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		Janet hid the morning paper from her
			father. She saw it when she’d come downstairs, and even though she knew it was
			coming – knew for close to a week that an interview with her brother’s murderer
			would be on the front page – the sight of it, the sight of his face, hit her with the
			force of a slap. And then she thought of her dad. His anger, his roiling emotions at the
			mere mention of Dante Rogers. She folded the front page in half, with Rogers’s
			face inside the fold, and slipped it beneath a chair cushion.

		Janet heard water running in the bathroom
			down the hall, then her father’s feet on the hard wood. She was breaking her own
			rule. When she’d moved back in with her father after he’d lost his job,
			she’d made a silent vow not to be his household servant. She wouldn’t become
			some version of a substitute wife to him – cooking, cleaning, laundry. But on certain
			days, she made exceptions. She took out eggs, cracked them into a skillet, and watched
			them sizzle. Summer work hours at the college left her just enough time to do it – and
			it might take the old man’s mind off his troubles.

		‘Where is it?’

		Janet turned. Her father, Bill Manning,
			filled the entrance to the kitchen. He was still tall – over six feet – but since being
			laid off he had gained about twenty pounds, mostly in the stomach and the face.
			He’d been out of work for nearly two years, ever since the
			recession had hit and his company, Strand Manufacturing, ‘went in a different
			direction,’ which meant laying off anyone over the age of fifty. Twenty-seven
			years working in product development and then an unceremonious good-bye.

		Janet recognized the foolishness of trying
			to hide the paper. She pointed to the chair. Bill picked up the paper and sat down.
			Janet put the eggs in front of him.

		‘I thought you said you wouldn’t
			wait on me,’ he said.

		‘I felt like it.’

		‘You felt sorry for me,’ he
			said.

		Janet didn’t answer, but there was
			some truth in what her father said. Years ago, he’d lost his son and then his
			wife. Then came the recent job loss, and Janet moved in to help make sure he
			didn’t lose the house. Her father might be reserved and distant – difficult even –
			but she never outgrew the desire to protect and help him. And that desire only became
			stronger as her father grew older. He was sixty-two and starting to look his age.

		‘Jesus,’ he said. He folded the
			paper, snapping the pages into place with a flick of his wrists, and leaned close to
			read the story. ‘Not even at the top …’

		Janet knew what the story said. Her brother
			had disappeared twenty-five years ago that day, and the local paper was running a couple
			of stories to commemorate the anniversary. The first one detailed the life of Dante
			Rogers, the man convicted of killing her brother. Paroled three years earlier, slowly
			adjusting to life back on the outside, working part-time at a church on the east side of
			Dove Point, Ohio …

		While her dad read the article and cursed
			under his breath, Janet turned to the sink. She ran a rag over some
			dishes from the night before. ‘Today’s our day, remember?’ she said.
			‘The reporter is coming over at two. I’m leaving work early –’

		The paper rustled and fell to the floor.
			When Janet turned, her dad was cutting into his eggs, shoveling them toward his mouth
			with machinelike quickness. He paused long enough to ask a question. ‘Do you know
			what I think of all this?’ he asked.

		‘I can guess.’

		He pointed to the floor where the paper
			rested, the article about Dante Rogers facing up. ‘This article – it’s like
			they want me to feel sorry for this guy. It reads like he got some kind of a bum rap
			because he went to jail for twenty-two years for killing a kid –’

		‘Did you read the whole story?’
			Janet asked.

		Her dad kept chewing. ‘I already lived
			it.’

		Janet leaned back against the counter and
			folded her arms across her chest. ‘He still says he’s innocent,’ Janet
			said.

		Her father’s eyes moved back and
			forth, giving him the look of a caged animal. His cheeks flushed. ‘So?’ He
			looked down at his plate, pushed the remains of the egg around, making a runny yellow
			smear. He didn’t look back up.

		‘He says –’

		‘I don’t want to hear it,’
			he said, dropping his fork. ‘He just wants sympathy from people. Probably living
			on welfare.’

		Janet took hold of the belt of her robe. She
			worked it in her hands, fingering it, using it almost like rosary beads. ‘If it makes you feel any better, I don’t really want to tell my story to
			the reporter either,’ she said.

		‘I know the story. Rogers killed my
			boy. That’s it.’ He pushed away his plate and rose to his feet. The first
			year after being laid off, her dad dressed just like he did when he went to work – shirt
			and tie, neatly pressed pants. The past year had seen a change. He no longer dressed
			first thing in the morning and went days on end without shaving. He stopped reading the
			classifieds a few months earlier.

