
The Last One to 
Leave

Jennifer Oaks



Copyright © [Year of First Publication] by [Author or Pen Name] 

All rights reserved.

No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the 
publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.



Contents

1. Chapter 1 1

2. Chapter 2 7

3. Chapter 3 14





Chapter One

T he GPS dies three miles before I get there, for no reason at all.

It's not a gradual thing – the signal fading, the circle spinning, 
the app doing its best. It simply stops. The screen freezes on a street grid 
that doesn't match what's in front of me, a neat blue lattice of roads 
that belong to somewhere else entirely, and then it reboots to nothing. 
A blank white  eld. I wait for it to come back. Ten seconds, twenty.N

vothing happens.
I pull oBer onto the side of the road, engine running, and  nd the 

map I printed from the estate  le – an afterthought, I'd told myself, 
professional habit. ’ut when I pull it open, I donMt bother fooling myself 
anymore. -y foot has already been lifting oj the gas at the right moR
ments, my hands turning the steering wheel before I registered making a 
decision.

I donMt need a GPS or a map. As much as I wish it wasnMt true, this area 
is still engrained in me.

I fold the map, put it on the passenger seat, and driBe.
I continue down a county road that the county has apparently 

stopped maintaining. I keep wondering if there will be a forced detour, 
a sign telling me the route is closed, but there's nothing – Lust the road 
getting narrower and the weeds on the side of the road getting wilder. 
And then, at the end of it, Jidgeway Eane. A street that sits on its own, 
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with ten nearly identical houses making up the whole neighborhood,  Be 
houses on each side of the street. ThereMs a line of woods behind them, 
which stretches up to the mountains to the east.

The street where I spent the  rst 0q years of my life. The street I left 
and haBen't been back to in 0: years.

I'Be been trying to keep my mind occupied on the driBe here, thinking 
about the estate paperwork, the moBing company I still need to book, the 
forms I'll need to re“uest from the county. I donMt think about my mothR
erMs funeral, or estranged childhood friends, or girls who disappeared and 
neBer came back.

At least I try not to.
I turn oj the county road and enter the narrow entrance labeled with 

a faded blue sign” HJidgeway Eane.x
Immediately, I can tell that something is oj.
I feel a splitRsecond waBe of dread, like the nightmarish moment beR

fore you realize the monstrous face in the dark is Lust your Lacket hanging 
oBer a chair.

’ut then I blink, and eBerything looks  ne. ItMs Lust a street.
God, IMm pathetic. Vow many years has it been, and I still canMt let it 

go.
I take in the scene through my carMs windshield. I e3pected this, but I 

admit itMs a little unnerBing” OBery house is boarded up – plywood across 
the windows, the paint underneath gone to mildew and weather. The 
yards are oBergrown past the point of simple neglect.

I haBe a Bague memory of when the eBacuation from Jidgeway Eane 
began. It was gradual. veighbors who I stopped seeing e3cept through 
the front windows of their house, and then one day they were packing 
up, leaBing before we eBer saw a HKor Salex sign in their lawn. Kewer 
lights at the end of the street in the eBenings. Kewer kids my age playing 
fourRs“uare in the -orrisesM driBeway.
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I asked my mother once why all our neighbors seemed to be moBing 
away. She had looked at me with that concernedRmother look before 
shrugging and saying too casually, H2h, people come and go.x

’ut that wasnMt true, and I knew it eBen then. People were going, sure, 
but not coming. vo new families came to replace the ones who moBed 
away.

I driBe slowly. The houses pass on either side – boards across eBery 
window, hazard tape strung along the fence posts, the same dull weathR
ering on each one. vumber D, where the vguyens used to liBe. vumber 
—, where the Welaneys held block parties in the driBeway until suddenly 
they didn't. The orange H4acatedx notices on the fences are identical, 
printed in the same font, positioned at the same height. As if someone 
came along the street methodically and applied them all at once, and then 
neBer came back.

Then, at the far end of the street, there is a man.
Standing still, right in front of my motherMs house. VeMs too far away 

for me to see his face, but something about the set of his shoulders 9 the 
way he holds his weight slightly back on his heels, the particular angle of 
his head 9 makes me slam on the brakes. -y father stood like that. I 
lean forward against the steering wheel and stare, and for one second I 
am absolutely certain.

I lurch the car into park, right there in the middle of the road, throw 
the door open, and step outside to call to him.

