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Praise for The Missing Place

“Sophie Littlefield is a regular writing machine. The two mothers are the unlikeliest of buddies, but when they learn how to work together they’re positively ferocious—and as brave as any of those macho guys up on the rigs.”

—New York Times Book Review

“Littlefield’s writing shines.”

—The Boston Globe

“Edgar Award nominee Littlefield deftly contrasts Shay’s and Colleen’s experiences and prejudices . . . A satisfying, icy thriller.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Seizes you . . . from its first pages and never lets you go. . . . A remarkable novel.”

—Megan Abbott, bestselling author of The Fever and Dare Me

“I read this in one sitting, unable to leave the fray.”

—Suspense Magazine

“Moving . . . Littlefield maximizes the emotional impact of her character-driven cautionary tale.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Really good read. Readers will admire the tenacity of the lead characters, who must work through their differences . . . to find strength and answers together.”

—Fitness Magazine

”At once sad, frustrating, hopeful and enduring.”

—The Bismarck Tribune

“A novel steeped in secrets and unspoken truths.”

—Christina Baker Kline, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Orphan Train

“A powerful portrait of grief, fear, and courage as two mothers fight for truth.”

—C. J. Lyons, New York Times bestselling author of Farewell to Dreams

“Taut and suspenseful, fierce and compelling—The Missing Place . . . doesn’t let up until the last page is, breathtakingly, turned.”

—Jennie Shortridge, author of Love Water Memory

”A remarkable story of the unlikely friendship between two women desperately searching for their missing sons, told as only Sophie Littlefield can: with depth, humor, and honesty. The Missing Place is a compelling and perceptive examination of just how far a mother will go to save her child.”

—Carla Buckley, author of The Deepest Secret and The Things That Keep Us Here

Praise for House of Glass

”4.5 stars Top Pick—A book that you’ll be unable to put down once you start!”

—RT Book Reviews

”Solid . . . Littlefield is adept at character development, so even the familiar is nuanced.”

—Publishers Weekly

”Intense and captivating . . . Littlefield did an amazing job making it realistic, brutal, and addicting.”

—JulzReads

”Danger and suspense explode through Littlefield’s writing.”

—A Twist on a Classic Tale

Praise for The Garden of Stones

”This book is a searing depiction of what can happen when authorities have a captive population at their mercy; of how lives are altered forever, even after wars are long over. 5 stars.”

—San Francisco Book Review

”This mesmerizing tale explores America’s too often forgotten horrific treatment of its own citizens during World War II. A story of unspeakable injustice and bitter sacrifice, it will leave you shaken.”

—RT Book Reviews

”Suspense, mystery, and love drive the intricate plot in this moving drama . . . the shocking revelation is unforgettable.”

—Booklist
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For all the people,

In all the rooms,

With their mistakes and their scars,

Who showed me the way to go on.
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one

HOW WAS SHE supposed to choose among these treasures? A photo in a tarnished frame. A ceramic dish made by small hands, thickly glazed, signed with a wobbly C. A silver teaspoon with a design of roses, one of a set her sister now owned but never used. Maris picked up each object and set it down again on the cold, smooth expanse of marble in the master bathroom of the house she was leaving today.

“Mar?”

The voice startled her—it didn’t belong here. Hadn’t in a while. In two weeks and five days, in fact: he left on a Tuesday, which she remembered because he didn’t even take the bins to the curb one last time. As though, having made up his mind, he was excused and exempt from every responsibility of the life that once connected them. As she dragged the bins back up the driveway that evening, she’d imagined their marriage as a wicker basket, the strands now broken and sprung, the bottom about to give way. But unlike Jeff, she had expected to shatter. Wouldn’t you? she’d thought despairingly, watching the quiet street through the bedroom window, as her neighbors came home from their jobs, their errands, their exercise classes and children’s playdates. Wouldn’t you have broken too?

“I JUST NEEDED a few things from the garage,” Jeff said sheepishly, looking not at Maris but at the newel post. She stood at the bottom of the stairs. He stood half in and half out the front door, letting in the heat. She thought about the air conditioner: she must remember to turn it off when she left.

“What things?”

“Just—you know. My clubs, the barbecue tools.” He scowled. “I didn’t know you were home. I already loaded up the car.”

A lie, and one into which he put very little effort. Her car was in the garage too; he couldn’t have missed it. Besides, where was she supposed to have gone? She had haunted this house like a wraith for a year now; it was careless of him to pretend otherwise. But that was as good a word as any for what Jeff had become. Careless. He didn’t care. He couldn’t care less. About her, about the life she thought they would cling to together, about—and surely it wasn’t true, she shouldn’t even allow herself to think it—about Calla.

“I’m going to Alana’s,” she said abruptly, too tired to correct him.

“You mean—to stay?”

She shrugged. How to answer that? The future lay ahead of her, unknowable, unimaginable. If there was another option—like, for instance, just disappearing, winking into nonexistence like a light turned off—she might very well take it. “For now, anyway.”

“Does that mean we can move ahead on the house?”