		‘Then I guess it’s silly for me
			to ask if you want to do anything special today?’ Janet asked.

		‘Anything special?’

		‘For the anniversary of Justin’s
			death.’

		‘Have I ever before?’ he asked.
			‘Have you?’

		Janet shook her head. She hadn’t.
			Every year, she tried to treat the day like any other day. She tried to live her life,
			work her job, and raise her daughter.

		‘Then there’s your answer, I
			guess,’ he said. ‘What time’s that reporter coming over?’

		‘I just said. Two o’clock. So,
			are you going to talk to her?’

		He left his dirty dishes on the table.
			‘I’ve got nothing to say to any of them,’ he said. ‘Nothing at
			all.’
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		Ashleigh sent Kevin a text: Where R
				U?

		She waited near the swings, the sun high
			overhead prickling the back of her neck. It was just eight thirty and already hot enough
			to send sweat trickling down her back. Ashleigh scuffed her sneakers in the dirt and
			checked her phone.

		No response yet.

		Where was he?

		She watched the little kids scream and play.
			They ran around like monkeys, their mouths open, their hair flying. They never tired or
			stopped. Ashleigh felt something swell in her throat, an emotion she couldn’t
			identify. She took a deep breath, like she needed to cry, but swallowed back against it,
			choking it down. She turned away. She couldn’t watch the kids anymore. They looked
			so vulnerable, so fragile, like little glass creatures.

		This is the park, she thought.
				This is where it happened.

		Kevin came out of the trees. She recognized
			his loping gait, his broad shoulders. He wore his work uniform – black pants and a goofy
			McDonald’s smock. He’d decided to grow his Afro out over the summer, and it
			made him seem even taller. Ashleigh took another deep breath, collected herself before
			Kevin arrived.

		‘Hey, girl,’ he said.

		‘Thanks for writing back.’

		‘I got called in.’ He pointed at
			his shirt. ‘I have to be there at ten.’

		‘That’s bullshit.’

		Kevin shrugged, casual as could be. ‘I
			have to earn my keep.’

		‘Let’s get going then. These
			kids bug the shit out of me.’

		They didn’t talk much. Ashleigh
			imagined that the parents on the playground – the ones who always came to watch their
			kids, whether they knew what had happened there twenty-five years ago or not – had
			noticed the two of them: a tall black boy and a short white girl, walking side by side.
			She’d known Kevin for three years, ever since the first day of junior high, when
			they’d sat next to each other in history class. At first she thought he was dumb,
			maybe even retarded. He was so big, so quiet. Then she noticed the jokes he cracked at
			the teacher’s expense, his voice so low only she could hear.

		‘What’s your plan?’ he
			asked.

		They came out into the neighborhood that
			bordered the park. It was opposite where she lived with her mom and grandfather, and a
			little nicer too. She supposed it was upper middle class as opposed to simply middle
			class. Bigger houses, nicer cars. A neighborhood where no one got laid off.

		They walked past older homes with nice
			yards. Retirees lived there, old people who spent their days digging in their gardens
			and sweeping their walks. If a piece of trash ended up in the yard, they’d
			probably call the police.

		‘I don’t have one yet,’
			Ashleigh said.

		‘You usually have a plan for
			everything.’

		‘I don’t for this.’

		They reached Hamilton Avenue, a major road
			dotted with strip malls and gas stations.

		Kevin said, ‘So you’re just
			going to go up to this dude and say, “Hey, what do you know about my dead
			uncle?”’

		‘Be quiet.’

		Ashleigh looked down the road. She saw the
			bus.

		‘If I go with you …’ Kevin
			sounded uncertain. ‘I’m going to be late for work. I’ll get written
			up.’

		‘Then don’t go,’ she said.
			‘Make hamburgers for strangers. Forget about all those football games I went to
			with you.’

		‘Come on, Ash. My dad says if I
			don’t have a job this summer, he’s going to kick me out of the
			house.’

		‘And remember how I helped you
			proofread your history term paper? Heck, I proofread all of your papers last
			year.’

		‘You’re going to throw that back
			at me?’

		‘I’ll go alone. The guy’s
			probably not dangerous.’

		‘You know how my dad is,’ Kevin
			said. ‘He’s old-school. He worked his way through college, so he thinks I
			need to earn my keep.’

