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    This book is dedicated to my family and friends 
who supported me and believed in me.
Especially my mother, Alim Akter Hira.

      

    


A note on the narrator: Nora Voss is a reliable witness to events. She is not a reliable witness to herself. The reader is advised to keep that distinction close.

​PROLOGUE: WHAT I'VE ALREADY DONE

THE FOURTH BODY IS a woman named Patricia Geld, and I know before I lift the tarp that I've already decided to protect him.

That's the thing I have to tell you upfront, the thing the official record will never contain: I didn't fall and then make compromises. The compromises came first. The falling happened after, though by then the word falling had stopped meaning what it used to mean.

Patricia Geld is forty-three years old. She taught third grade at Harlow Creek Elementary for eleven years. She has a daughter named Becca who is seven and who is, at this moment, sitting in the back of Deputy Cole's cruiser wrapped in a thermal blanket, too deep in shock to cry. Becca found her mother. Becca will carry that particular Tuesday morning for the rest of her life, a splinter so deep under the skin that no amount of digging will reach it.

I lift the tarp.

I've seen a lot of bodies. I've seen what people do to each other when the polite surface of civilization gets stripped away, and I've stood over more than my share of what remains. You build a clinical distance. You have to. You learn to see the person as evidence — not because you've stopped caring, but because caring clouds your ability to read what happened, and reading what happened is the only useful thing you can offer the dead.

I look at Patricia Geld and my clinical distance is a joke.

There is a boot print on her left shoulder. The heel has a distinctive pattern — a chevron tread I have already matched, in my mind, to a specific pair of boots on a specific shelf by a specific cabin door six miles northeast of here. The print is partially obscured by her hair, which has been moved. Post-mortem, I think. Her hair was moved after she was dead.

I stand there for a long time.

Behind me, Deputy Sera Cole is on her radio, giving coordinates and requesting the ME's truck. Sheriff Pruitt is standing at the tree line, smoking even though he quit eight years ago according to a yellowing Harlow Creek Gazette profile framed on his office wall. It's 6:14 in the morning and the sky over the Cascades is the particular gray of old ice.

Nobody is watching me.

I pull a latex glove from my kit. I crouch beside the body. I press the edge of my gloved finger to that boot print and I smear the tread pattern, just slightly, just enough, and then I stand up and I don't look at what I've done.

"Dr. Voss." Cole is beside me. She has cop eyes — the kind that have been trained to see what people would rather not be seen, and when she looks at me I feel it the way you feel a camera. "Anything?"

"Female victim," I say. "Significant trauma to the neck and shoulders. Consistent with the others."

"I can see that. I'm asking if you see anything else."

I look at Cole. She's thirty-one and she's better than this county deserves and some part of me, the part that still has a functioning conscience, hates what I am in the process of doing to her.

"Not yet," I say. "Let the ME have her first."

Cole holds my gaze for one beat too long, and then she turns back to her radio, and I stand there in the gray Oregon morning over the body of a third-grade teacher with a smeared boot print on her shoulder, and I think about a man six miles northeast in a cabin I'm not supposed to be sleeping in, and I understand for the first time in my adult life what it means to be genuinely lost.

This is not a story about a monster.

This is a story about what I became to keep one alive.
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​PART ONE: THE HUNGER


​Chapter One
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I arrived in Harlow Creek on a Tuesday in October with two rolling suitcases, a case file that gave me nightmares on the flight from Portland, and the kind of professional certainty that I would later recognize as the last luxury of someone who hasn't yet met the thing that will undo her.

The Oregon State Police had requested a consult three days after the second body. By the time I landed in Medford and drove the 140 miles of increasingly isolated highway to Harlow Creek, there were three bodies and I'd read each case file so many times the details had stopped being facts and become something closer to wallpaper — always there, no longer really seen.

Victim one: Ray Castellan, fifty-six, retired logger. Found October 3rd in the creek bed below his property. Cause of death: catastrophic cervical trauma. Trachea crushed, hyoid fractured, the C2 and C3 vertebrae compressed in a way the Medford ME described as "consistent with a force far exceeding that capable of an average adult male." The phrase average adult male would come back to me. Most significant phrases do.

​INTERLUDE: WHAT JUNE HARKER WAS

BEFORE SHE WAS A BODY in a church parking lot, June Harker was this:

Twenty-nine years old. Born in Harlow Creek General, which no longer existed as a general hospital and was now an urgent care clinic that closed at six and didn't see anything worse than broken wrists and the occasional allergic reaction. She was the youngest of three daughters of Leonard and Patty Harker, who had farmed the east valley for forty years and whose family photograph, in Patty Harker's living room, showed a woman with June's nose and June's way of looking at the camera — directly, unperformatively, the look of someone who didn't see the point in pretending.

