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AUTHOR’S NOTE

[image: ]


I put a poster on a wall in Chapter One that isn't really Denny's. It's mine.

I was eleven or twelve the first time I read a book that scared me and comforted me in the same breath — the kind of book that made ordinary places feel like they were holding their breath, waiting to see what you'd do next. I didn't know yet that this was a genre, or a career, or a body of work spanning five decades. I just knew that somebody had built entire worlds out of small towns and quiet dread and people who kept going anyway, and that I wanted, badly, to someday put words in that same kind of order.

I spent the next thirty years trying.

This book isn't a tribute to any specific story, and it isn't set in anyone else's town. Denny, Ara, Serenity, the Crimson Siren, Highland — all of it is mine, built from scratch, answerable to nobody but the version of the story that demanded to be told. But I won't pretend the DNA isn't there. Anyone who grew up on the same shelf I did will probably recognize the shape of a house that isn't quite empty, a small town that isn't quite safe, an ordinary man asked to be braver than he ever planned on being.

I think the writers who raise us don't actually want imitators. I think they want the next person to pick up whatever it is that made them want to write in the first place, and go build something true with it. That's what this book is. Not a copy. Not a sequel nobody asked for. A thank-you, written the only way I know how to say thank you — by finishing something of my own.

If the person who left that poster-worthy paperback on shelves everywhere ever happens to read this: I hope it reads like what it is. Not an echo. A door somebody else built, opened by a kid who never stopped being grateful you built the first one.
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DEDICATION
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Dedicated with much love to my #1 fan; my hero, my mom.
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EPIGRAPH
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Some things need rushing. Most things don't. – “Original Quote” Michela Denning
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CHAPTER ONE
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East

Denny cut the engine in his mother's driveway at 4:40 in the afternoon, on the second Tuesday of February, and sat there long enough that the dashboard clock ticked over to 4:41 before he made himself reach for the door handle.

The house hadn't changed. That was the quiet violence of it — the same terracotta shingles gone the color of old rust, the same lemon tree dropping fruit nobody picked anymore, the same crack in the driveway shaped like a lightning bolt that he used to jump his bike over when he was eleven and immortal. Forty-five years old, four months shy of forty-six, and here he was, parking in his mother's driveway like he'd missed curfew.

Everything that mattered fit in the Civic. Not the furniture — the furniture belonged to Jade now, or to the storage unit, or to nobody — but the actual freight of a life: three boxes of books, a footlocker of manuscripts nobody had bought, a guitar case with a strap that had never quite sat right on his shoulder, and a suitcase packed in the specific, joyless way a person packs when he isn't moving toward something. He was moving away from something. There was a difference, and his body seemed to know it even when his mind was still catching up.

He'd resigned from the jail two weeks ago. Fourteen years in a control room watching other men's worst days play out across eleven monitors, and he'd handed in his badge on a Tuesday like this one, and his supervisor hadn't even seemed surprised. You've had a look on you for months, Denny, he'd said, not unkindly. Denny hadn't asked what kind of look. He was fairly sure he didn't want to know.

The front door opened before he'd gotten out of the car. His mother stood in it with a dish towel over one shoulder, like she'd been waiting there since Christmas.

“You're early,” Jeanne Denny said, which was her way of saying thank God, and came down the steps to help him carry boxes he didn't need help carrying.

She'd made up his old room, though it hadn't really been his room in twenty-five years. It had been a sewing room for a while, then a room for a treadmill she never used, and now, apparently, it was a room for her forty-five-year-old son to sleep in a twin bed under a poster he'd tacked up in 1997 and she'd never taken down — the cover of a paperback he'd read so many times as a teenager the spine had gone white. He stood in the doorway with a box in his arms and felt something come loose in his chest at the sight of it, a stitch pulling free at the worst possible moment.

“I know it's not much,” Jeanne said, misreading his face. Or maybe reading it exactly right, and being kind enough not to say so.

“It's fine, Mom.”

“You'll want your own place eventually. Once things settle.”

“Sure.” He set the box down harder than he'd meant to.

She didn't ask about Jade. That was the whole gift of her — twenty-four years of marriage collapsing down into a moving truck and every-other-weekend and a woman he used to know saying things to him that he was never going to be able to fully set down, and his mother's only concession to any of it was a slightly-too-bright smile and a room with clean sheets already on the bed. He loved her enough that it made his eyes sting, briefly, in a way he covered by turning back toward the car for another box.

They worked through the boxes in the good kind of silence, the kind you can only have with somebody who raised you. Jeanne narrated where things could go — closet, dresser, we'll figure out the desk situation — while Denny unpacked with the specific mechanical focus of a man trying very hard not to think about what he was unpacking.