		The bus pulled up, air brakes exhaling. The
			diesel stank, burned Ashleigh’s eyes. When the door rattled open, she didn’t
			even look at Kevin. She just climbed on and dropped her coins into the slot, where they
			rattled like loose teeth. She moved down the aisle and took a seat, staring out the
			window and watching the traffic go by.

		She picked up movement at the front of the
			bus, something in her peripheral vision.

		‘Hey,’ the bus driver called.

		It was Kevin. He ignored the driver and
			walked right back to Ashleigh’s seat.

		She looked up into Kevin’s face. A
			cute face, she had to admit. Beautiful eyes. A little puppyish.

		‘What?’ she said, trying to
			sound mad.

		‘You really want to do this?’ he
			asked.

		‘Yes.’

		‘Come on, goddamn it,’ someone
			yelled from the back of the bus.

		‘I have one problem,’ Kevin said
			to her.

		‘What?’

		‘Can I borrow fifty cents?’ he
			asked, smiling.

		She reached into her pocket and handed him
			the coins.
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		Janet tapped lightly on Ashleigh’s
			door. Nothing. Then she knocked again, using more force.

		‘Ash?’

		The knob gave as she turned. Janet stepped
			into the darkened room and saw that Ashleigh was already gone, so she pushed the door
			open all the way. It wasn’t unusual for Ashleigh to leave the house early. Not
			unusual at all. She’d be with Kevin most likely, or sitting at the library
			thumbing through books and magazines. Kevin. Ashleigh didn’t bring him around much
			anymore, not since they’d moved in with Bill. But the two spent all their time
			together. Janet tried not to pry, tried not to be a nosy mother, but she wondered
			sometimes. Did her moody daughter have a boyfriend? That at least was a normal concern
			for a mother to have, worrying about her daughter’s dating life. The other things
			Janet worried about were a product of her own childhood, and they made her heart
			flutter …

		It’s okay, she told herself.
			It’s okay to let her out of the house. She’s not a child – she’s
			fifteen. She won’t get taken and it’ll be okay.

		Janet reminded herself to breathe.
			She’d half entertained the notion of taking Ashleigh out to lunch or shopping,
			something to break the usual routine and mark the importance of the day. But Ashleigh
			was living her life, just the way Janet wanted her to. Why burden her
			or anyone else?

		Janet turned her attention to the things in
			the room. She had to give Ashleigh credit for something else – the girl knew how to keep
			order. No teenage mess in that room. The bed was made, the closet closed. Janet went
			over and opened the blinds. The light fell across a neat row of photographs on the shelf
			above Ashleigh’s bed. The photos were all familiar. Janet and Ashleigh at a school
			awards ceremony. A portrait of Janet’s mother – high school graduation? – the
			grandmother Ashleigh never knew. And on the end, facing the light, the last portrait of
			Justin ever taken, the one that ran in the newspaper and on TV during the summer he
			disappeared. Janet picked the photo up, ran her hand across the dust-free glass.

		Janet had once asked Ashleigh why she kept a
			portrait of her dead uncle above her bed. The girl just shrugged.

		‘It’s the past,’ she said.
			‘Our past. And isn’t the past always with us?’

		Janet shivered. Out of the mouths of
			babes …

		She went to get dressed for work.

		Janet had begun working at Cronin College
			fourteen years earlier. She’d started in the mailroom just after high school,
			sorting packages alongside work-study college students from all over the country.
			Ashleigh was a year old then. Janet didn’t think she could work, raise a baby, and
			attend college, but she took the job at Cronin with an eye toward bigger things. She
			knew – knew – her daughter would go to college someday, and employees of the college received a huge tuition break. Janet even planned on
			getting a degree herself and had taken classes over the years as she worked her way from
			the mail processing center to the copy and print center to the chemistry department and
			finally to her current position working for the dean as office manager, overseeing a
			staff of five. She loved her job. She loved supporting herself and her daughter with her
			own work. She even enjoyed knowing that her job and salary helped her dad hold on to her
			childhood home.

		But she didn’t love her job the day
			the story about Dante Rogers ran in the paper.