’ut the man is gone. ThereMs nothing there. Fust the end of the street, 
the tree line, the mountains beyond.

2f course. 2f course my mind is doing this. I buried my mother yesR
terday. I droBe four hours. I haBen't eaten. Grief can mess with peopleMs 
perception of things 9 thatMs what IMBe heard, anyway 9 and apparently 
what my grief has decided to conLure, on a street I haBen't stood on in ten 
years, is my father. -y father, who has been dead for seBenteen years.
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?ell, missed opportunity, grief” it wouldMBe made more sense to conR
Lure up a Bision of my mother. SheMs the one that liBed on this street, at 
least up until a month ago, when she was admitted to the hospital. That 
was the last place she eBer liBed. vow she doesnMt liBe anywhere.

I get back in my car and roll up to vumber 5, my childhood home.
ItMs the only house on the street with no plywood across the windows. 

vo hazard tape along the fence. The yard is oBergrown, but not in the 
same way as the others – not the years of unchecked growth that has 
claimed the neighboring lots, but the ordinary oBergrowth of a month 
unattended. It is the only house on the street that looks as if someone 
was liBing in it until recently. It is the only house on the street that looks 
as if someone still could.

’ecause the truth is, eBeryone on the street left. OBeryone e3cept my 
mother. And I neBer knew why.

As my eyes take in the house, I notice the front door is slightly aLar. An 
inch or two of darkness Bisible inside the house, the latch not engaged.

-y horrible  rst thought is the man standing in front of the house. 
That he was real, that he has been in this house, and that I only imagined 
he was my father because that was what my mind needed to do. O3cept” 
who would s“uat on Jidgeway Eane… The whole street is practically a 
sealed eBacuation zone. There is nothing here. ?hereBer that man went, 
he did not go inside my mother's house.

There are other, more rational e3planations. The estate attorney. Ve 
was the last person here before me. It's possible he didn't check the door 
properly when he left. -aybe the latch has always been temperamental 
and he didn't know to lift and press before turning the key. I tell myself 
this is what happened 9 the attorney, the latch 9 and I get out of the 
car and walk to the door of my childhood home.

I push the door open with two  ngers, waiting for the familiar creak 
of the hinges, but theyMre silent, like eBerything else around me.
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The hallway smells of dust and old paper and something faintly unR
derneath that I can't identify – something mineral, almost, or like deep 
water. Wijerent from what I remember, though I'm aware my memory 
of what this house smells like is not reliable. I was seBenteen the last time 
I stood in this hallway. I was a dijerent person then.

I go into the liBing room  rst.
The room is Lust as I remember it” the sofa, the small side table, a 

maroon lamp base with a yellowing shade. I'm already turning away 
when something stops me. I look back at the interior wall to my left. 
There is a doorway in it.

I grew up in this house. I know the Goor plan the way I know my own 
hands. There was neBer a door there. The liBing room opened up into the 
kitchen, and oj the kitchen was the hall leading to the rest of the house. 
’ut that wall right there was solid. I haBe a memory of sitting against it 
with a huge atlas, looking at the colorful maps of the world, my back 
against the baseboard.

I debate not opening the door, but  nally I turn the knob and push 
it open. ItMs an empty space, about three by  Be feet. A closet.N

?hy didnMt my mother tell me she remodeled at some point in the last 
ten years… She loBed this house, against all reason. She surely would haBe 
told me if she made changes to it, eBen if it was Lust adding a coat closet.

I stand in the new closet doorway and look at the room and then back 
at the wall. The doorframe is old – the paint cracked at the top corner, 
the wood slightly swollen at the threshold. It looks as if it has always been 
there, not recently added to the house.

I cross to the front window. Through it, the street is Gat and still in the 
afternoon light. The other houses sit in a row like guttedRout, forgotten 
museums.

O3ceptH I do a double take. vumber I, the third on the left across the 
street. The windows are clear, with no plywood or hazard tape. The paint 
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has a faint sheen, as if it's recent. The yard is cut short and edged along the 
path. I stand at the window and look at it for a moment, recalibrating. I 
could haBe sworn, driBing in, that all of them were boarded. I must haBe 
missed it.

Someone must haBe moBed back there. Jecently.
I go to the kitchen to look out the backyard window.
Through the kitchen window, the backyard is completely still. vo 

moBement. The apple tree I climbed when I was a kid is still there, but 
itMs bigger – the branches wider, denser, claiming more of the light.

