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​CHAPTER ONE — MARA
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​The Case That Pulled Her Back In

The tip arrived on a Tuesday, which was the only unremarkable thing about it.

I was at my desk in Pittsburgh — the real desk, the one in my apartment, not the ghost of a desk I'd maintained at the magazine before the Hargrove piece fell apart and took my staff position with it. Three months of freelance quiet. Three months of pitching stories I could write in my sleep and billing at rates that would have embarrassed me two years ago. I had a half-finished piece about municipal water infrastructure due on Friday and a bowl of cereal going soft on the left side of my keyboard, and I was doing the thing I always do when I'm bored and pretending I'm not, which is running cold-case databases the way other people scroll social media. Just to look. Just to keep the pattern-recognition part of my brain from atrophying.

The email came from a source I'll call Denise, because that's not her name and she'd asked me not to use it. Denise worked in records for a regional emergency management office and occasionally passed things to journalists she trusted, which was a short list she'd told me I was on, which I considered one of the more meaningful professional compliments of my career. She didn't explain things when she sent them. She just sent them. This time it was a spreadsheet, eight columns, forty-some rows, no subject line in the email except: thought of you.

I almost let it sit. I had the water piece.

I opened it.

The spreadsheet was a compilation she'd built herself — I could tell by the formatting, the way she'd color-coded by county and left the source column in a slightly different font from the rest, the small evidence of a person doing something on their own time because it bothered them enough. Four disappearances. Four men. Spanning eight years and a 200-mile stretch of Appalachian corridor across parts of West Virginia, Kentucky, and Virginia. All listed as either accidental deaths, voluntary absences, or open missing persons cases with no viable leads. The men ranged in age from 28 to 51. No obvious commonality in occupation, family status, or physical description.

I ate three more bites of cereal and pushed the bowl away.

The thing about patterns is that they don't announce themselves. You don't get a flashing light. You get a feeling at the back of your skull that precedes conscious thought, a kind of pressure, like weather coming. I'd learned to trust it over twelve years of investigative work and distrust it in equal measure, because it had been right often enough to be dangerous and wrong often enough to be humbling. The Hargrove piece had been the wrong kind. A pressure I'd followed too far, too fast, and the sourcing hadn't held.

I told myself I was just mapping. A logic exercise. I pulled the geographic data into a separate program and plotted the four disappearances against the terrain.

They described a rough circle.

The center of the circle was a town called Harlow Creek, West Virginia.

I sat with that for a while. Then I got up and made coffee and sat with it some more.

Harlow Creek wasn't a place that came up in news searches. It had a population of around 1,200, a county road in and one county road out, and a local paper that published once a week and appeared to have last updated its website in 2019. The surrounding county had one sheriff's department and one deputy. The nearest hospital was forty minutes away. The nearest city of any consequence was an hour and forty. It was the kind of town that existed, as far as the larger world was concerned, primarily in property records and census data.

I told myself I was not going to drive down there. I had the water piece. I had three other pitches in progress. I had a therapist I was seeing every other week who had recently and gently suggested that my relationship to work might be serving as a substitute for relationships to people, and I had nodded in a way that communicated I was taking that seriously.

I booked a room at a place called the Dunmore Guesthouse, which had a website with one photograph and a phone number that rang four times before a woman with a flat Appalachian accent answered and told me there was a room available if I wanted it and breakfast came with, take it or leave it.

I took it.

I drove down on a Thursday in late October, when the trees along Route 60 had gone fully amber and the light was the particular quality of Appalachian autumn that makes everything look like it's already been photographed and hung somewhere. I had my recorder, my laptop, two notebooks, and a cover story: regional history piece, freelance, general interest. It was close enough to the truth that I could maintain it without effort. I was writing about the history of small Appalachian communities and their relationship to the land. I was not writing about four men who had disappeared within 40 miles of a single point.

Not yet.

I drove into Harlow Creek at a quarter past four, when the light was going gold and long, and had the immediate sensation I always have entering small towns I'm working: the sense that the town is already watching, that my arrival is already logged somewhere, that the stranger's car with the out-of-county plates has already been noted by someone looking out a window. It's not paranoia. It's just accurate.

Main Street was two blocks. A diner, a general store, a hardware supply, a small post office, a barbershop, and at the far end, where the street curved back toward the county road, a butcher shop with a hand-lettered sign over the door: CAINE'S. The lights were still on. I could see the shape of someone behind the counter through the window.

