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Chapter 1: The First Shoe
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Rain came in sideways that October morning, the kind that doesn’t fall so much as ambush. Debora stood at the bookstore window, pressing a chipped saucer against the glass to stop the draft. Outside, Main Street shimmered under a film of seawater and diesel. Tourists had fled weeks ago. Only locals remained—fishermen in oilskins, retirees with bad hips, the occasional stray dog nosing through wet trash.

She stirred her tea counter-clockwise. Always counter-clockwise. A habit from childhood, when her mother claimed it “kept the bitterness out.” Debora never believed it. But she did it anyway. Some rituals aren’t about belief. They’re about control.

The local news played low on the radio behind the counter—weather, ferry delays, a missing cat. Then, abruptly, the tone shifted.

“...recovered early this morning during dredging operations near Blackwater Marsh. Authorities confirm the item is consistent with children’s footwear, circa early 2000s. No other remains have been found at this time...”

Debora froze.

“...distinctive red patent leather. Police are asking anyone with information—”

She turned the radio off.

Her hands didn’t shake. They never did. But her breath hitched—a dry, shallow catch, like a drawer stuck on its track. She set the teacup down. Too hard. The porcelain cracked along the rim, a hairline fracture she’d pretend not to notice later.

Red patent leather.

Size four.

She hadn’t seen those shoes in seventeen years. Not since the morning after Elena left—or didn’t leave—and Debora found them abandoned on the back porch, laces untied, one heel scuffed from being kicked off in haste. Or anger. She’d kept them. Not out of sentiment, she told herself, but because throwing them away felt like admitting something final. So she boxed them. Buried them in the back of the closet behind winter coats and expired tax returns.

And now someone had found a pair just like them in the marsh.

Not her pair. Couldn’t be. Those were dry, preserved, untouched by salt or time. These were dredged from mud. Waterlogged. Forgotten.

But the coincidence was a stone in her throat.

She locked the shop early—unheard of. Tuesdays were slow, but she never closed before five. Mrs. Lin from next door peered through her lace curtains as Debora pulled the gate down. Debora didn’t wave. She walked fast, head down, toward the bluff overlooking Blackwater.

The marsh stretched below, a ragged expanse of cordgrass and tidal channels, silvered by rain. Yellow police tape fluttered near the old cut—the bend where the creek narrowed and the current slowed. That’s where they’d found it. She could see the dredge barge, idle now, its mechanical arm stilled like a skeletal finger pointing at the earth.

She didn’t go closer. She stood at the edge, arms crossed, shoulders hunched against the wind. Seventeen years. She’d walked this bluff every month for the first three years after Elena vanished. Then every season. Then only on birthdays. Now, not at all—until today.

She told herself it was curiosity. Concern for the town. But the truth coiled low in her gut: What else did they find?

Because Debora knew what lay beneath that mud.

Not Elena’s shoes.

Elena herself.

Not that anyone knew. Not officially. The story was simple: seventeen-year-old Elena Varga argued with her mother, packed a bag, and left town on a Greyhound bound for Portland. No one saw her board. No ticket was purchased. But Debora said she left. And in a town this small, a mother’s word was gospel—especially when she spoke it with dry eyes and a steady voice.

The police filed it under “runaway.” Social services closed the case. Cal, her brother, nodded grimly and said, “She always was wild.” And Debora? She went back to her books, her tea, her silence.

But at night, when the fog rolled in and the marsh exhaled its briny breath, she’d lie awake and listen for footsteps that never came.

Now, someone had disturbed the grave.

She turned to leave. As she did, her foot caught on something half-buried in the path—a shard of sea glass, green and worn smooth. She picked it up. Cold. Familiar. She’d given Elena a jar of this once. “From our beach,” she’d said. Elena had kept it on her windowsill until the day she disappeared.

Debora slipped the shard into her coat pocket. A reflex. A theft.