All traces of guilt were gone from his voice now. Anger surged inside Maris—cold, sharp, more real than anything she had felt in a long time. Her phone buzzed; she took it out of her pocket, barely glancing at the screen. “I have to take this,” she snapped.

Jeff held up his hands, conciliatory, aware—maybe—that he’d pushed her too far. He backed out the door, mouthed “see you later,” and scuttled toward his car like a kid on his way to recess. Maris shoved the door unnecessarily hard and it slammed shut.

It was a 925 number, not one she recognized. Ordinarily she’d let it go to voice mail—the truth was she let nearly all her calls go to voice mail, even Alana’s—but the afterburn of anger at Jeff propelled her to answer.

“Hello?”

“Maris.” A voice she never thought she would have to hear again. “It’s Ron. Ron Isherwood.”

“You.” Her voice came out like dried leaves. Pain like she hadn’t known since the early days, searing and slicing. “How can you—what do you—”

“I just want to say . . .”

There was a rushing sound, which Maris thought was her own mind ripping from its moorings—finally, finally, splintering apart. She was only surprised that it had taken so long.

But she recognized a pattern to the sounds coming through the phone: the tap of a horn, the rush of passing cars. Ron Isherwood was calling her from the side of a road. But there was something more in the sound of tires on asphalt, a metallic whisper that didn’t fit.

“I’m hanging up,” she whispered. Through the glass side panels flanking the front door, she saw Jeff’s car drive away, wavering like a mirage through the textured glass.

“No, wait.” Ron Isherwood cleared his throat. “I—I’m . . . this is the last thing I need to say. I wanted to tell you I’m sorry. How very sorry I am. This—this is for you.” He was crying now, the way men cry, choking off every syllable, the words melting together.

“Ron, don’t. Stop.” Maris’s voice came back, and along with comprehension came rage. Her vocabulary of emotions diminished to shades of fury and sorrow. How dare he—how could he do this to her? When she’d finally, maybe, almost become numb enough to take a few tottering steps, to leave this place. Escaping to Alana’s was cowardly, but hadn’t she earned a measure of cowardice?

But even that was too much to ask, apparently. She knew what Ron was doing—he was throwing it all back on her, in the guise of a gift. His life, as recompense. Because he couldn’t endure any longer. He was breaking under the weight of it, and so he would make her complicit.

But that was her lot, a mother’s lot. Had been, since that murky night eighteen years ago in the thin-walled little apartment in San Ramon she and Jeff had lived in after they married, when Calla was conceived in a jerking fit of cheap-wine fervor. She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, put her hand on the hall table for support. “Where are you?” she demanded, in the steady, no-nonsense voice of the mother she had once been.

“I’m”—indistinct snuffling, sobbing—“The bridge. I’m on the bridge. I wanted . . . whatever you want me to do, Maris. I’m ready. If it helps, if it could—”

“Stay there.”

Maris opened her eyes and found herself staring at her own reflection in the mirror hung over the hall table. She looked grim, exhausted, awful—but she was still standing. You don’t spend all your working hours with suburban privileged teens, urban dead-end kids, your own child—because yes, damn it, Maris had raised that child from birth through all the usual struggles into a pretty amazing young woman, she had done that while Jeff flew business class and played golf and struggled to uproot himself from his own family—you don’t do all of those things without building up a reserve for moments like this. Moments when the weak ones fail, the battered ones give up, the broken ones cry out for someone to take their hand.

“Do not do anything. I mean it, Ron.” Maris squeezed the phone harder and gathered her strength. “Please.”

A long pause, the cars going past, the moments of this life, hers and his, twined together in links forged in misery, splattered with the blood of all that had ever been precious. “I just wanted to give you something,” he finally said, his voice thin and breaking, just before he hung up.


two

HE SAW THE patrol car pull over and knew he was too late. God, he’d fucked this up royally. He shouldn’t have called her; he should have let the act speak for him, let it say everything that everyone needed to hear. Or a letter. A letter would have worked; he could have mailed it before driving into the city, dropped it into the mailbox out in front of the Noah’s Bagels on his way from the office to his car. Maris would have gotten it Wednesday, Thursday at the latest, she could have read it in private, decided on her own if she was going to just throw it away or . . . or if it might have helped her, just a little.

Two cops got out of the car. One was a woman, young with a pretty, smooth face. The other one was faster, though, walking purposefully with his hand on his belt. Reaching for what, his radio? Taser? Some small corner of Ron’s mind wondered what the protocols were for this, even as he chastised himself for not thinking it all through, for wrecking what was supposed to be his last act.

He looked down, the wind rippling the fabric of his pants near his ankles. It really was windy out here, something they mentioned in the tourist information. Ron had googled “Golden Gate Bridge” last night, which was kind of pathetic. He and Deb had been meaning to walk the bridge for how many years? Since Karl was a Boy Scout, at least, because they’d almost done it then, a family event organized by the scoutmaster, but then Karl had gotten strep. So Ron had to look it up: “Park in the southeast parking lot . . . be prepared as it’s usually windy and cold.” That had prompted what was perhaps the most surreal moment of the last twenty-four hours: going to the coat closet for his windbreaker, despite the fact that it was ninety-four degrees outside and the air conditioner was running full blast, and hiding the jacket in his car so Deb wouldn’t see it and wonder what it was doing there. As Ron stuffed the jacket under the driver’s seat, he realized he was making provisions for his own comfort in what were to be the final moments of his life, a thought so absurd it made his head spin.