I suddenly realize whatMs so eerie about the silence” There are no birds.
There should be birds chirping, right… ItMs early spring, there are trees 

eBerywhere, no humans around e3cept me and my imaginary Bisions of 
my late father.

It’s fine, I tell myself, shaking my head. I donMt need to stand here 
worrying about birds. I am here to clear a house and settle an estate.

I sit down and make a list of what to tackle  rst. IMm always making 
lists. This will help me to get eBerything done as “uickly as possible. Then 
I can get out of this house that I neBer wanted to return to.

I try to ignore the creeping sense of wrongness that is still settled oBer 
me. I try to forget about what I already know about this street. That it 
has a way of keeping people. That I am, statistically, old enough now to 
understand that some disappearances are not accidents, and that years 
ago, when I stood on this street as a child, someone I knew walked to the 
end of it and did not come back.

Euckily, I'Be spent nineteen years not thinking about -ara.
I can probably manage another few days.



Chapter Two

I  start in the kitchen.

It’s a professional decision. A smart one, I think. The kitchen is 
where most people keep the things that need to be dealt with :rstx bills, 
warranties, eupired insyrance docyments, a drawer fyll of batteries and 
takeoyt menys and an'thing else that didnvt ha e a better home.-

I ha e a s'stem. I broyght colorzcoded folders, a label maker, and foyr 
siNes of archi e boues, and I am going to work throygh this hoyse room 
b' room, categor' b' categor', yntil it is empt' and the estate can be 
closed and I can lea e.

I am not going to think aboyt the doorwa' that doesn’t :t an' of m' 
memories of this place.

I am not going to think aboyt the man I imagined oytside, who then 
disappeared. I’m not going to think aboyt an'one disappearing.

I open the :rst bou and label itx Kitchen – General / Discard. Then I 
open the nearest cypboard and draw m' hand back in olyntaril'.

The cypboard is organiNed.
jot Myst tidied, byt fyllzon Kariez–ondozwoyldzbezproydzorgaz

niNed. The cans are groyped b' t'pe, labels facing forward. The Mars are 
in descending height order. There are rybberzbanded byndles of takeoyt 
menys sorted b' cyisine and then b' approuimate distance from the 
hoyse. I pick yp the nearest byndle. The menys on top are recent J 
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within the last 'ear, Mydging b' the phone nymbers, which mostl' ha e 
the new area code. "nderneath them, older ones.

K' mother was not an organiNed person. 8he was warm and distracted 
and sorry-I-thought-I-put-that-here. 8he kept her important docyments 
in a shoebou she called Wthe o…ce.W —hen I was eight she lost her car ke's 
in the freeNer and we didnvt :nd them yntil Rebryar'.

I pyt the menys back the wa' I foynd them and open the neut cypz
board.

It’s the same. F er'thing is arranged with a logic I can see clearl'x simz
ilar items groyped, oldest stock at the back, perishables alread' cleared 
into a neat bag b' the door, as if someone came throygh ahead of me 
and started the work. I stand in the middle of the kitchen for a moment 
and look at the open cypboard doors.

K' mother didnvt do this. This is not her s'stem. It’s more likeH the 
wa' I woyld organiNe things.

I open m' notebook and scribblex Kitchen reorganized?
I can’t help it L I take notes aboyt e er'thing. It’s a side eVect of 

working with archi es since gradyating college. If it’s written down, that 
means it’s concrete, real. It won’t be forgotten.

I mo e throygh the rest of the groynd 9oor the same wa', not packing 
an'thing yp 'et, Myst noting what’s aroynd me. In the sitting room, 
books are alphabetiNed on shel es, and there’s a neat accordion :le beside 
the armchair. jeut, the downstairs bathroom, with cleaning prodycts 
arranged b' yse, a t'ped list of all the prodycts taped to the inside of 
the cabinet. In the hallwa', there’s no pile of mail or knicknacks J Myst 
the wooden dish Kom kept her ke's in, empt', centered at the euact 
midpoint of the table.

K' mom li ed in this hoyse for at least : e 'ears after the last neighbor 
mo ed awa'. Alone, with e acyation notices on e er' fence and no near 
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neighbors. Apparentl', dyring those 'ears she became, methodicall' and 
completel', a diVerent person.

