wound care, adaptability, overcoming stress and hypothermia and fear.


I didn’t understand why I was drawn to these scenarios, at least not then, but they spoke to me on the deepest level. Hap was a wise man. He must have guessed from the beginning that this would be the way to talk to me, survivor to survivor.


Pulling into the small lot at the head of the trail, I double tie my heavy boots, zip up my anorak to my chin, and head off, skirting the main trailhead to follow a lesser-known route out to the headlands loop. Half a mile in, I come to a dense cypress grove and duck through a narrow break in the trees, holding one hand in front of my face to catch the cobwebs I know are there, though I can’t see them. My fingertips are still sticky with the strands as I press inside, and then time is sticky, too. I’m ten or eleven, being shown the secret way into the grove for the first time.


“Krummholz” is the word for this kind of vegetation I remember from one of Hap’s lessons, a German term that means “bent wood.” Over many decades, hard weather has sculpted the trees into grotesque shapes. The salt-rich north wind kills the tips of the branches, forcing them to dip and twist, swooping toward the ground instead of the sky. They’re a living diagram of adaptation, of nature’s intelligence and resilience. They shouldn’t be able to keep growing this way, and yet they do.


In the grove, I feel a sudden, sharp ache for Hap. For all the loveliness he showed me, and the ugliness, too. For how he peeled back the world, over and over, trusting me to let it in. Being here makes me feel closer to him, and that much closer to the answers I’ve come for, the way I might put myself back together like a scattered, shattered jigsaw puzzle.


I close my eyes, trying to hold it all still—the spare sifting light, and the dense smell of moss. But the moment I do, a thought springs up as if on a blackened movie screen. A flash of afterimage, quick and dark. This is a perfect place to bury a body.


Cameron Curtis rushes to the surface of my mind, like heat. Like the blood tingling through my hands as I clench them. The wide brown eyes that have known difficult things. The stubbornly hopeful set of her mouth, and her long dark hair. It doesn’t seem to matter that I’ve failed others like her and myself along the way. That it’s probably too late already. She’s here.


I’m almost stumbling as I duck back through the break and onto the headlands, walking faster and faster along the empty trail, to the edge of the bluff where the wind is so strong it almost knocks me sideways. Down below, four oily cormorants stud a ragged black rock, their necks tucked back against their bodies like hooks. The surf bucks around them, hurling foam. Farther out, there are black swells and green swells. A fishing boat rolls to the top of a crest, and then drops away, as if through a trapdoor.


I want Cameron Curtis gone like that, out of my consciousness for good. But not even the boat disappears. It springs out of the trough, small and white, clinging there. My ears have started to ring with cold, but I sit down anyway, cradling my knees tightly with my arms, holding myself together. My hair blows over my eyes and into my mouth, tasting of brine. Everything seems to swirl in a vortex, yanked back and forth, awful and beautiful. And I’m here with it, trying to remember how to live through unthinkable moments, how to ride out the wildness and the chaos and the fear.







Six



An hour or so later, as I make my way back to my car, I’m chilled to the bone but calmer in my head. As soon as I reach the parking lot, I stop in my tracks. Two striped police barriers half block the park entrance. Half a dozen uniformed officers are organizing near the rangers’ board, with K-9 teams and walkies. This is a search party for Cameron Curtis.


Tightening the hood of my anorak, I make for my Bronco, feeling conspicuous, on high alert. I’m ten feet away with my keys in my hand when I hear my name. But I have to be imagining it. No one knows me here, not anymore. Speeding up, I reach the door just as a hand comes down on my back.


“Hey.”


I whirl with my hands out automatically, ready for a confrontation. But nothing can prepare me for the face I see—so familiar, even with the intervening years. It’s like swimming through vertigo, or waking up in a time machine.


“Anna Hart. I can’t believe it.”


I can only stare at him. Gray eyes, lined now but with the same light; his square jaw, and fine straight nose; the fringe of unruly red-gold hair bristling from under the brim of his hat. He’s a phantom, a memory, a forever-ago friend. “Will Flood.”


I go to hug him and bang my elbow against his shoulder, then back away, stepping on his foot.


“Ow!” He laughs. “What the hell are you doing here?”


I can’t think fast enough to answer him. The last time I saw Will, I was eighteen and he was twenty-two, newly in uniform in the sheriff’s office his father had run seamlessly for decades. Back then Will had big dreams, often talking of San Francisco, LA, Denver, Seattle, anywhere but in Ellis Flood’s long shadow.


“What’s going on here?” I ask, as if it isn’t obvious.


“Missing girl. Two days now. Disappeared from her home in the middle of the night, no signs of forced entry.”


“She a runaway?”


“Don’t think so. Mom’s Emily Hague.”


“Emily Hague the actress?” I can hardly believe it. A movie star in Mendocino?