Back in town, the grocery clerk eyed her. “Heard about the shoe?” he asked, bagging her tea and cat food.

“Mm,” Debora said.

“Creepy, huh? Out there in the marsh like that.”

“People lose things,” she said. “The tide brings them back.”

He nodded, but his eyes lingered a beat too long. She felt it—the shift. The first thread of suspicion. Not directed yet. Just... stirring.

At home, she boiled water for a fresh cup. Stirred counter-clockwise. Sat at the kitchen table, staring at the wall where Elena’s school photo used to hang. She’d taken it down years ago. Couldn’t bear the girl’s hopeful gaze.

Now, she wondered if she should put it back. Make the house look like a mother’s again. Just in case someone came asking.

She opened the closet. Pulled out the shoebox. Lifted the lid.

The red shoes sat exactly as she’d left them—neatly paired, toes pointing inward, laces coiled like sleeping snakes. She ran a finger along the patent leather. Still shiny. Still dry.

Still hers.

But the dredged shoe... that one belonged to the marsh now. And the marsh kept secrets poorly.

She closed the box. Returned it to the dark.

Then she did something she hadn’t done in years.

She locked her back door.

Not because she feared intruders.

But because, for the first time in seventeen years, she feared what might come out.

That night, rain drummed the roof like fingers tapping a warning. Debora sat by the window, tea gone cold, watching the street. No cars. No people. Just the orange glow of the streetlamp reflecting in puddles.

At 2:17 a.m., a package appeared on her porch.

No car had stopped. No footsteps. Just a plain brown box, no return address, sitting square on the mat like it had grown there.

She waited ten minutes. Then twenty. Then she pulled on her boots, stepped into the wet dark, and brought it inside.

She didn’t open it right away. She set it on the kitchen table and stared.

It was small. Light. No postage. Hand-delivered.

Her hands were steady as she cut the tape.

Inside: a lock of hair—dark, fine, tied with rough twine. And a note, typed on aged paper:

You kept her shoes.

I kept her voice. 

Beneath it, a cassette tape. Labelled in smudged ink: Elena, Age 14.

Debora’s breath left her all at once.

She didn’t touch the tape. She backed away, as if it might burn her.

Because she knew that voice. Had heard it in dreams for seventeen years—laughing, crying, screaming.

And now, someone had brought it back.

Not the marsh.

A person.

Someone who knew.

Someone who remembered.

She sat at the table until dawn, the box open before her, the hair catching the first gray light like a strand of spider silk.

Outside, the tide turned.

And the mud began to give up its dead.
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Chapter 2: The Book of Missing Things
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Elena packed her bag on a Tuesday. Not a dramatic night—no thunder, no slammed doors. Just the ordinary hush of late August, the air thick with salt and the drone of cicadas. She moved quietly, as if afraid sound might tether her to the house.

Debora watched from the hallway.

She’d heard the zipper. The soft thud of books hitting canvas. The rustle of clothes folded too fast. She stood just beyond the bedroom doorframe, barefoot on cool pine, arms crossed like she was holding herself together. She didn’t speak. Didn’t ask where Elena was going, or why, or if she’d be back. She just watched.

Elena was seventeen. Sharp-eyed, restless, already taller than her mother. She’d dyed her hair black that summer—a rebellion so small it barely counted, but Debora had noticed. Noticed everything. The way Elena flinched when Cal’s truck pulled into the driveway. The way she stopped eating dinner when he visited. The way she’d started locking her bedroom door.

Debora told herself it was teenage moodiness. Hormones. The usual storm before calm.

She was wrong.

Now, watching her daughter shove a sweater into a duffel, Debora felt the old urge rise—the one to step forward, to say Wait. Talk to me. Stay. But the words stuck in her throat like splinters. What would she say? I know something’s wrong, but I don’t know how to fix it? Or worse: I know, and I’ve done nothing?

So she stayed silent.

Elena zipped the bag shut. Turned. Saw her.