I carr' the accordion :le from the li ing room to the kitchen table.
Utilities. Maintenance. City. Medical. Vehicle. Insurance. Personal. 

Fach tab contains forms in chronological order. I 9ip throygh the mainz
tenance section. Annyal boiler ser ice, e er' Sctober, for se en consecz
yti e 'ears. Oeceipts, all of them.

K' mother coyld ne er :nd a receipt. 8he considered them a theoretz
ical categor' of obMects that euisted for other people.

The ?1it'0 tab is thicker than the others. I pyll the whole section oyt 
and la' it 9at, feeling drawn to it like it’s got an answer I’ e been waiting 
for, thoygh I can’t sa' what the Dyestion is.

The oldest letter is dated :fteen 'ears ago. Rormal letterhead, cit' seal, 
reference nymbers in the header. I begin skimming it, byt then stop and 
read it more slowl', m' brows fyrrowing in confysion the more I read.

Dear Resident,
This notice is issued by the Office of Regional Planning and Environ-

mental Compliance on behalf of the City. Following a period of ongoing 
assessment, Ridgeway Lane and the surrounding area has been designated 
Zone 4C under the Regional Environmental Management Protocol.

Site conditions within Zone 4C have been evaluated and determined to 
present risks to the health and safety of current occupants. The nature of 
these conditions is subject to ongoing review and cannot be disclosed in full 
at this time, pending completion of the formal assessment process. Residents 
are advised that prolonged occupancy of the zone is not recommended.

I set the letter 9at on the table and press m' palm to it, as if I coyld 
pysh it down into the woodgrain and make it disappear. It doesn’t make 
sense. Is Oidgewa' Cane reall' not safeP

I grew yp in this hoyse. I pla'ed in the back'ard, I drank from the tap, 
I breathed the air here yntil I was eighteen 'ears old. And if this letter 
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means what it sa's L if the area has been considered ynsafe since before 
I left L then I was li ing inside a risk that m' mother knew aboyt and 
ne er told me aboyt. 8he ne er mentioned this letter to me, e er.

I set the :rst letter aside and pick yp the neut one. 8ame letterhead, 
three months later. A followzyp notice, the langyage almost identical 
byt slightl' more pointed. —ords like compliance and mandatory in bold 
letters, as if bolding them was the same as making them happen.

3id the neighbors get these notices tooP Is that wh' e er'one leftP
I sort throygh the other letters that were stored with the :rst two, 

checking the dates on each one. It seems that after recei ing a handfyl of 
warning notices, each of which m' mom presymabl' ignored, the cit' 
stopped sending them to her. K' mother was strongzwilled, stybborn. 
8he lo ed this hoyse. I can imagine her opening the letters and ignoring 
the instryctions withoyt hesitation. Sr slamming the door on a go ernz
ment o…cial that came to lectyre her. Sr going down to 1it' “all and 
threatening litigation if the' tried to force her to mo e.

The neut docyment in the stack is not a letter.
Itvs longer. “ea ier paper. The letterhead is diVerent L not the cit' 

crest byt something more ambigyoys, a department name I donvt recz
ogniNe. I tyrn to the last page :rst, a habit I’ e picked yp from constantl' 
reading and :ling old docyments and letters. A letter writer t'picall' 
signs their name on the last page, not the :rst, and I learned long ago that 
it makes a lot more sense to read a docyment throygh when 'oy know 
who the aythor is.

At the end of this docyment are three signatyre lines, and I Dyickl' 
realiNe it’s a contract. K' mothervs name, printed and then signed. A titlex 
Regional Environmental Liaison, accompanied b' a scribble of a name I 
can’t decipher. And a third line, which has been redacted with a thick 
black bar. I hold the page yp to the light from the window. jothing 
comes throygh.
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I go back to the :rst page and read it properl'. Then I read it again.
It takes me a few minytes to realiNe what the contract is sa'ing, partl' 

becayse it’s in stark contrast to the earlier e acyation notices I was Myst 
looking at.

Rinall', I ynderstandx K' mother was being paid to sta' here.
A Dyarterl' disbyrsement, the contract calls it L a modest sym, listed 

against a description of ser ices renderedx ongoing site monitoring and 
occupancy maintenance. The langyage is  er' carefyl. It does not sa' what 
is being monitored. It does not euplain what occypanc' maintenance 
entails.