The footlocker of manuscripts came out of the trunk last, and heaviest. He set it at the foot of the bed and lifted the lid without really meaning to — a reflex, the way you check a wound to see if it's still bleeding — and found what he expected: query letters, three novels nobody had wanted, a stack of his own self-published paperbacks with covers he'd designed himself at two in the morning, cheap and a little garish and his, entirely his, in a way almost nothing else in his life currently was. Nineteen years of writing into the dark. He closed the lid before Jeanne could see him looking at it too long.

The guitar case came out after that. He sat on the edge of the bed with it a while before he opened the latches.

It was a good guitar — better than a man who played open mics and uploaded songs nobody streamed had any right to own — but Jade had bought it for him their second Christmas together, back when she still believed in things like that, and he'd never once, even in the years he genuinely needed the money, been able to sell it. He lifted it out, settled it against his knee, and ran his thumb down the strings to check the tuning.

Two were flat. He turned the pegs, found the note, found it again, and got as far as the opening bars of something he'd been working on for months — a slow thing, a sad thing, the kind of song that comes out of a person a little against his will — before his hand simply stopped.

He sat there with his palm flat over the strings, killing the sound.

He couldn't have said why. The song wasn't finished, but plenty of things weren't finished, and that had never stopped him before — if anything, the not-finishing had always felt like home, like the one room in the house he was actually allowed to live in. But something about sitting in this particular room, in this house, with an entire life folded down into cardboard on the floor around him, made picking the song back up feel like it would cost him something he didn't have left to spend.

He put the guitar away. Latched the case. Slid it under the bed, out of sight — the way you do with a thing you aren't ready to look at, but aren't willing to throw away either.

Story of my life lately, he thought, and didn't examine that any further than he had to.

Dinner was quiet — Jeanne's chicken and rice, a bottle of red she poured for herself and didn't offer him, because she remembered, even now, that he'd never had much taste for it — and afterward she asked, carefully, like she was setting down something breakable, whether he'd talked to the kids that week.

“Wednesday,” he said. “Thirty-one minutes. I timed it, which probably says something.”

“It says you love them.”

“It says I'm afraid of the moment they stop wanting to talk to me for thirty-one minutes.” He said it lightly. It didn't come out light.

Jeanne didn't push. She never did. She just reached over and put her hand flat on the table near his, not quite touching, the way you'd approach something wounded that might still bite out of reflex, and let the silence do whatever work it was going to do.

He went to bed early and didn't sleep. He hadn't expected to — new mattress, old room, forty-five years old and back under his mother's roof with nothing to show for the last quarter century but a hard drive full of stories nobody wanted and a ring he still hadn't decided what to do with — but it wasn't grief keeping him up, or not only grief. It was something closer to a word sitting right on the tip of his tongue, maddening in its nearness, refusing to arrive.

Around midnight he gave up and went out to the backyard in his socks, standing on the cold concrete patio under a sky doing its usual halfhearted impression of darkness. Riverside never really got dark, not the way it had on the Arizona trips of his childhood, all that light pollution smearing the stars down into a dim, sourceless orange. He didn't know why he'd come outside. There was nothing to see. The lemon tree. The block wall. Somebody's dog, two yards over, having a private disagreement with the night.

Then, for no reason he could name, he turned and looked east.

There wasn't anything east. Rooftops, the dark hump of hills behind them, a radio tower blinking red in a slow, patient rhythm, like something breathing in its sleep. But the pull of it — and pull was the only word his tired mind could find for it, absurd as it sounded even inside his own skull — was immediate and specific: a compass needle snapping north, a held breath wanting to be let out in that direction and no other.

He stood there almost a full minute, feet going numb on the concrete, feeling profoundly, quietly insane.

It's grief, he told himself. It's exhaustion. It's a man who hasn't eaten a real meal in two days, standing in his mother's backyard at midnight, staring at a hill for no reason at all.

He believed maybe sixty percent of that.

Eventually the pull — if that was even the right word for it, if it was a word at all and not just his mind reaching for a shape to put around something shapeless — eased off the way a held note fades, and he went back inside, and got into the twin bed under a poster he was too tired to feel embarrassed about, and slept, finally, without dreaming.

He would think, later, that he hadn't asked himself the one question that might have mattered that night.

Pulled toward what?

He would have a great deal more time to consider it than he wanted.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Nothing to Say

In the flat gray light of Wednesday morning, the whole business with the backyard felt like something a stranger had done in his socks while nobody was watching. Denny lay in the twin bed a while, looking across the room at the paperback cover thumbtacked to the wall — a cover he'd loved so much at fourteen that he'd have died before admitting how many times he'd traced the lettering with his finger, wanting, more than almost anything else in his childhood, to someday put words in that same kind of order — and did the math, reluctantly, on how long it had actually been since he'd written anything.

