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REVIEW BY KATE FLANAGAN

 The queen of detail 
is back in this mystery 
thriller full of twists and 
turns. Mary Kubica illus-
trates that there is noth-
ing more unnerving than 
being a victim of your 
own mind. Get settled in 
a comfy seat, large coffee in hand, and 
learn for yourself what it is to be trapped 
in your own head. Live the hallucina-
tions of insomnia with Jessie after the 
death of her mother, and endure the 
temporary insanity Eden faces from 
coveting a child. Two very different 
women are facing two very different 
problems, their stories intertwining 
over two decades and hundreds of miles. 
“When the Lights Go Out” unfolds be-
tween the narrations of Jessie and Eden, 
living in different worlds and yet very 
much a critical part of each other’s lives.

Jessie’s mother has just died from 
cancer and her last words to Jessie were, 
“Find out who you really are.” Did she 
mean this in the metaphorical sense 
of coming-of-age and discovering the 
kind of person that you will be? Or was 
it something much more sinister? As 
she moves out of her childhood home 
and into an old carriage house, alone for 
the first time, Jessie applies to college to 
try to make something of herself. She 
begins her journey on no sleep and in 
mourning, only to receive a call from the 
college that her social security number 
is not hers. Jessie is slowly piecing to-
gether facts about her mother and her 
life, coming undone as she begins to 
question everything she thought she 
knew.

As the days go by and sleep depriva-
tion starts to take its toll, Jessie finds 
she is either on track to figuring out her 
mysterious mother…or just may be los-
ing her mind. The voices in the walls are 

easily confused with the 
voices in the coffee shops. 
The man in the orange hat 
disappears as quickly as he 
appeared. Did he ever ex-
ist at all? Jessie is starting 
to remember things long 
forgotten from her child-
hood as well – a myste-
rious photograph, an in-
nocent computer search. 
Her mother’s secretive 
past and Jessie’s largely 
off-the-grid upbringing 
are starting to seep into 

the present. Was her mother just keep-
ing to herself? Or was she hiding from 
something? Or someone?

Almost 300 miles away and 20 years 
earlier, Eden is trying to start a family 
with her new husband. Slowly unrav-
eling from the struggle of infertility, 
Eden begins to resent her husband for 
not understanding, for being seemingly 
uninterested and inconsiderate about 
what she is experiencing. She begins to 
hate her neighbor and friend who she 
views as an unworthy mother. She is 
suddenly jealous of every woman and 
child she sees. Eden starts to keep se-
crets, finding solace in unusual activ-
ities. As weeks and then months go by 
without getting pregnant, Eden starts to 
breakdown, inching closer and closer to 
making a rash decision that will change 
her life forever.

Mary Kubica is an expert at twists, as 
you know if you’ve read “Pretty Baby” 
and/or “Don’t You Cry.” The twists 
you expect are the breadcrumb clues 
she lays out for you to follow, only to 
make a 180 at the last minute. How-
ever, what I loved the most about this 
book was not the plot twists (the last of 
which was kind of genius), but rather 
the genre twist. What starts out as a 
mystery/psychological thriller does not 
end in the same way. Mary sets you on 
one path only to realize you were never 
really going in the right direction.

Another appealing aspect of Mary’s 
writing is how much detail she uses. 
Personally, I have never had an issue 

going to sleep. It may not be great sleep, 
but falling asleep in and of itself is not 
a problem I can say that I have had. In-
somnia is a major theme in this book, 
something that drew me in. I knew that 
I would be able to experience it (if only 
in my imagination) if Mary was the one 
describing it – and I was not disap-
pointed. My point here is not that I want 
to have insomnia, but rather an author 
who uses details like Mary does helps 
transport the reader into the story.

Nevertheless, due to the detail-ori-
ented writer she is, there was no doubt 
sometimes that I wanted the descrip-
tions to just hurry up already so that I 
could get to the good stuff – what did 
she find in the closet crawl space? Who 
was the man in the garden? Did the clues 
lead where I thought they would? Al-
most never. Instead, I found mini-cliff-
hangers and then I would be hooked 
again, reading for hours at a time as I 
followed a new lead.

As an avid reader, I rarely don’t fin-
ish a book. I always try to push my way 
through to give every book a chance. 
Of course, this has been a waste of 
time on many books, but not this one. 
Even though I did find myself at certain 
points begging to know whose social 
security number it really was, I know 
that if it weren’t for all the scenic de-
scriptions I wouldn’t be as invested in 
the story. So, instead of judging a book 
solely based on what I felt while reading 
it (this time: frustration, anxiety, de-
termination to guess the twists), what 
I rely on is the feeling I get after I am 
finished reading. Is it easily forgettable 
or am I still constantly thinking about 
it days later? In this case, and this is my 
mini-cliffhanger gift to you, the ending 
was in no way what I expected and I am 
still heartbroken for Eden’s story even 
days later. I urge you to give this book a 
chance to play with your mind a little. I 
challenge you to get ahead of Mary and 
figure out her ending.

Kate Flanagan is a blogger and short 
story writer residing in Colorado. Add her 
on Instagram @kates_lingyandriff.
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