But now he was glad he had the jacket to protect against the cold wind. The zipper pull snapped up and hit him in the chin. It hurt. Other cars were slowing; soon there would be a traffic jam. He wondered if someone had called the cops or if they’d just happened on him . . . it seemed like he’d read that they patrolled the bridge regularly. Looking for jumpers. Looking for guys like him.

“Hey, how are you?” The male cop shielded his eyes from the sun with his hand and gave Ron a friendly grin. He was good-looking. Fortyish, chiseled features, big jaw, all of that. His partner was also attractive, and they smiled at him like they were all old friends.

This was embarrassing. Ron wondered if there was any way to pull off acting like he’d just been stopping to think, that he’d never . . . but no. Not when he was standing on the wrong side of the orange metal wall like this, holding on to the cold steel cables. He’d chosen this spot because there was a space that was mostly hidden from traffic, a support behind which he’d managed to clamber over the wall, and then a drop of a few feet to the ledge he was now standing on, so it would be pretty hard to see him unless you knew what you were looking for. The only risky part was the climb over, and while Ron had waited until there was a break in the traffic and managed it pretty nimbly, someone must have spotted him.

Such a stupid mistake. What he should have done . . . if he had to call Maris, if he couldn’t have put his thoughts into a letter—which was probably the case: Ron had the hardest time putting anything in writing, his mind just didn’t work that way—he could have called her while he was walking out on the bridge, had his say, and then scrambled over and gotten the job done.

Of course, doing it this way—it was like he wanted someone to stop him. Wasn’t that the conventional wisdom? He had built in the risk factor on purpose, hoping to be seen, to be talked out of it. And that’s just what Maris had done. Had he seen that coming? Did he have some deep vein of gutlessness he wasn’t even aware of?

Sure, he’d fantasized about doing something like this for a while now. Had let himself consider various means and methods before finally choosing the bridge, mostly because the problem of the body’s discovery would be taken care of: there was no way Deb would be the one to find him if he jumped, and a very real possibility that his body would never be recovered. She could choose to memorialize him or not. She could let her life close over his absence much like the freezing cold water would close over him, and get on with things.

A selfless attitude for a man bent on dying—if he’d been sincere. But he wasn’t. Ron was gutless. He was only here because he just didn’t have it in him to go another round with Deb over their son’s innocence or guilt. The terrible day a month and a half ago when the verdict was read—it had savaged Ron, but it had also brought him a strange measure of comfort. Because it was finally over. Because they wouldn’t have to walk into that courtroom again. He could go back to work and lose himself in his job for a few hours a day. Finally, the atmosphere inside his home would be free of the weight of Deb’s frantic, desperate hope.

Such an existence was far from perfect. It would never be good again. But Ron had finally been beginning to think they had leveled off, found their new normal. That they could endure. And then fucking Arthur Mehta had driven his ridiculous Mercedes roadster—with a woman who was not his wife in the passenger seat—into the median strip along North Main two nights ago, causing his tire to blow out and attracting the attention of a cop. This being Mehta’s third DUI (Ron cursed himself for not taking that into consideration when they hired him to defend Karl), the media vultures were all over it, and Deb had worked herself into a frenzy yesterday as the images played over and over on the news. Grounds for an appeal, she’d bleated to him, the skin under her eyes gray with exhaustion, her fingers moving restlessly on the hem of her sweater. Gross misconduct. And all Ron could think, as he pretended to listen and agreed that they should move quickly while Mehta’s arrest was still in the news, was: I can’t do this again.

God, this was hard, trying to marshal all the directions his brain wanted to go. Especially with the two officers staring at him expectantly. And the flashers on their car . . . did they have to put on the damn flashers? Probably a traffic safety issue, but this was just going to draw even more attention. Shit.

“Hey.” His voice was swallowed up by the wind. He was still holding the phone, so he stuffed it back into his pocket, coughed, and tried again. “Hey.”

“It’s a hell of a view, isn’t it?” The male cop was grinning. Esteban—the little rectangular name tag on his shirt read Esteban. Ron had to squint against the sun to make out the female officer’s name on her tag: Officer Dane looked considerably less comfortable with this whole exercise than her partner. She could stand to take a few pages out of Ron’s favorite book, which—though no one knew this but Deb, who had found the paperback in a used bookstore in the early, flat-broke days of their marriage—was titled Sell, Sell, Sell: Top Secrets of an Irresistible Pitch. Ron had studied that book like the Bible, and it, more than all the career coaches and strategy seminars and corporate retreats in the decades since combined, was the secret to his success. A few years back, before he sold the silicon panel manufacturing business he’d built from the ground up—more to amuse himself than anything—he’d gone looking for the book, but it was long out of print.