		As soon as Janet walked into the office, she
			knew everyone had read about it. Nobody said anything – at least not right away. But she
			could tell by the looks on their faces. Her coworkers smiled at her, but they
			weren’t happy smiles. They were forced, toothless, the heads cocked to the side a
			little, the lips pressed tight. Oh, you poor thing, the smiles said. The
				tragedy. You were there that day …

		You were supposed to be watching
			him …

		In the break room during lunch, Madeline
			Hamilton, the office’s resident busybody, approached Janet, sitting down next to
			her and casually removing a soggy sandwich from a plastic bag. Madeline had known
			Janet’s mother, had landed the job in the dean’s office with Janet’s
			help. Janet knew Madeline’s interest wasn’t casual, and Janet even found
			herself happy to see the older woman cozying up next to her. She hoped someone would
			break the tension, pop the black balloon that seemed to be hovering over her head.

		‘So,’ Madeline said, drawing out
			the O, her tiny mouth formed into a similar, circular shape.
			Madeline didn’t bite into her food. She raised her right hand and fussed with the
			pile of bright red hair on the top of her head. ‘Crazy day for you,
			huh?’

		‘Do you want to ask me something about
			the story?’ Janet said.

		Madeline took a bite of the sandwich and
			gestured with her free hand. ‘If you need someone to talk to …’ she
			said, the free hand floating in the air, a heavy, fleshy butterfly. ‘I’ve
			always thought of you as family. And I know today’s that awful anniversary. Are
			you going to the cemetery or anything?’

		Janet shook her head. She had a Diet Coke
			and a bag of pretzels in front of her. She’d eaten two pretzels and barely touched
			the drink. ‘They’re interviewing me today.’

		‘Oh, really,’ Madeline said. She
			wiped her mouth and set the food aside, shifting to all-business mode. ‘But you
			read that story? The one today?’

		‘Yes.’

		‘Can you believe he’s still here
			in Dove Point? Just living here? Among all of us?’

		‘Where is he supposed to go?’
			Janet asked.

		‘I’d think he’d want to
			live anywhere but here.’

		‘His parents are dead. He lived with
			his aunt … back then. But she’s dead, too.’

		‘See,’ Madeline said. ‘No
			ties here. He could just pick up and move anywhere.’

		‘You make it sound so glamorous.
			He’s an ex-con. What’s he going to do? Besides, I don’t think
			he’s going to hurt anybody.’

		‘He’s already killed two
			people,’ Madeline said. ‘First Justin and then your mother.
			She’d still be with us if not for the grief.’

		Janet didn’t disagree. Her mother
			never recovered from her brother’s death. Diabetes-related complications,
			they’d written on the death certificate nearly eighteen years ago. Janet knew the
			truth – her mother had died of a broken heart. But Janet just couldn’t summon the
			same anger toward Dante Rogers that everybody else did.

		‘Don’t you feel sorry for
			him?’ Janet asked. ‘Even a little? He looks so pathetic, so
			empty.’

		‘Sorry for him?’ Madeline fanned
			herself with both hands. She looked like she was choking. ‘Sorry? For a killer? He
			better hope he doesn’t come my way or cross my path. I can’t be held
			responsible.’

		Janet checked the clock. She needed to get
			back to her desk. The dean’s office didn’t rest in the summer, despite the
			shorter hours. In fact, summer brought more work. Annual reports, budgets, faculty
			travel arrangements. But she wasn’t ready to go back.

		‘Do you ever wonder?’ Janet
			said. She knew her voice sounded dreamy, distracted. She didn’t know what she
			wanted to say. She didn’t know if she should even give voice to her thoughts.

		‘Wonder what?’ Madeline
			asked.

		‘The way he maintains his innocence,
			even after all this time. He has no reason to. He’s already done his
			time.’

		‘Remember what was lost,’
			Madeline said. ‘Your mother never had the life she wanted because of that man. And
			neither did you. You’ve been without a mother for eighteen years because of that
			man.’

		‘I’ll see you later,
			Madeline.’

		‘You call me and tell me how it went
			when you’re finished.’

		Janet left without agreeing to make the
			call.

		But Janet didn’t go back to work. She
			took the back stairs down to the parking lot. She stepped out into the hot day, felt the
			wave of humidity wash over her. The trees just beyond the parking lot were a rich summer
			green and the traffic on Mason Street just off campus hummed back and forth, the steady
			rhythm of Dove Point’s life. When she needed a break from work, a moment alone or
			a moment to think, she came to the back of the building. No one else ever went there
			unless they were coming or going from their cars. Janet knew she could steal a quiet
			moment.