I didn't stop. I drove on to the guesthouse, which sat back from the road on a hill, white clapboard, a porch with two chairs, smoke coming from the chimney. Ruth Dunmore met me at the door before I knocked — she'd heard the car — and she was exactly what her voice had suggested: seventies, solid, the kind of woman who had opinions about everything and shared them selectively, which is a specific intelligence.

She showed me the room. It had a window that faced the trees and a radiator that ticked all night and a quilt that smelled like cedar. She brought me a plate of food without asking if I wanted it and told me breakfast was at eight and if I wanted it earlier I was welcome to the kitchen but I'd be on my own.

I ate alone at the small table by the window.

Outside, the trees had gone dark. The town was quiet the way places with no ambient noise are quiet: completely.

I opened my laptop and looked at the map again.

Four men. Eight years. One circle.

I added a fifth data point I'd found that afternoon, cross-referencing a seasonal worker report filed in an adjacent county: a man named Pete Sarver, 2019, never found.

The circle held.

I closed the laptop and lay on the bed in the dark for a long time, feeling the specific aliveness I hadn't felt in months. Feeling myself come back online.

I told myself: just look. Just map. Just see what's here.

I had said this before.
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​CHAPTER TWO — ELI

[image: ]


​The Moment He Saw Her

I saw her before she parked.

The rental car was a grey Civic, which told me she'd booked cheap or booked last-minute or didn't care about comfort, and the way she drove — that particular unhurried attention, the slight pause before each turn — told me she was reading the town rather than navigating it. There's a difference. Tourists navigate. People who are here for a reason read.

She parked in front of the mill sign, which hasn't been a mill since 1987 and now says HARLOW CREEK, ESTABLISHED 1844, a thing the historical society painted over the original lettering when the grant came through. She got out of the car with a camera. Not her phone — a camera. Small, digital, the kind with the lens you can change. She pointed it at the sign. Then she turned and pointed it at the building behind the sign. Then she tilted and pointed it down the length of Main Street with the kind of deliberateness that told me she wasn't here for the aesthetics.

She was documenting.

I was behind the counter trimming a loin, which is work that doesn't require much of my attention after thirty years of doing it, and I watched her through the window for four minutes. She had the look of someone who had organized herself very carefully for this place — practical clothes, no ornamentation, hair back. She was trying not to be conspicuous. She was conspicuous anyway, the way someone is when they're watching everything too carefully to look like someone who isn't watching anything.

She walked the block in front of my shop. I thought she'd come in. She glanced at the sign, glanced at the window, and kept moving.

I went back to the loin.

Harlow Creek gets maybe sixty strangers a year. I know most of them in the first twenty minutes. Leaf peepers, people visiting family, the occasional hiker who's come in off the Seneca Trail for supplies. They all look at the town the same way: taking it in, assessing it against what they expected, usually finding it smaller. She hadn't been assessing against an expectation. She'd been looking for something specific.

I packaged the loin and put it in the case and washed my hands.

My grandfather used to say that this valley collected things. He meant it about the flooding — the river takes whatever you leave in its path, every spring without exception. But I've always thought it was true of people too. Harlow Creek collects the ones who have no business being here, or who have too much business being here, and keeps them one way or another. My grandmother used to laugh when he said it. She'd been collected herself, she said, so she couldn't argue.

I locked up at five-thirty and walked home the long way, past the guesthouse.

Her car was in the lot.

I stood at the edge of the treeline for a moment, not hidden exactly, just not visible from the windows unless someone was looking. The second-floor light was on. I thought about her in that room — Ruth's second room, the one with the cedar quilt and the window that rattles in the October wind. I'd fixed that window once, years ago, before Ruth's hip made her stop asking neighbors for things.

I thought about the camera. The deliberate framing.

I thought: she's here for something particular, and she is either very good at her job or very bad at concealment. I suspected the former. People who are bad at concealment don't usually have the composure to look like they're not hiding anything.

I walked home.

The house was what it always is in October: cold upstairs and warm down, the smell of the woodstove coming on for the season, the quiet that I've never minded. Some people need noise to feel inhabited. I've always found noise beside the point. Everything I need to know, I can hear in silence.

I made dinner and ate by the window that faces the back field, where the deer come in around dusk this time of year. Two does and a yearling tonight. I watched them until they went back to the trees.

I thought about her hands on the camera. Steady. Purposeful.

I thought: she will either leave in three days, when she has what she thinks she came for, or she will stay longer because what she finds will pull her deeper than she expected.