So here Ron was, probably the greatest success story ever to profit from that forgotten decades-old business tome, crouching on the outer ledge of the Golden Gate Bridge, mere seconds from death. It seemed a shame that F. R. MacAuliff (Ron would never forget the author’s name, or his grinning round face above a too-tight shirt and shiny wide tie in the photo on the dust jacket) had never known the effect he had had on his protégé. MacAuliff was probably dead now. Ron looked down at the water far below—murky and choppy today, suitable for despair—and then back at his would-be rescuers. Esteban and Dane—like actors on a seventies cop show, with just the right amount of appealing yet nonthreatening multiculturalism—and a girl with nice tits!

MacAuliff, Esteban, Dane. The 1970s—was fate trying to tell him something? The thoughts in Ron’s head were starting to feel a little crowded. He’d been born in the sixties, but it was the seventies that had shaped him. His father had never laid a hand on him until he was eight years old. Magnus Isherwood’s rage hadn’t reached its peak until Ron was a teen, but Ron’s memories of that decade were marked by his father’s snarling fury, the fierce grabs that threatened to pull Ron’s arm from its socket, the humiliation of being taken down by a kick to the back of the knees. His father’s laughter as Ron gasped for breath after a gut punch. “Knocked the wind out of you?” he would jeer, as though even that was a sign of Ron’s weakness.

And it was Magnus’s voice that whispered in his head now, cackling, cocksure. You couldn’t even get this right, could you, boy? How hard could it be—all you had to do was jump!

“You like sports? You following the Giants?” Esteban said now. Dane was edging closer, to the left. “Man, I could stand to get out of the wind, how about you?”

Ron swallowed. His hand was cramping around the steel cable. Some orange paint was flaking from the steel plate at his feet. Underneath, the metal was tinged with rust. Ron rubbed the toe of his shoe on it and a flake came free and fluttered lazily down toward the water. The sight made his stomach flip, and he turned away from the water, gripping the cable ever tighter as he considered his would-be rescuers.

“It’s a good day,” Esteban said, suddenly serious. “I mean, every day’s got its challenges, right? And also, its good moments? I’d love to talk about that. Want to come up here and talk? We can go somewhere and take our time.”

“You don’t have to make this decision right now,” Dane finally piped up. She sounded even younger than she looked. “It’s a big decision. How about if we talk about it from up here?”

Ron wanted to respond, but he was having trouble putting the words together. Somehow, he’d gotten stuck in that lost era. It wasn’t just his father’s face . . . it was Karl’s too. Karl’s face twisted with rage the last time Ron had seen him. The hatred written there. And somehow, Ron knew he was responsible. It was entirely reasonable for Karl to hate him for what he’d passed along in the blood, because, after all, Karl was the one who’d paid.

“I always got away with it,” he managed to choke out, his teeth chattering. Was he cold? He was cold. Freezing, in fact.

The officers exchanged a glance. For half a second he saw Esteban’s expression slip, and then the friendly grin was back in place. “Well, I don’t know about that, but what I do know is that the future’s wide open, my friend. It only seems like you can’t—”

“You always got away with what?” Dane interrupted. She closed the gap, shuffling to the edge and resting her forearms on the metal wall, her hands only a couple of feet from Ron. He glanced down and thought about pushing off with his feet, hurtling away so fast she wouldn’t even have time to reach for him.

Behind her, Esteban muttered something, and Ron figured Dane had departed from their script. But she had his attention.

“If you come up here, I’ll listen,” she said, speaking low and earnestly. To him alone. “You can tell me what you got away with. Take as long as you like.”

And the thing was, Ron believed she wanted to help. For some reason—maybe it was the cheap diamond-chip gold cross on a thin chain around her neck, maybe it was the gap between her front teeth, or the way she was pretending it was just the two of them, when clearly Esteban was running the show—he trusted her. Not for later, when there were bound to be all kinds of reports and paperwork and maybe even mandatory evaluations, but in this moment, right now, he trusted her.

“It’s okay,” he said. “I don’t really need to, you know. I mean, I know what I am.”

“And what’s that?”

Her eyes were brown, with a tiny scar through one eyebrow that left a furrow of white skin. She had a thin line of royal blue eyeliner above each eye that looked like it took forever to draw on. Deb’s skin had once been every bit as perfect as this young police officer’s.

There was nothing stopping him from telling her what he was: a monster, receptacle of his father’s rage, a coiled punishment waiting to be unleashed. Maybe not so potent anymore. It had been years since it broke free.

But that was only because he’d passed it on. The rage had found another vessel.

He looked directly into Dane’s eyes.

“We should never have had him,” he said, his voice clear even above the whipping winds.

“All right.” Dane nodded. “All right. Now give me your hand.”