Two years. Closer to two and a half, if he was being honest, and lying in his mother's guest room at seven in the morning seemed like exactly the wrong time to start being anything other than honest.

He got up before Jeanne could come check on him, which had become its own kind of race in the four days he'd been here — waking early enough that his getting up looked like a man starting his day, rather than a man being roused from hiding.

She was already at the kitchen table with coffee and the crossword when he came out, and she didn't ask about the backyard, because she hadn't seen it, and he had absolutely no intention of telling her.

“There's coffee,” she said, not looking up. “And I cleared out the corner of the garage. Figured you'd want someplace to work eventually. Didn't want to make a whole thing out of it.”

That was, unmistakably, making a whole thing out of it, delivered in the specific tone Jeanne Denny used for acts of love she didn't want credit for. He thanked her anyway. He drank his coffee. He did not, that morning, go out to the garage.

He went out to the garage on the third day, mostly because he ran out of reasons not to, and because sitting in his room doing nothing had started to feel worse than sitting somewhere doing nothing with a laptop open, which at least had the appearance of effort.

Jeanne had done more than clear a corner. She'd found an old door somewhere and set it across two filing cabinets for a desk, and put a lamp on it, warm-toned, the kind you buy specifically because you remember someone liking that kind of light once. He stood in the doorway of the garage a full minute before he made himself go sit down, the way you stand at the edge of a pool you already know is too cold.

He opened the laptop. He opened a blank document, because everything else — the three unsold novels, the self-published paperbacks with his own amateur cover art, the half-finished thing about a slow, sad song he apparently couldn't finish playing either — felt like walking back into a room where something had already gone badly, and he didn't have it in him that morning to relitigate any of it.

A blank document should have been the safe option. It wasn't.

He sat with his hands on the keys for what turned out to be eleven minutes — he checked, after, with something like scientific curiosity, the way you'd check how long you could hold your breath — and produced nothing. Not a sentence. Not a false start he'd delete in disgust, which would at least have been something, a sign of a working machine misfiring. Just his own hands resting on the keys, and a cursor blinking in a document so empty it didn't even have the decency to feel like failure. Failure implied an attempt.

He tried to remember what it used to feel like — the actual mechanics of it, not the nostalgia — sitting down and having a sentence arrive, then another, the specific, private high of a scene locking into place like a bone resetting. He'd built an entire identity on that feeling. Nineteen years of it, badly paid and mostly unread and his, and now he sat in his mother's garage at forty-five years old and couldn't produce so much as a description of the weather.

Maybe that's the problem, he thought. I spent twenty years writing about the worst things I could imagine happening to people, and then the worst thing happened to me, and it turns out real life doesn't leave much material lying around afterward. It just leaves you.

He closed the laptop. He didn't slam it. He was careful with it, in fact, in the specific overcorrected way of a man who is one wrong move from doing something he'd regret to a piece of machinery that had never done anything to him.

Jeanne found him out there at dusk, still sitting at the door-desk, laptop closed, doing nothing in a much more literal and complete way than he'd been doing nothing in his room.

She didn't ask if he'd gotten anything done. She was smarter than that.

“You used to write on anything,” she said instead, leaning in the doorway with a dish towel over her shoulder, same as the day he'd arrived — he was starting to suspect the towel was less about the dishes and more about having something to hold onto. “Church bulletins. The backs of my grocery lists. I found a story once, must have been sixth grade, written in the margins of a school worksheet about long division. Something about a house that ate the mailman.”

“I don't remember that.”

“I do. I kept the worksheet for years. I think your father threw it out when we moved.” She said your father the way she always did now, carefully, a word she handled with gloves on. “You didn't need permission back then. You didn't need the desk, or the mood, or two years to pass first. You just had something in you that wanted to get out, and it came out whether the paper was official or not.”

“I was eleven.”

“You're still you,” Jeanne said, which was either the kindest thing anyone had said to him in months or the least accurate, and he genuinely could not have told her which.

He didn't have an answer for that, so he didn't try to give her one. She let it sit there a moment, the way she was good at letting things sit, and then she told him dinner was in twenty minutes and went back inside, and left him alone with the door-desk and the closed laptop and the specific, hollow quiet of a man who still, after eleven minutes and two and a half years, had nothing to say.

He sat with it a while longer before he followed her in.

Eventually, he told himself, in the tone of a promise he wasn't sure he believed. Eventually there'll be something.

He had no way of knowing, yet, how right he was, or how little that word — eventually — was going to mean once it actually arrived.
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