I thought: I would like it if she stayed.

This surprised me somewhat. I am not usually interested in outcomes I can't determine. But there was something about the quality of her attention — the way she'd looked at Main Street like she was memorizing it, like it mattered to her specifically, not generically — that I found I wanted to see again.

I am a patient man. I have been patient my entire adult life, in matters small and large.

But I found, that first evening, that I was already looking forward to tomorrow.
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​CHAPTER THREE — MARA
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​Harlow Creek, First Impressions

By Friday morning I had a system.

Systems are how I stay sane in the early days of a story, when there's more unknown than known and the temptation is to move too fast. I write down what I have. I write down what I need. I write down every assumption I'm making and mark it clearly as an assumption. Then I build outward from the center, slowly, in order, without letting myself skip to the interesting part before I've done the boring part. The boring part is usually where the story actually lives.

What I had: five disappearances, eight years, one geographic cluster, no official connection between cases.

What I needed: local knowledge, records access, a sense of the social geography.

What I was assuming: that these cases were connected. That the connection was human and intentional. That it had something to do with this town.

I put a star next to that last one and wrote ASSUMPTION in capital letters. Then I went downstairs for breakfast.

Ruth Dunmore was already at the stove, which she appeared to have been at for some time. Scrambled eggs, sausage, biscuits. She did not ask me how I slept or make small talk. She put a plate in front of me and poured coffee and sat down across the table with her own cup, and I understood that breakfast at Dunmore's was a communal event whether you wanted it to be or not.

"You're the writer," she said.

"Mara," I said. "Mara Colton." I used my mother's maiden name. Not because I thought Ruth would recognize Voss — I'm not that well-known — but because giving a partial alias is a habit I can't break, a small professional caution I extend automatically.

"What are you writing about?"

"Regional history. Small communities, how they relate to the land around them, how that shapes identity over generations." I'd written this pitch so many times it came out smooth. "Harlow Creek seemed like a good case study."

Ruth nodded. She didn't look like she believed me, but she didn't look like she disbelieved me either. She looked like a woman who had heard many things in her life and had learned to wait and see.

"It's a good town," she said. "Takes care of its own."

I noted the phrasing. Not it's a nice town or it's a quiet town. Takes care of its own. A specific kind of civic pride with a specific kind of edge underneath.

After breakfast I started with the obvious: the sheriff's office, where I told the same story to a deputy named Caleb who was maybe twenty-four and visibly bored, and who told me Sheriff Pruitt wasn't in yet but would be happy to talk to me about the town's history, sure, anytime.

Dale Pruitt was in at ten. He was fifty-something, unhurried, the kind of friendly that is also a closed door. We talked for forty-five minutes and he told me about the town's founding families, the old timber industry, the flooding problems, the way the county had changed since the seventies. He offered me coffee twice. He answered everything I asked and gave me nothing I needed. When I mentioned, lightly, that I'd read about some missing persons cases in the region, he said there had been a few over the years, mostly people who'd moved on without telling anyone, you know how it is, people move on. He said it without any change in tone or affect.

I said I did know how it was.

The library was my better hour. The librarian, a woman named Carol who wore reading glasses on a beaded chain and was deeply invested in the digitization project she'd been running for three years, gave me full access to the archived local papers and left me alone with them. I spent two hours going methodically through eight years of issues. Harlow Creek's paper — the Valley Courier — was thin, four pages some weeks, and covered mostly the kinds of events small papers cover: school board meetings, church fundraisers, obituaries, an occasional letter to the editor. I found two mentions of disappearances: a 2017 item about a man named Vance Cord who'd been reported missing by his landlord in the next county over, last seen in the Harlow Creek area, and a 2020 item about the search for Pete Sarver, the seasonal worker, discontinued after two weeks.

Neither mentioned suspects. Neither appeared to have been followed up by the Courier after the initial item.

I photographed both pages and moved on.

At three in the afternoon, having covered what I could cover through official channels on a Friday, I did what I always do when I need to understand a place: I walked. The full length of Main Street twice, then the side streets, then the residential blocks, then out toward the edge of town where the houses gave way to fields and the fields gave way to forest. Harlow Creek was organized the way old Appalachian towns are organized: not by any grid but by the logic of the land, roads following the natural contours of the valley, houses clustered where the ground was high enough to stay dry in flood season.

I ended up at the butcher shop.