And he did.


three

OUTBOUND TRAFFIC SNARLED by three o’clock, but coming from the other direction, Maris was able to make good time. She kept her hand on her phone as she raced through the city, thinking she should call Alana, call Jeff, call someone, but unwilling to take the time or the risk to dial. That would be some kind of punishment for her hubris, wouldn’t it, if she looked at her phone and got into an accident and therefore didn’t reach the bridge in time. Her dead body laid out in twisted metal and broken glass while Ron’s corpse caught on some sunken flotsam halfway out to the bay. A Greek tragedy of an ending.

She’d expected ambulances, backups, bystanders out of their cars with their hands over their eyes blocking the sun. Instead there was nothing; nothing but the usual summer weekday traffic, the jockeying at the toll lanes and metering lights. She drove in the slow lane, glancing left and right, seeing nothing but the breathtaking views. On the other side she had to exit and crawl through the jam before she could get back on. And then the same thing, driving the other direction: only a few tourists walking along, enjoying the view.

At the other end she pulled over, into the tiny parking lot next to the gift shop and cafe. A bicycle cop was just strapping his helmet on while his partner tossed a paper cup into the trash.

She had to shout to be heard. “My friend—he said he was going to jump.”

The cop, a dusky-skinned man with a thick beard, shook his head and frowned. The traffic noise was deafening. She tried again, jabbing a finger past the gift shop at the traffic moving slowly onto the bridge.

“I am afraid my friend might try to jump off!”

This time the cop understood. He nodded and ushered her around the corner of the building, which was sheltered from the wind and quieter. Maris followed him there, keeping her eyes on the badge pinned to his windbreaker, the holster on his belt.

“Your friend, he’s a man? Adult man?”

“Yes—”

“He didn’t jump. He came here during the earlier shift, they waited with him until his wife—” The man stopped and looked at her carefully. Maris was conscious of her stricken expression, her lack of makeup and lank, greasy hair. “Until a woman came to pick him up. You know who this might be?”

Relief flooded Maris. “No one jumped today?” she said.

“No. There was just this one man who went over the edge midspan, but he talked to the officers and came back.”

“And they let him go home?” With Deb. Of course Deb would come immediately. She was a good wife, one who stayed by her man no matter what.

“Yes. I can have the officers call you if you want—”

“No. No. Thank you, I don’t need to, I just needed to know that—that he’s, that he’s all right.”

Already Maris was backing away. She knew her thanks were inadequate, that she had misrepresented herself. She hurried back into the noise and wind, practically ran for her car. When she started the engine, she was trembling. She drove slowly, carefully, the way one drives after being stopped for speeding.

The air in the car was chilly and stale; she’d driven all the way here with the air-conditioning on high. The weather today was Maris’s least favorite kind, hot and windless, the sky a hazy steel blue. Back in Kansas, where Maris had lived with her mother and sister until high school, such a sky would lord itself over August wheat until lightning ripped through, announcing splattering storms. But here in California, there was no lightning, no storms, just endless talk of drought and ruin, the hills burned brown and fields left unplanted. Inside the house where Maris retreated, there had been nothing but the hum of the air conditioner, the clink of ice shifting in the freezer. Jeff’s departure had galvanized her to ask Alana if she could come stay, but Maris hadn’t been sure she would be able to pull it off, actually putting her things in the car. Actually driving away.

She might have chickened out about going to Alana’s, chosen to stay numb, to simply give up and die in the house rather than venturing out into the world again. And then Ron had called, and what he threatened to do had ripped her from her self-imposed exile. And maybe she ought to thank him for that. Except—how dare he?

Maris gripped the steering wheel hard, claustrophobic in the slow-moving traffic through the Presidio. How could he have possibly thought that his life could be worth anything to her? Even if he could die a thousand times, it would never make up for Calla, for the fact that his son had killed her daughter. Maybe she should have told him to go ahead and jump—if only as punishment for his audacity, his selfishness. No, his self-indulgence. Because wasn’t that really what his call was all about? Poor me, she imagined him thinking, drawing out the exquisite luxury of self-pity. A truly repentant man would have simply jumped—he wouldn’t have given himself a lifeline in the guise of that damn phone call.

Do it, she should have said. Jump! And then she could have gone to his funeral and savored Deb’s loss, her pain. Not that the loss of a husband could ever compare to the loss of a child. But it would have been something.

A horn honked, then another. A cacophony of them as traffic struggled around a truck stalled on an exit ramp. Ridiculous, to attempt this at this time of day, with no way to get around the city crush and the Bay Bridge approach, the rush-hour commuters all heading out. There, at least, was one advantage of being homebound by grief: no traffic.

As she edged the car forward in the snarl before the tunnel, merging with the traffic from Berkeley, her phone rang. Maris glanced at the screen: her sister. She deliberated for a moment before answering, but she couldn’t put Alana off all night.

“Hey.”

“Hi, Mar.” Caution in her voice, the gentling that was so unnatural for Alana. “I was just checking in to see if you got on the road when you thought you would.”

“Oh, Alana, listen.” For a moment Maris considered telling her what happened—Ron’s call, the sounds of cars rushing by, the cop in the black windbreaker. The sense of relief followed by rage. “I don’t—I think I’ll just wait and come in the morning. It’s taking me a little longer than I thought to figure out what to pack.”