June Harker had wanted to go to college. She'd gotten into Portland State, two years running, and two years running she hadn't gone because her mother had a degenerative joint condition that made the farming impossible without her, and because she was the youngest and the closest and the one who'd stayed. She worked the Shell station overnight because the overnight differential meant she could bank something. She went to church on Wednesday nights — the Congregational Church, where she'd been baptized, where her parents had been married — not out of habit but out of genuine belief, which was a rarer thing in a twenty-nine-year-old than anyone who hadn't read the statistics would expect.

She had a boyfriend, on and off, named Marcus who lived in Grants Pass and who was, by the accounts of everyone who knew him, not good enough for her in the specific way that a certain class of person is chronically involved with partners who are not good enough for them because the people who are good enough for them feel like too much to ask.

She had a subscription to a seed catalog and a container garden on her apartment balcony that her neighbor would later describe, with a grief that was not about the plants, as "extremely well-organized."

I know these things because I read the victimology report the way you read the victimology report on every victim: with professional discipline, which means not too fast and not too slow, which means allowing the specific weight of each fact to register without accumulating into the kind of thing that makes it impossible to do the work. I have read a thousand victimology reports. I have become good at the discipline.

I was in Cain's cabin when I read June Harker's, and the seed catalog detail got through my professional discipline the way certain things get through no matter how good you are at keeping them out, and I sat at the table with the report in my hands and I thought about the seed catalog sitting in her apartment being delivered monthly to someone who was no longer there to open it, and I put the report down, and I went to the window, and I stood there for a while.

And then I picked it up again and I read the rest of it and I did my job.

That is what the discipline looks like from the inside. Not the absence of feeling. The presence of feeling, held in a specific and effortful containment, while the work proceeds. The feelings do not help June Harker. The work does. The work is the only thing that does.

I wrote at the top of the victimology summary: What did you know about the parking lot.

The question I couldn't answer yet. The parking lot of the church where she'd worshipped since childhood, which she walked to every Wednesday night, which put her at that specific location at that specific time every week with a predictability that anyone who knew her could calculate. The church was two miles from Cain Darrow's property line. The game trail behind the church — the one I had walked with Cole and with Cain himself — ran directly from the national forest boundary to within fifty meters of the church's north wall.

She knew the trail. The forensic report noted that she'd led church hiking groups that used the trail twice a summer for the previous three years.

Did she know who she was likely to encounter on the trail at three in the morning? Did she know that the game warden who patrolled the adjacent national forest used that trail in his nighttime rounds? Did she know, in the specific, small-town way that everyone knows everything about everyone, that Cain Darrow had a history and a condition and a way of moving through the dark that was not like other people's?

And if she knew: was she afraid? Was the specific, terrible meeting in the parking lot a meeting she saw coming and was afraid of, or a meeting that came from behind her in the dark before she had time to be afraid at all?

The report said the latter. No sign of anticipatory flight — she'd walked her normal route, normal pace, no deviation. Whatever happened, happened before she knew it was happening.

I thought about that for a long time. I thought about the specific mercy of a death that doesn't have time to be feared in the anticipating. And then I thought about the specific horror of it — that she hadn't known, couldn't prepare, had no moment of seeing what was coming.

I thought about the seed catalog.

I put the report away and I went to bed.

Victim two: June Harker, twenty-nine, worked the overnight shift at the Harlow Creek Shell station. Found October 5th in the parking lot of the Congregational Church she'd attended since childhood, still in her work uniform. Cause of death: same. The ME noted that the force applied to her neck had been applied from behind, that the attacker was likely significantly taller than June Harker's five-four, and that the attack had been fast. June Harker had time to tear her own thumbnail back to the quick scrabbling at the asphalt, but she had not had time to scream. The church's exterior security camera had recorded a blur at 3:17 AM that forensics couldn't make into anything useful.

Victim three: Todd Prewitt, forty-one, a county assessor who drove out from Grants Pass every other week to argue with property owners about their land valuations. He'd been found the morning I left Portland, October 7th, on the hiking trail behind the Lutheran church — a different church from June Harker's church, though I would later come to think the choice of church property was not coincidental, not random, but I'm getting ahead of the story.

Three bodies in four days. Singular cause of death. One small town of 2,300 people in a valley between mountains with one road in and one road out.

I drove into Harlow Creek at dusk and the town closed around me like a fist.

Sheriff Dale Pruitt was a man who had been handsome once and still knew it, in the vague way that men of a certain type carry the ghost of their former looks as though the ghost itself is adequate currency. He was fifty-three, had been sheriff for eleven years, and the first thing he said to me when I walked into his office was, "I want you to know I didn't ask for you."