I hadn't planned to stop. I'd clocked it the day before and noted it as a local institution — Caine's, established 1952 according to the date carved above the door, which made it older than the historical society sign and probably more honest — and had vaguely intended to come back with a specific question. But my feet were cold and the lights were on and I needed to ask someone for directions to the county records office, which had relocated since the map I was working from.

The man behind the counter was not what I expected, though I hadn't expected anything specific, which is its own kind of mistake.

He was tall, somewhere in his late thirties, with the kind of build that comes from actual physical work rather than effort. Dark hair going slightly silver at the temples. He was wearing a white apron over a dark flannel shirt, and he was doing something to a cut of meat with a boning knife that he didn't stop doing when I came in, just looked up.

"Help you?" he said.

His voice was level and unhurried and not particularly warm. Not cold either. Just — measured.

"I'm looking for the county records office," I said. "I heard it moved from the address I have."

"It did," he said. "New building on Spruce, two blocks east off the main road, past the elementary school. Closed at four-thirty on Fridays."

"Thank you." I glanced around the case. "Nice shop."

"Third generation," he said.

I should have left then. I had my directions. But there was something about the quality of his attention — he'd gone back to the knife, but I had the distinct impression that he was watching me the way I watch people, which is to say completely and without appearing to — that made me want to stay another minute.

"I'm doing a piece on the area," I said. "Regional history, the old families, that kind of thing. Would you be open to talking sometime?"

He looked up then. Full attention. His eyes were dark and steady and I had the impression of something very still behind them, the way deep water is still.

"Colton?" he said. Not a name he was repeating. A question.

I'd told no one in town my name this afternoon. Not during my walk. Not at the library, where I'd signed in on a clipboard.

"Sorry?" I said.

"You said you're doing a piece," he said. "I just wondered who for."

He hadn't said my name. I'd heard it, but when I replayed the sentence he'd said who for, not Colton. The acoustic similarity. The slight echo of the l in his who against the radiator noise. I was tired.

"Freelance," I said. "I'm Mara." I offered my hand across the case.

He wiped his on the apron and shook it. His grip was dry and brief and correct. "Eli Caine," he said.

He wrapped a pound of pork shoulder I hadn't asked for in white butcher paper and handed it to me across the case when I turned to leave.

"For the guesthouse kitchen," he said. "Ruth does a good braise."

I stood there for a second, holding a pound of meat I hadn't paid for in a shop I'd only stopped in for directions.

"Thank you," I said.

"See you around," he said. He had already turned back to the cut on the block.

I drove back to the guesthouse with the pork shoulder on the passenger seat.

I sat in the parking lot for two minutes before I went in.

There was nothing specific I could put a name to. He hadn't said or done anything unusual. He'd been helpful, brief, generously neighborly in the way of small towns where people leave extra things on your porch and don't ask to be thanked for it. He'd known I was staying with Ruth, which wasn't remarkable — a stranger in town for any length of time, Ruth's would be the natural guess.

And yet.

There's a feeling I get sometimes when I'm close to something. Not the pressure-behind-the-skull feeling of a pattern resolving — something different. More personal. More like recognition.

I carried the pork shoulder inside and knocked on the kitchen door to tell Ruth, and while she took it from me and said something approving about Eli Caine and his grandfather and the family history I didn't fully hear, I was still in the parking lot, in my mind, trying to locate the source of the feeling.

I didn't find it that night.

But I didn't stop looking.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​CHAPTER FOUR — ELI
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​What She Tastes Like, Theoretically

She gave me a false name.

Not entirely false — I could tell that much from the way she said it, the slight ease, the absence of the micro-hesitation people have when they're pulling something entirely invented out of the air. Mara was real. Colton was borrowed. A maiden name, a mother's name, something with legal legitimacy but personal distance. I'd met people who did this before: journalists, investigators, the occasional social worker doing intake in a community that had learned not to trust intake. They used partial truths the way I used the smokehouse — to transform something into something else while preserving what mattered.

It was a professional habit. Which meant she was a professional.

I thought about this while I finished the loin and broke down the last of the day's deliveries and swept the floor. The shop closes at five-thirty regardless of traffic, which is a policy my grandfather established and my father kept and I've never had reason to change. Harlow Creek doesn't need a butcher past five-thirty. It needs dinner on the table and somewhere quiet to be. I understand this. I am always somewhere quiet.