“Just throw some things in a bag! We can drive back on Saturday and get more, if you want. I’ll help.”

Maris was exhausted just thinking about her sister going through her dresser, choosing what to take and what to leave behind. “Yes, I just—I know, Alana. I’m grateful. Really. But at this point I’ll have to wait until after six to miss the worst of the traffic and I wouldn’t get down there until seven thirty, at least.”

“Oh, Mar.” Alana’s exhale was audible even over the phone. “You sure? I hate to think of you there by yourself. Besides, I picked up some wine. A nice one, a pinot gris. We can sit outside after it cools off.”

“I’m sure.” Maris relaxed fractionally; her sister had relented. “We can figure all of this out tomorrow. I just want to take a shower and go to bed early.”

But at nine o’clock, when she climbed into the bed she’d shared with Jeff, she still hadn’t showered. Not today, and she wasn’t sure if she’d had one yesterday, either. That would have to change now. Alana couldn’t see her like this, with her hair greasy and stringy, her nails ragged and bitten. She had to make her sister think she was managing, if just barely.

Starting tomorrow, she would get back into a strict grooming regimen. Exercise too—she’d pack her sneakers and gym clothes and use her sister’s treadmill every day. She’d make an appointment with a hairdresser, get her roots done, a manicure.

It wasn’t like Maris expected sleep to come easily. She’d accepted the middle-of-the-night wakefulness, the long march of empty hours toward dawn, as part of her penance. But tonight she couldn’t seem to slow her thoughts at all, even after she’d gone through all the breathing exercises Nina had taught her.

Would sleep have come more easily if he had jumped?

Would Maris have felt something—anything—when the news cameras turned their inexhaustibly greedy lenses on Ron’s funeral, panning over the mourners as they had a year ago when nearly a thousand people came to Calla’s service? Would Maris feel better when, some future day, she passed Deb Isherwood on the street and saw the familiar ravages of loss in her eyes?


four

DEB WAS CRYING. Ron knew she was trying not to, trying so hard he could practically feel the effort she was making, the way her teeth ground together and her fingers gripped the steering wheel tightly.

She’d held it together while talking to the cops. Ron had stood slightly off to the side, chastened, as though he had been caught pulling the fire alarm in middle school and his mother had come to pick him up. Already the enormity of what he had almost done had dissipated, the decision he had reached a distant and hazy memory. It seemed almost silly, a misunderstanding, and yet there was his wife in her sleeveless blouse, her white sandals with her red-painted toenails peeking out, looking fresh and pretty and appropriately concerned, twisting a lock of her blond hair around her finger.

They held hands as they walked back to the car, after finally convincing the officers that Ron didn’t need to go to the hospital for an emergency evaluation. Deb had said, “I’ll drive,” and Ron had almost argued, out of habit—Deb was a slow and cautious driver, and he got impatient in the passenger seat—before closing his mouth tightly. This was only the first of the concessions he would undoubtedly have to make, now that he had done this thing, and he felt his mood changing to grim penitence.

What made the most sense would be for each of them to drive their own cars home, but he knew that wasn’t going to happen. Deb had nodded along with the promises he’d made to the cops: not to be alone, to let someone else pick up his car, to make an appointment immediately with a mental health professional.

Still, Ron knew he wasn’t crazy. And he wasn’t ever going to kill himself, he saw that now. Which hadn’t made him wrong, exactly; he’d needed to go to the brink to see where he stood, what he was willing to trade. He still didn’t have much worth living for, Deb notwithstanding, and he still had a debt he couldn’t possibly repay, a net negative balance on this earth.

But he’d dutifully consulted Maris, and Maris had turned him down, and that was that. They were members of a very select group now, the two of them. Maybe it was unforgivable of him to put himself in the same category as her—her child was dead and his was not, but Karl’s life had been altered so completely that it felt like he had lost his son. The person sitting in Panamint Correctional Institution for Men, two and a half hours away, was not Karl, not as he had been, at any rate. (Which didn’t excuse Ron from going to see him, he knew that. He had other reasons, other excuses.)

But he and Maris both woke up each day to experience the horror of loss all over again. In some way, it was always new, it was always shocking. Deb suffered too, of course, but she had her belief—fantastical and pitiable though it was—in Karl’s innocence. That belief was her first thought in the morning and her last at night, and it seemed to give her what she needed to sustain her each day. And she had all the rituals of homemaking, the comfort of which had been incomprehensible to Ron even before last year: finding her life’s meaning through him, their son, their home; counting her own value in how meticulously she took care of all of them.

Deb’s devotion to him had never flagged, and she drew strength from their marriage. Ron wished he could do the same—if there was some elixir he could take that would render him as dependent on Deb as she was on him, he would do it. Just so he wouldn’t have to be so alone. But it wasn’t possible. He loved Deb now as much as ever, perhaps more, but he didn’t need her. He faced all the terrible moments alone and knew that it wasn’t in him to do different.