I sit back in m' chair and close m' e'es, wondering what this means. 
Rirst, the cit' sent e acyation notices to m' mom, which she ne er menz
tioned to me. Yresymabl', the other neighbors got e acyation notices 
too, which m' mom myst ha e known aboyt. And then what happenedP 
8he refysed to lea e, so the' oVered to pa' her to sta' insteadP

Sr was it a diVerent agenc' that paid herP Is that wh' she refysed to 
lea e in the :rst place, becayse she had the promise of a by'oytP

K' mind is spinning, racing throygh all the euplanations that don’t 
make sense. Fecayse I don’t know what else to do, I write in m' notez
book,  er' slowl'x Evacuation notice. Contract. My mom was paid to stay 
here.

Iv e been tr'ing to work oyt m' mothervs last 'ears since the hospital 
called to tell me she was d'ing. I had to ask the nyrse to repeat herself 
twice. I kept waiting for the part where she euplained wh' m' mother 
hadnvt told me she was ill.

8hevd had eighteen months of treatment and I hadnvt known.
It’s not like we were the closest of mothers and dayghters. —e ne er 

had the morezlikezsisters  ibe that I sometimes saw in moms and their 
girls, shopping at the mall together, or snapping sel:es on  acation. Fyt 
we talked. —e were on good terms, I thoyght. I called her, ysyall' e er' 
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week and we talked aboyt the news and gas prices and the weather. I 
ne er  isited her here J she knew I refysed to come back to this place J 
byt she came to  isit me a few times a 'ear.

8he had ne er looked sick to me. Fyt ma'be I Myst hadn’t been pa'ing 
attention. And now I had another sinking syspicion forming in m' 
gytJthat ma'be she had gotten sick becayse of whate er health risk was 
ho ering o er Oidgewa' Cane.

As if I needed another reason to want to get oyt of here as fast as 
possible.

I 9ip throygh the rest of the accordion :le yntil I get to the one 
marked Personal.

Evan Morley – February 11th.
I knew F an Korle'. “is famil' li ed in jymber H. —e were friends 

yntil we were siuteen, and then we were more than friends yntil I left 
for college and decided that more than friends was something I coyldnvt 
systain across two hyndred miles and foyr 'ears of deliberatel' becoming 
someone else. —e ha en’t talked in 'ears, thoygh I know for a fact I ne er 
deleted his nymber from m' phone.

I ha e no idea what this piece of paper means, seeing that F an and his 
famil' de:nitel' don’t li e on Oidgewa' Cane an'more.

The phone rings. jot m' cell phone, byt the landline.
I donvt recogniNe the nymber. Cocal area code, or what woyld ha e 

been the local area code before the' changed it. I answer an'wa'.
The man on the other end has a calm, o…cial  oice, the kind prodyced 

b' man' 'ears of speaking to people in an o…cial capacit'.
WKs. 1allowa'P This is Kr. Aldrich, Oegional Fn ironmental Kanz

agement S…ce. I ynderstand 'oyvre settling 'oyr mothervs estate. I was 
hoping we might ha e a brief con ersation.W

This is not what I was eupecting. W“ow do 'oy know Ivm herePW I ask, 
not doing mych to mask m' confysion.
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A small payse. W—e keep periodic monitoring of the site. Yyrel' royz
tine.W

K' e'ebrow arches at his yse of the word ?site0 instead of street or 
neighborhood. If m' mother’s :ledzawa' letters weren’t enoygh proof 
that something weird was happening on this street, this phone call is.

W—hat is it 'oy want, Kr. AldrichPW I ask, not tr'ing to hide the 
syspicion in m'  oice.

WI’d like to send someone b' to discyss the propert'. Ioyr mothervs 
residenc' was a special arrangement L one the o…ce facilitated, ynder 
some fairl' speci:c terms. That arrangement doesnvt transfer to the esz
tate. There are en ironmental considerations still in pla' for this area, 
and it woyld be in e er'onevs interest to ha e the hoyse cleared promptl' 
and the estate :naliNed. Snce thatvs done, we coyld help facilitate a sale. 
Therevs alread' a moti ated by'er.W

A by'erP As far as I know, none of the hoyses on Oidgewa' Cane ha e 
e er been boyght. W—hoP0 I ask.