The loin went into the case. I washed the block with the white vinegar solution, dried it, oiled it. The knives went into the magnetic rack in descending order. I do these things in the same sequence every night, not because I'm inflexible but because a clean end to the day creates the correct kind of mental space for the evening. My grandfather called it putting the day to bed. I've always liked that.

I locked up and walked out into the early dark.

October in this valley has a particular smell — leaf rot and wood smoke and the cold mineral edge of the river when it's running high. I've never been anywhere that smells like home, which either means home smells like nothing or means home smells so completely like itself that I've lost the ability to distinguish it, the way you stop hearing the clock in a room you sleep in. I suspect the latter. I suspect, if I ever left, I would smell it everywhere I went and in everything I found lacking.

I walked the long way home without deciding to.

The Dunmore Guesthouse sits on a rise above the main road, a quarter mile from the edge of town, white clapboard and a porch with two chairs that have been there since before Ruth's husband died and will probably be there after Ruth. The lights were on upstairs. Second room — I know the house, I've fixed things in it for fifteen years, the way you fix things for a woman who won't ask for help except very indirectly and through implication. Ruth had mentioned, two days ago at the general store, that she might have a guest coming. She hadn't said from where or for how long or for what purpose. Ruth doesn't explain. She informs.

I stood at the edge of the tree line and looked at the light.

She'd been documenting on Main Street. She'd asked about the county records office. She'd told the cover story — regional history, freelance — with the practiced smoothness of someone who had used it before, not because it was perfectly constructed but because it had been worn smooth by repetition. The way a river stone is smooth. The friction is what polishes it.

I thought about what she was actually looking for.

There are things in Harlow Creek's recent history that a certain kind of journalist might find interesting. I am not naive about this. I have been aware, for the better part of eight years, that what I do carries a certain statistical risk of eventual attention. Not because I have been careless — I have been very careful, more careful than anyone who might eventually reconstruct events would believe possible — but because nothing exists without leaving some shadow on the world, and shadows, in the right light, can be read.

I had prepared for many possible approaches to that shadow.

I had not prepared for her.

The preparation I'd done was abstract. Theoretical. A journalist from a regional paper, an investigator from a state agency, a family member of one of the men who'd eventually decided to push harder than a sheriff's department was willing to. I'd imagined the shapes of these people without giving them faces. I'd thought about how each scenario would develop and what it would require of me and had concluded, each time, that I had sufficient room to manage.

What I had not imagined was this particular quality of attention. The steadiness of it. The way she'd looked at me across the case without any of the usual social performance — the small smile, the slight widening of the eyes that people do when they're registering a stranger and trying to appear friendly about it. She'd looked at me the way I look at things: actually, without performance. Like she was filing me somewhere.

I am very rarely filed. People generally don't know how to look at me long enough to do it.

I found this interesting.

I also found, walking the rest of the way home through the dark, that I had replayed the interaction three times without meaning to. Her hand across the case — dry and brief, a professional's handshake, she'd been trained to offer it first. The way she'd stood with the pound of pork shoulder afterward, fractionally uncertain, not about the gift but about the giver. The slight pause before she'd said thank you. Something in that pause: she was recalibrating. She'd come in with one read of the situation and left with a slightly different one, and the pause was the seam between them.

She was good. She was very good.

I made dinner. A lamb chop, roasted carrots, bread I'd baked on Sunday. I eat well because I work with food and understand its value, not because I'm trying to prove anything to myself. Some people who live alone eat badly. I've never understood this. The quality of what you put in your body is the foundation of everything else; to neglect it because there's no audience seems to me to miss the point of having a body entirely.

I ate by the back window. The deer came. The yearling was getting bolder — it came within thirty feet of the fence line tonight before the doe called it back. Bold animals survive until they don't. It's one of the simpler laws.

After dinner I went to my desk in the study and looked up Mara Colton.

Nothing significant. A few regional bylines, nothing recent. The name didn't carry weight.

I tried Mara Voss.

She had a body of work. Twelve years. True crime, primarily. Long-form investigative. She'd been at a magazine — good one, Pittsburgh-based — until about three months ago, when her name stopped appearing in the masthead. The work before that point was exceptional. I read three pieces in full. She had the particular kind of rigor that comes from genuine intellectual honesty rather than from carefulness about liability — she was willing to follow a thing to a conclusion she hadn't planned for, and she was willing to say so on the page. Most journalists write toward a conclusion they've already reached. She wrote toward the truth and let the conclusion take whatever shape it needed to.

The last piece under her name was unfinished, in the sense that it appeared to have been retracted or pulled
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