Not that it mattered in the end. The guilty verdict was inevitable, that was obvious after jury selection, the first time Karl was led into the courtroom and the jury got a look at him. Karl had engineered his own sentence with his behavior, his impenetrable mien, his palpable indifference, the hint of scorn that attended every gesture and sigh and proclamation of innocence.

Maris and Ron had never spoken, all those long hours in the county courthouse. They settled wordlessly into a pattern, the Vacantis and Isherwoods, of staggering their arrivals and departures: the Vacantis coming early so they could have their seats close to the front, and him and Deb coming as late as possible, glad—though they never discussed it—when they could squeeze in somewhere at the last minute so they didn’t have to endure any more attention than necessary. It was reversed at the end of the day when Deb insisted that they try to catch Karl’s attention, offer a word of encouragement, gestures that were rarely returned or even acknowledged.

But Ron stole glances at Maris whenever he could. He knew her back by heart, the way her highlighted hair curved under itself an inch or two past her collarbones. Her shoulder blades, sharp and angular under her clothes. Her soft-looking sweaters in dull colors like gray and steel blue.

At least she must know by now he wasn’t dead, so any responsibility she had (arguably, none) to ensure he didn’t kill himself was over. He was still the parent of her daughter’s killer. Maybe she’d like to kill him herself.

The thing was, he had something new to apologize to her for. Causing her more pain, reminding her of his very existence by threatening to snuff it out—he didn’t have the right. Hell, he’d apologize to her for existing, if he could figure out the words.

“We could call Azalea Pearce,” Deb said in a brittle approximation of cheer as they drove through the hills toward the eastern suburbs of San Francisco. “Just for ideas.”

“Deb, sweetheart,” Ron said. He was impressed by his own calm. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“She’s a therapist. She could give us names, she probably knows just the right person—”

“Let’s not bring anyone from the neighborhood into this, though, okay? I’m not saying anything about Azalea, I think she’s great, but still.”

People would talk. Azalea would tell Ernie, and he’d let it slip to someone. Never on purpose. The last year had taught them that: people really didn’t mean to squander the confidences they received. It just happened—human nature.

“Well. Then let’s call Sam.” Deb’s voice quivered a bit, on the brink of tears, but Ron could tell she wasn’t going to give up.

“I’d . . . really rather not.”

“I know that, Ron, I do. But I think . . . I mean, and he’s a professional, he knows.”

This shorthand they used, it had been a blessing at first, letting them skip over the most painful discussions, getting through them at a higher rpm. “What happened” was a placeholder for that horrible week last June. “Him” was what they called Karl; both of them avoided saying his name, though they’d never talked about it. “Panamint” was their shorthand for the state prison in Panamint County, on a bleak stretch of farm road 150 miles east of Linden Creek in the Central Valley. And for Calla and Maris and Jeff they had no shorthand at all, because they never, ever spoke of them unless absolutely necessary, which was why Ron couldn’t even begin to tell Deb why he’d been on the bridge today.

He didn’t need to, anyway. He was nearly positive that his wife thought she understood why he’d gone to the bridge. Deb believed she knew everything that mattered about her husband, inside and out, for all of the twenty years that they had been married. He wasn’t going to let her find out now that she was wrong. He wasn’t going to take that away from her. Let her think that he just couldn’t go on, couldn’t continue to face the people at the office, the familiar faces they ran into in the grocery, church, the neighborhood. Let her think, even, that it was his shame over the one failure she couldn’t forgive him for.

She was right to blame him, even to despise him. But Ron couldn’t bring himself to tell her that she had the wrong reason. It wasn’t his inability to forgive his son that had caused him to toy with the idea of killing himself, but his dread of reliving the awful unfolding of events again, the slow and inevitable march to sentencing. The hopes that, despite his best efforts to quash them, clamored in his head until he began to believe that things could be different, that they could be all right again.

“Hey,” he said now as she lost her battle with her tears. He hated seeing her cry. Or rather, he hated seeing her cry like this. Deb cried all the time, over sad movies and Hallmark cards and when he sent her flowers and when she read Facebook updates about people losing their parents or going into treatment for cancer. But this was different. This was Deb breaking on the inside, and she’d already been breaking for far too long.

She held up her hand. “No, it’s all right, I’m fine,” she said, and forced her mouth into a smile. “I mean, this might finally get you to take a few days off and stay home with me.”

Ron laughed—he actually forced out a fake laugh, but he meant it as a gift. “Sweetheart, I’m not sure that’s something most people would consider a benefit . . .”

“Most people aren’t us,” she said, her voice just a little lighter. Ron had the power to do that—her moods hinged on his, even after everything. Which made him all that much more of a bastard.

When they finally reached the entrance to Cresta Hills, he hit the clicker and waited for the gate to swing open, waving at the guard in his little shack. A month into the trial, they’d put their house on the market and received multiple offers within a week. He had no idea how many of those offers had something to do with their notoriety, and he forced himself to pretend not to care. They’d bought a new, slightly smaller house in Cresta Hills, the only gated community around where anyone couldn’t just walk in through a pedestrian gate. The gate might provide only the illusion of security, but after months of battling the media and the protesters and the merely curious, Ron was willing to pay for that illusion.