"I know," I said. "OSP doesn't care."

He looked at me for a moment. He had the eyes of someone who'd spent a long time watching people, though I suspected his watching was the territorial kind — checking for threats to his authority — rather than the observational kind that made a person genuinely useful in a criminal investigation. "Dr. Voss," he said. "Forensic psychology."

"That's right."

"You profile."

"Among other things."

"So you're going to tell me what kind of person did this."

"I'm going to tell you what the evidence says about the person who did this. Those aren't always the same thing."

He nodded slowly, like he was filing that away under things to distrust. "Deputy Cole will walk you through the case files. We've got one person of interest. You can start there."

"I'd like to start with the crime scenes."

"It's dark."

"Tomorrow morning, then."

"Cole'll take you." He stood up in the way men stand up when they want you to understand the meeting is over. "You're staying at Barker's. It's the only motel. Cole'll show you." He paused. "How long do you expect this'll take?"

I thought about the case files. The speed of the kills. The geography of the drops. The specific, almost surgical application of force. "I don't know yet," I said.

Deputy Sera Cole was twenty-nine pounds of tension inside a five-eight body with a cop's face — the one they practice until it doesn't give anything away. She walked me to my car after I checked into Barker's Motel (twelve rooms, a vending machine, and a painting of a covered bridge that no one in the Pacific Northwest had ever seen) and gave me a rundown in the parking lot that was more useful than anything Pruitt had said.

"Three victims, three different social groups," she said. "Castellan was old timber money, retired. Harker was working-class, young, devout. Prewitt was an outsider — only in town every couple weeks, didn't know many people here. If there's a pattern in who he's choosing, I haven't found it."

"He," I said.

Cole looked at me. "The force required. ME's assessment."

"Consistent with a large adult male. Not exclusively."

"You think it's a woman?"

"I think it's too early to think it's anything." I leaned against my rental car. The mountains were black cutouts against a sky full of more stars than I ever saw in Portland. "You said one person of interest."

"Pruitt said one person of interest."

"What do you say?"

Cole was quiet for a moment. A quiet that had weight in it. "Cain Darrow," she said finally. "State game warden. Lives six miles out of town, up toward the national forest boundary. He found Castellan's body. He was working the area around the church parking lot the night Harker was killed — we can't place him there, but we can't place him anywhere else either. And Prewitt—" She stopped. Started again. "Prewitt had lodged a complaint with the game commission six weeks ago about Darrow. Interference during a licensed hunt. The commission was investigating."

"Motive for Prewitt. Nothing for the others."

"Nothing obvious."

"No one in a town this size is a stranger to everyone," I said. "He knew Castellan and Harker somehow. What's the connection?"

"That's what Pruitt wants you to find." She said it without inflection, but I heard what was underneath: Pruitt wants you to confirm what he's already decided.

"And you?"

"I want to know what actually happened." She looked at me levelly. "Are those the same thing?"

"Ask me again in a week," I said.

​FIRST NIGHTS IN THE CABIN: THE FULL ACCOUNT

THE FIRST WEEK IN THE cabin was a week of calibration.

Not the professional kind — I'd calibrated in unusual environments before, had slept in worse places under stranger circumstances in the course of various consults. It was the other kind of calibration: the adjustment of two people's presences to each other in a small space, the negotiation that happens without being spoken, the thousand small decisions that accrete into the specific way two people occupy shared ground.

He left his first composition notebook on the shelf where I could reach it. This was not an accident. He put it back precisely where it had been each time he used it, and I watched, over the first two days, the way his eyes went to the shelf when he came in from outside — not checking to see if I'd touched them, but checking to see if I'd needed to. There was a specific quality to the way he held himself back from the question he wasn't asking, which was: are you ready to know.

He wasn't ready for me to know, either.

The second night, I woke at two in the morning and the cabin was silent and cold and the fire in the woodstove had gone down to coals, and I lay on the cot in the specific wide-awake state that comes from sleeping in an unfamiliar place during a high-stress situation and I listened to the cabin's dark.

There was a sound from the bedroom. Not the sound I'd heard later — not that particular sub-register sound that had the quality of something held under enormous pressure. This was quieter. The specific quiet of someone breathing who is not asleep. The specific quality of someone lying in the dark, awake, managing something that the dark makes harder to manage.

I lay on the cot and I listened to him be awake on the other side of the wall, and I thought about the deadbolt that he had locked from the inside with a key he kept on a hook in the bathroom. Locked himself in. In bed, awake, managing.

I thought about what it cost to do that every night. To say: I don't trust myself to be loose in the world tonight, so I'll put myself in a box and wait for morning.