For a heartbeat, neither moved.

Then Elena said, “You’re not going to stop me.”

It wasn’t a question.

Debora swallowed. “Is that what you want?”

“I want you to say something true for once.”

The words landed like stones. Debora opened her mouth—then closed it. Truth was a blade. She’d spent years sheathing it.

Elena’s eyes flickered with something like disappointment. Then resolve. She hoisted the bag onto her shoulder. Walked past Debora without touching her.

At the front door, she paused. “If I leave,” she said, voice low, “don’t pretend you don’t know why.”

Debora said nothing.

Elena left.

The door clicked shut.

Debora stood in the empty hallway for twenty minutes. Then she went into Elena’s room.

It wasn’t ransacked. Just... emptied. The bed stripped. Posters gone from the walls. Only the sea glass jar remained on the windowsill, catching the late sun like a prism. Debora picked it up. Shook it. The glass pieces clinked softly—green, white, cobalt. Each one from a walk they’d taken together.

She set it back down.

That night, she called Cal.

“He’s gone,” he said when he answered, voice thick with sleep. “Left town this morning. Said he couldn’t stay.”

Debora didn’t ask why. She already knew.

“Elena’s gone too,” she said.

A pause. Then: “Good. Maybe she’ll come to her senses.”

Debora hung up.

She didn’t call the police. Not that night. Not the next day. She told herself Elena would come back. That this was a phase. A test.

But days turned to weeks. No calls. No texts. No trace.

When the police finally came—prompted by Elena’s school counselor—Debora gave them the story she’d rehearsed in her head: argument, packed bag, Greyhound ticket (she described it in detail, though none existed), destination unknown.

“She’s always been independent,” Debora said, voice steady. “Stubborn. But smart. She’ll reach out when she’s ready.”

The officer nodded. Wrote it down. Closed the file.

And Debora went back to her life.

She kept the bookstore open. Watered Mrs. Lin’s geraniums when she was away. Smiled at customers. Stirred her tea counter-clockwise.

But at night, she walked the bluff.

And on the third night, she found the shoes.

Left on the back porch, just as she’d remembered them in Chapter 1. Red patent leather. Laces untied. One heel scuffed.

She picked them up. Held them to her chest.

And that’s when she knew.

Elena hadn’t left.

Not really.

Because if she had, she wouldn’t have abandoned her favorite shoes.

Debora buried that thought deep. Told herself she was imagining things. Grief playing tricks.

But the next morning, she drove to Blackwater Marsh.

She walked the old cut—the bend where the creek slowed, where the reeds grew thickest. She stood there for an hour, staring at the water.

Then she went home.

And said nothing.

Now, seventeen years later, sitting at her kitchen table with a lock of hair and a cassette labeled Elena, Age 14, Debora finally let herself remember the rest.

The night after the shoes appeared, she’d gone to Cal’s house.

He was drunk. Bleary-eyed. When she asked if he’d seen Elena, he laughed—a wet, broken sound.

“Saw her,” he said. “Told her to leave me alone. She wouldn’t listen.”

“What did you do?” Debora asked, voice low.

“Nothing she didn’t ask for.”

Debora hit him. Once. Hard. Across the face.

He didn’t fight back. Just stared at her, blood on his lip, eyes full of something like relief.

“You knew,” she whispered.

“I tried to stop,” he said. “But you... you looked away. Every time.”

She walked out.

That night, she dreamed of Elena standing in the marsh, water up to her waist, holding out the red shoes.

You let him, Elena said in the dream. You let him, and you let me go.

Debora woke gasping.

And for the first time, she considered the unthinkable:

What if Elena hadn’t run?

What if she’d been taken?

Or worse—what if she’d tried to come home... and Debora hadn’t been there to see her?

She never spoke of it. Never searched. Never admitted doubt.

Because to admit doubt was to admit guilt.

And guilt, she’d learned, was heavier than bone.
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