Another payse, longer this time. WIvm not at libert' to sa' at this stage.W
WI need to go. I’ll be in toych,W I sa', and hang yp.
I snatch m' notebook yp and scribblex Aldrich, Regional Environ-

mental Management Office. Wants property sold quickly. Has a buyer?
If I interpreted that con ersation correctl', it soynds like the go ernz

ment wants me oyt of this hoyse. And the' want me oyt fast.



Chapter Three

I  spend the rest of the morning cleaning out the ground .oorw I korb 
through it room y, room kith a bind of detached focusv folloking 

the mantra I repeat to m,self khen I do an, chore I kish I could a:oidT 
Go slow, don’t stop. ’he faster I clear out the housev the faster I can get 
the hell out of herew

I beep m, hands occupiedv m, noteyoob openv and I donxt let m,self 
stand in an, one spot for more than a minutew I -ll four yags for the thrift 
storev then throk aka, three cans of soup kith ezpired yestLy, dates and 
place the rest in a yoz to drop oM at the food pantr,w I empt, out the 
drakers full of organi'ed ruyyer yands and tabeout menus into the trashw

I lea:e the master yedroom for lastw
’his has alka,s yeen hok I do thingsw Ret the rest of the korb settle 

around ,ou until the most diAcult thing is all that is left and ,ou ha:e 
no choice yut to face itw I ha:e yeen doing this m, khole professional lifev 
and I ha:e also yeen doing it in a diMerent ka,v I reali'ev in all the ,ears I 
did not come yacb herew I crinble m, nose at that thoughtw

H, motherEs yedroom smells of herv and for the -rst time since I 
arri:ed yacb at Sidgeka, Ranev I feel a lump in m, throatw

’he yed is madev khich I donxt rememyer her doing oftenv yut it 
seems to -t in this perfectl, organi'ed housew ’herexs a glass on the 
nightstandv kater e:aporatedv the residue dried in a faint ringw O no:elv 
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faceLdoknv spine creasedw Nandcreamw O lampw Ond yeside the lampv 
halfLtucbed under the spine of the no:elT a folded piece of paperw

I picb it up kithout thinbing much ayout itv intending to sticb it into 
the open yoobv khich m, mom kill ne:er -nishw I -gure itxs proyayl, 
a receiptv or a reminder she krote to herself and then started using as a 
yoobmarbw jut I pause khen I notice hok old the paper isv the ,elloking 
edgesv the deep creases khere itxs yeen foldedv and I bnok khat it is yefore 
I unfold itw

Jhen I dov I see a ylacbLandLkhite photograph of a smiling second 
graderv darb yrokn curls pulled up on top of her head and secured kith 
a ,ellok yokw jeneath the imagev in yig ylacb lettersv are the kords 
MISSING – MARA OSEI, AGE 9. Last seen Ridgeway Lane, October 
14th. Wearing red overalls, white shirt, and a yellow hair bow.

I sit on the edge of the yedw I ha:enxt seen this .,er in ,earsv yut 
the memor, of it is yurned into m, suyconsciousw Haraxs picture once 
hung on e:er, lamppostv e:er, yulletin yoard in toknv andv Ixm surev 
e:er, police station kithin a 0FFLmile radiusw I kas ninev and I couldnxt 
understand the h,steria and korr, of all the adults around mew I didnxt 
bnok people could go missing and ne:er ye found againv and I ne:er 
thought that kould happen to m, yest friendw

I didnEt bnok she kas gone at -rstw ’hatEs the thing Ix:e alka,s needed 
people to understandv libe that fact is enough to cleanse me from an, 
ylame or guiltw Je kere pla,ing at the end of the streetv y, the tree linev 
libe ke did almost e:er, da,w I had no reason to yelie:e that that da, 
kould change e:er,thingw

1he had made me madKI donxt rememyer hokKyut I had gotten 
angr,v and I turned aka,v intending to go homew It kas nothingv 6ust a 
girlhood tantrumv as common as scraped bnees and tangled hair at nine 
,ears oldw
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jut I turned yacbv proyayl, to sticb m, tongue out or call her a namev 
and she kas gonew

Oll of the suddenv she kasnEt in the streetw 1he kasnEt in the housew 
’hen m, mother kas on the phone and then there kere other mothers 
on their doorstepsw ’hen it kas getting darb and she still kasnEt therev 
and somekhere around that point I reali'ed something kas :er,v :er, 
krongw