I lay on the cot and I didn't go to the door and I didn't say anything and I held the weight of it in my chest until the gray dawn came and I heard the lock turn and his door open and his boots cross to the kitchen.

He made coffee. I heard the specific sounds of it — the particular way he made coffee, which was precise and quiet and involved a hand grinder that made a low, rhythmic sound in the predawn dark. I heard the water. I heard the stove.

I got up. I came out in the clothes I'd slept in, which were not the clothes I'd have chosen to be seen in under normal circumstances, but we were past normal circumstances and had been since I arrived.

He looked at me. He was in the same state as the morning of the conversation I described earlier — the look of someone who had been awake for hours and was wearing the exhaustion in a specific way, the way you wear it when the exhaustion is from the inside.

"Coffee," he said.

"Please," I said.

We stood in the kitchen in the pre-dawn dark and he handed me a mug and I held it and we didn't say anything for a while. Outside the window, the forest was beginning its slow emergence from the dark — the trees first, the shapes of them against the slightly lighter sky, and then gradually the near things: the wood stack, the ferns at the clearing edge, the lean-to.

"Do you sleep?" I asked.

He looked at his mug. "The daytime hours."

"Is it enough?"

"It's what I have." He looked at the window. "Before — before the escalation — I slept normally. Eight hours. I didn't—" He stopped. "The management didn't require this."

"What does your body feel like?" I said. "When the pull peaks?"

He looked at me. I was asking a clinical question and also not a clinical question, and he heard both of them. "Like being two things at once," he said, after a moment. "The part of me that is — ordinary, the part that makes coffee and reads and talks to you — that part is always there. It doesn't go away. And there's the other part, and when the pull peaks, the other part gets very loud, and the ordinary part has to hold on harder." He looked at the window. "When the ordinary part holds on, I come back to myself afterward and it's like—" He paused, searching for the analogy. "It's like finding your footing after a rogue wave. You're still standing. But you know how close it was."

"And the times you don't hold on."

"I wake up somewhere else," he said simply. "Somewhere I don't remember going. And I account for what I can account for and I write down the gaps and I live with what I don't know."

The forest outside was fully visible now, the dawn doing its work. His face in the morning light had the specific quality I'd been cataloguing since my first day in this cabin: the exhaustion and the management and, under both of those, something else — something that I didn't have a professional name for, that had a quality of being turned toward me in a way that was neither calculated nor casual.

I looked at my coffee and I did not acknowledge it. Not yet. Not enough of the picture was assembled yet.

The third night, I heard him go out at eleven and I did something that I had told myself I would not do.

I followed him.

Not closely — not intending to catch up, not with any specific investigative purpose, just following the direction of him, trying to get a sense of the territory he moved through and the way he moved through it. I was a forensic psychologist who had been running crime scene analysis for twenty years and I was, at this point, conducting the most personally compromised investigation of my career, and the decision to follow him into old-growth forest at eleven at night in October was arguably not the worst decision I was making that week.

I went to the edge of the clearing and stopped there, in the last of the open ground, with the tree line ahead of me and the cabin's single lit window behind me, and I listened.

The forest at night: I've described this before. The specific depth of the dark under the canopy, the layered sound-world of small animals and water and wind in the upper branches. What I want to describe now is what it felt like to stand at the edge of it and feel him in it. Not in a mystical sense — in the sense that the forest had a specific quality when he was in it, an alteration of the sound-world that I could feel in the way you can feel the difference in a room when someone you know well has entered it. The forest was aware of him in the way that old things are aware of other old things: without surprise, with accommodation.

I stood at the tree line for forty minutes. I heard nothing that was specifically him. I heard the forest doing its nighttime work, and I felt the cold coming off the mountains, and I understood in a way that I had been understanding slowly for days: this was his territory. The investigation was mine — the case files, the conferences, the professional apparatus. But the valley, and specifically this valley's northern margin and the old-growth zone beyond it, was his. And the thing he was managing was as native to this landscape as the wolves and the trees, as much a part of the particular ecology of this place as anything else that lived in it.

I walked back to the cabin.

I lay on the cot.

In the morning, he looked at my boots when I came out, and the specific trace of fern and loam on the soles, and he looked up at me with an expression that knew exactly what I'd done and had decided, precisely, how to respond to it.

"The west end of the clearing is clear to the ridge," he said. "If you want to walk at night, keep to the west side."

"I wasn't—"

"I know you were," he said. "Keep to the west side. The east runs into the water table."

I looked at him. He poured me coffee.

"Thank you," I said.

He nodded once and turned back to the stove.

The first crime scene I walked was Ray Castellan's creek bed, at dawn the next morning with Cole beside me and the fog coming off the water in slow white
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