Their house was on a premium lot on a cul-de-sac. Deb pulled into the garage, put the door down behind them, and turned off the engine. For a moment they just sat in the dim light of the car. Ron reached for Deb’s hand, and squeezed it.

“I’m so sorry,” he said haltingly, the apology he couldn’t begin in the daylight. “I hate myself for putting you through that.”

“Don’t ever do it again,” she said in a strangled voice he’d never heard before. She turned her face to his and he saw the tears shining on her cheeks. But when she spoke again, she bared her teeth. “Don’t you dare quit on me. I can’t go through that now. I can’t.”

“Baby, I swear to you, it’ll never happen again.” He reached for her, meaning to pull her into his arms the way he had a thousand times before, to tuck her small blond head under his chin.

But she resisted him. Her shoulders were stiff, her arms pressed close to her body. “Ron,” she said, her voice hard, “now that Arthur’s discredited, we have a chance. A real chance. It’s not going to be easy, but I’ve already talked to Kami, and she’s coming up with a list of attorneys. We have to act fast, while it’s still in the news, and I need you to promise me you’ll do everything you can. For Karl. And for me.”

Ron froze, his hand inches from her, his body turned toward her. “It’s not that easy,” he whispered.

“I mean it.” Her mouth began to wobble, and then the tremor seemed to take over her whole body. “Ron. I’ll never forgive you if you don’t.”

With that she opened her door and got out of the car. She went into the house, letting the door close behind her. A moment later the car light went out, and Ron was left sitting in darkness.


five

THE NEXT DAY was a Tuesday, the most ordinary of days. The inertia of the night before had dissipated when Maris got up. The packing that had seemed so daunting took no more than a few minutes, the selection of what to take for a stay at her sister’s place seeming perfectly obvious. Clothes, toiletries, a few books and journals. Maris swept the little collection of precious keepsakes she had been collecting into her dresser, nestling the objects among the out-of-season sweaters; she would get them next time she returned, when the future seemed a bit less hazy.

She was out the door by ten, having outwaited the morning commute, and in Oakland forty minutes later. She attended to her errand with brisk detachment. When she came out again into the heat of another ninety-degree July day, blinking in the sun, she was buoyed by a sense of accomplishment.

Until she got back to her car. Standing with her hand in her purse, searching for her keys, her brain tried to make sense of what she was seeing: the jagged hole in the rear window, the sidewalk littered with broken glass. It was pretty, the way the shards sparkled in the sun, and some part of Maris’s mind was having trouble making sense of what she was seeing, processing how this changed her circumstances and what she would have to do about it, even as she marveled at the broken bits sparkling like the pavé diamonds in the anniversary band Jeff gave her on their tenth anniversary.

Shit. The jewelry. She had forgotten to pack her jewelry.

Maris bent down and picked up one of the tiny little pieces. Safety glass—wasn’t that a lovely turn of phrase? It had so many other uses. Like coffee table tops. And sliding glass doors. People were always accidentally crashing through those, weren’t they? Like Jeremy Guttenfelder after the junior class prom. Calla had gotten blood on her dress trying to help clean up.

Maris stood and put the bit of glass into her pocket. Her fingertips touched the little slip of paper, the claim check. She hadn’t even needed it. The man in the shop remembered her. In her other hand she held the package he’d given her, surprisingly heavy and wrapped in white paper over bubble wrap. Well. She couldn’t leave the package in the car now, could she! A manic little laugh burst from Maris’s lips. She peered in the backseat. Of course it was gone, all of it. The large suitcase, the Vera Bradley duffel, the two large Crate & Barrel bags. Ha. Good luck with that.

People who broke into cars in Oakland were likely just looking for things to sell for drug money, for their next high. For a chunky, for a dirty, Jeff would have said. He was embarrassingly proud of the lingo he’d picked up from his crime shows: burners, hoppers, carrying weight. He’d say these things ironically, self-deprecatingly—God, he was good at that fake self-deprecation. You don’t live with someone for more than two decades without knowing what lay beneath the fragile glib exterior. And still, all that time, he never seemed to accept that she heard things too, she knew things. And the things she knew were actually true.

Once the depth of his disinterest in her life became clear, Maris didn’t bother to tell Jeff that the kids didn’t really talk like that, not even the ones in East Oakland. Before Calla’s death, Maris volunteered once a week for a literacy program at Morgandale Elementary School, working with a fourth-grader in one of Oakland’s worst neighborhoods. But maybe Jeff was right to be skeptical. Here in front of her was evidence that do-gooders like her made no difference at all—her possessions sold off for, what, a single afternoon’s relief? Her clothes, toiletries, books, her journal, what kind of money could they possibly bring? A size-twelve wardrobe—expensive, yes, but out of date. Not one thing purchased in the last year. And what would a junkie do with a jar of Estée Lauder face cream?
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