I rememyer the street -lling up kith peoplew ?lashlights after darbw I 
rememyer yeing made to go inside and standing at m, yedroom kindok 
katching the yeams mo:e yetkeen the housesw I rememyer m, motherEs 
:oice doknstairs K a :er, speci-c registerv lok and controlled K and 
understanding from the sound of it alone that something had changed 
in the korld and kas not going to change yacbw ’he police camew ’hen 
more policew ’he kord missing mo:ed through the street libe it carried 
on the kindw

I alka,s kondered if I should ha:e done something diMerentw If I 
hadnxt gotten angr,v if I hadnxt turned m, yacbC kould e:er,thing ha:e 
changedq

I fold the .,er once along its original crease and set it on the nightL
standw

H, e,es mo:e to the draker in the nightstandw Itxs smallv the kooden 
handle korn smooth from ,ears of dail, usew I reach for it and it doesnEt 
open K 6ust resistsw Rocbedw

I thinb of the contents of m, okn nightstand drakerv hok therexs 
nothing in there korth locbing upv and hok Ixd ye e:en less libel, to locb 
a nightstand draker if I li:ed alonev on a street khere no one else li:edw

5n a hunchv I loob underneath the nightstandv and therev taped to the 
kood on the underside of the draker is a small yrass be, on a loop of red 
,arnw
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’he be, slides easil, into the locbv and m, -rst instinct upon opening 
the draker kas that I kas rightT it kas an innocentLloobing assortment 
of contents to locb upw O yottle of aspirinv halfLempt,w O handful of 
crumpled tissuesw O penv some reading glassesv a nicbelw

It tabes me a moment to reali'e that this is the -rst place in the house 
that isnxt meticulousl, organi'edw ’hisv this, feels more libe m, motherw

I sho:e aside the crumple of tissues and peer into the yacb corner of 
the draker 8 therexs something else yacb therew 1omething krapped in 
tissue paper so carefull, that the folds are still crispw jut I can see through 
the tissue paperv and m, stomach lurches libe itxs yeen punchedw

It can’t be.
Nands shabing slightl,v I unkrap itv and the tissue falls open libe 

something yeing presentedw
 heap satinv ,ellok fading to cream at the centerv the elastic long since 

loosened into a loop that yarel, holds its shapew O childEs yokv the bind 
that came in multipacbsv the bind that kas ne:er special on its oknw

Please no, is all I can thinbw
I donEt picb it up right aka,w I loob at it khere it sits in the folded 

tissue paperv oMeredw Jaitingw ’he yedroom is :er, @uietw Rate afternoon 
light shines through the curtainsv lok and angledv that particular autumn 
goldw

Itxs the yok I sak in a photograph 6ust minutes agov on Haraxs HI11L
IBA .,erw Itxs the yok Hara kore almost e:er, da,w

1he kas kearing it the last time I sak herv the da, she disappeared from 
our streetw

’herexs no reason it should ye in m, motherxs housev in her nightL
standv inches aka, from khere she sleptw

Ofter keebs of searchingv the unspoben conclusion kas that Hara 
kould ne:er ye foundw Jhether she kas taben y, someone or her yod, 
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kas eaten y, kild animals in the koodsv it seemed that e:er,onev almost 
collecti:el,v accepted that she kasnxt coming homew

’hat kas khen people started mo:ing aka,w
V:er,one else e:entuall, left this streetv ezcept m, motherw 1he chose 

to sta, on the last street khere Hara 5sei kas seen ali:ew In the last house 
left on that streetw ?or almost tkent, ,ears after the incidentv alonew Ond 
she bept HaraEs yok in the draker yeside her yedw

’he yok kas ne:er foundw Bo trace of Hara e:er kasw ’hat kas the 
khole terriyle point of it 8 she kas simpl, gonev as completel, as if sheEd 
yeen erasedw Ond ,et here it isv in a nightstand drakerv on a street m, 
mother refused to lea:ev krapped in tissue paper kith the folds still crispwC

But why? a :oice in the yacb of m, yrain insists on asbingv and the 
unkelcome ansker comes almost immediatel,v ine:itayle ,et impossiyle 
to yelie:ew

She knew something.
Oyout Haraxs disappearancew 5f course she didw I donEt bnok khat 

she bnekv yut I can feel that itxs truev sure as the hea:, feeling in m, gutwC
1he bnek somethingv and she sta,ed on this street long after recei:ing 

notices it kasnxt safev and she had this yok that yelongs to a little girl 
kho kas ne:er foundw