“What are the odds this falls on me? Family wants it all to stay out of the media. Dad tried to give me ten thousand dollars under the table to speed up the search. As if that works. Wave some money and the girl appears out of a hat.”


“I hope you took it.”


His laugh comes fast. “Listen, have a drink with me later.”


“I can’t.”


“Like hell you can’t. Patterson’s at eight or I’ll come looking for you.”


I feel another spasm of vertigo and I wish I could blink and disappear. Be faraway and invisible. But this is Will. “I’ll try.”


“You’ll be there.” Then he’s striding away toward the assembled team, giving orders as he goes.


I climb into my Bronco and start the engine as the team plunges out onto the main trail. I know it by heart, and the tough work that lies ahead for them, too. They’ll be making a grid of each square mile, scanning for disturbed vegetation or shreds of clothing, anything that looks off or out of place. Some of the dogs will be search-and-rescue animals focused on Cameron’s scent from a sweatshirt or pillowcase, something she’s used often. Others will be cadaver dogs, trained to detect traces of human decomposition, a scent picture rising from the soil or hanging on the air.


In a case like this, when someone has simply vanished, the odds—at least at first—are just as likely that they’ll turn up unharmed. It’s possible Cameron has gotten lost in the woods somewhere, or that she’s chosen to run.


It’s not a crime to go missing, but there does seem to be a telling void here, a familiar dark shimmer that makes me wonder. She may have been coerced into leaving, or even complicit in whatever harm has befallen her. There’s an old ghost story about that, I remember, how the devil steals souls by asking for them openly. He isn’t a thief, but a master manipulator. The real danger, or so the story goes, isn’t in the devil himself, but in not knowing you have a choice to turn him away.


That’s the saddest piece as I see it, and have over and over. How some victims don’t have even a whisper of no inside them. Because they don’t believe the life they have is theirs to save.







Seven



All the way to the village, I feel like a shaken-up snow globe, sharp flecks of memory colliding head on. Will is still here. He’s become the town sheriff, just like his father, and now what? How can I answer any of the questions he’s likely to throw at me about my life and why I’ve come home? How can I avoid hearing anything more about his case, which is already pressing on me? And how will we avoid talking about the past? We aren’t just two old friends with no baggage, after all.


All those years, from the time I was ten and Will was fourteen, we were part of each other’s story. His father, Ellis Flood, was Hap’s closest friend, and so we were often thrown together. But even if that hadn’t been the case, in a small town like Mendocino, the kids ran in packs, building driftwood forts on Portuguese Beach, wandering through the woods behind Jackson Street, or playing flashlight tag out on the bluffs on moonless nights. Two more in our gang were Caleb and Jenny Ford, twins who had been living alone with their dad since their mother ran off years before for a man, wanting a life that had nothing to do with them.


I always felt drawn to kids with a story similar to mine, as if we were a kind of club, with an unspoken password. They were two years older than me, a gap that seemed wider with Jenny than with Caleb for some reason. He was smart in a way that was interesting to me, his head full of odd facts and stories about the town, which made him a natural fit as a friend. I’d always liked to know things too, not just history, but anything that was going on. Details about people and places, old stories and new mysteries, and secrets of every variety.


Caleb also happened to have the best hiding places for tag. One night I followed him when Jenny started counting and everyone scattered. A lot of the kids were lone-wolf types in tag, but Caleb didn’t mind me coming along. I trailed him all the way out to the edge of the bluff, where he seemed to drop through an invisible door. When I followed him, I saw he’d found a small, perfect crow’s-nest perch in a cypress tree. The forked branches held his weight, the whole tree embedded like a magician’s trick into the side of the cliff. It was a genius spot, and also forbidden feeling. Technically we were out over the edge, but protected too—sort of. The limbs beneath us were just the right shape and size for two scrawny kids. The branches just bushy enough to conceal us—a cloaking device so effective that when Jenny ran up and looked right at the tree, her face spotlit and lemon yellow in the cone of her small flashlight, she moved on and kept searching.


All of this was still new and foreign to me, the night games and laughing bands of neighborhood friends: childhood. Caleb and I grinned at each other, self-satisfied, because we’d already won the game. Every game we might ever play. The night seemed to stretch out in every direction, made for kids like us, invincible—immortal—while far out on the bluff, Jenny shouted names, hoping to send someone running. We watched her for a long time, her torch bobbing and dipping through the black bunchgrasses, until finally the light she made was smaller than a pinpoint.


___


Back then, Will had a crush on Jenny, but everyone did. There wasn’t a prettier or nicer girl in town. She had straight white teeth, like a breath-mint commercial, coppery freckles over the bridge of her nose, and long, brown hair that swung side to side when she walked. She had a beautiful singing voice too, high and haunting, like Joni Mitchell’s. She’d play her guitar on bonfire nights, feet buried in wet sand, while other kids passed stolen beer around, only half listening. But I couldn’t look away.
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