		She noticed the man almost immediately. He
			stood by a parked car, watching her as she stepped outside. The man was tall and lean
			like a runner. He looked to be the same age as Janet, and despite the heat, he wore
			jeans and a long-sleeve button-down shirt. Even though about two hundred feet separated
			them, Janet could sense the piercing nature of his eyes. Was he a faculty member,
			perhaps someone newly hired she had never met? She thought of turning away, of simply
			stepping back inside Wilson Hall and going back to work, but something about the
			man’s posture and the way he held his head looked familiar to her. She had seen
			this man before – hadn’t she? – but not for a long time.

		And then he raised his hand and made a
			waving gesture, beckoning her to him.
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		The bus carried them five miles west and
			let them out near an abandoned shopping mall. As the bus pulled away, Ashleigh pointed
			and walked forward, Kevin following. Ashleigh had printed a map the night before and
			studied it enough so that she wouldn’t need to refer to it again. They were still
			on Hamilton Avenue but took the first right and headed north for a few blocks, back into
			a run-down neighborhood, one her grandfather would call ‘hillbilly.’

		Kevin hadn’t said much on the ride
			over. He’d left her to her thoughts, one of the reasons she liked him so much.
			He’d heard it all before, listened to her stories and plans, patiently and without
			judgment. He knew what these trips meant to her – ‘her escapades,’ he called
			them – and went along with her as both companion and protector.

		Ashleigh found the street she wanted –
			Lemongrass – and turned left. The apartment complex came into sight, a series of gray
			buildings with little landscaping or color to break up the monotony. Even the cars in
			the parking lot looked dingy and old, their fenders rusting, their mufflers sagging. She
			stopped, and Kevin stopped beside her.

		‘Well?’ he said.

		She shrugged. Her heart rate had picked up
			and she felt a tingling down the length of her arms, the mixture of excitement and fear she always felt on these escapades. But it was even greater this
			time.

		This is really it, she thought.

		‘We’re going to have to look at
			mailboxes or just knock on doors,’ she said.

		And hope.

		‘Okay,’ Kevin said. ‘But
			if I’m doing all this, you need to be writing the history paper for me.’

		Ashleigh didn’t move. She stayed
			rooted to the spot, her feet like concrete.

		‘Well, boss?’ Kevin said.
			‘What do you say?’

		Ashleigh had had one glimpse of this person,
			one fleeting look at a face on a darkened porch. Like a picked scab, she’d kept it
			alive and fresh, a fixed point around which the last few months of her life had revolved
			– the man who’d shown up one night claiming to know something about the murder of
			her long-dead Uncle Justin. Claiming that Dante Rogers was not guilty …

		She took a deep breath and shivered.

		‘Okay,’ she said.
			‘Let’s go.’

		Three months earlier, the man had come to
			their house in the middle of the night.

		Ashleigh didn’t know if the sound of
			his knocking had stirred her, or if her mother’s voice had brought her out of
			sleep. But she’d woken up. She’d gone down the stairs, wearing a long
			T-shirt that hung below her knees, and stood in the darkness of the hallway, listening
			to the muffled voices from the front porch. The night was cold. She shivered.

		Her mother cried.

		Most of the words her mom spoke were
			indistinct, coming as they were between choked, halting breaths. But Ashleigh understood
			the important ones. The ones she never forgot.

		‘Justin,’ her mother said, over
			and over again. ‘Are you sure? How do I know this isn’t a joke? Tell me what
			you know – tell me right now.’

		And when Ashleigh heard that name spoken and
			her mother’s pleading, she too began to cry. Her chin puckered, and hot tears fell
			down her face.

		She saw the man through the open door.

		He wore his blond hair short, almost a buzz
			cut. The scruff on his face tried to make a beard, and in the bright shine of the porch
			light, Ashleigh saw dark circles under his eyes, like he hadn’t slept well in
			weeks. He seemed gaunt, undernourished.

		‘No, no,’ the man said, his
			voice husky. ‘I can’t stay. I have to go. But don’t call the police.
			Don’t get them involved.’

		‘But why?’ her mom asked.

		‘Soon,’ he said, backing away.
			‘You’ll know it all soon. I promise.’

		He was gone. Out of sight and into the
			darkness.

		Her mom called to the man – once and then
			twice. She held out her hand toward the dark, a desperate, grasping attempt to hold the
			man and keep him from going away. But he was gone.

		Ashleigh didn’t think. She
			didn’t process the information or make a conscious choice. She simply turned and
			ran up the stairs to her room and slid under the covers before her mother could see
			her.

		Ashleigh sat in the dark, listening. She
			expected the police to come. She anticipated sirens and reporters and commotion. But
			none of it happened. Fifteen minutes later, she heard her mother’s slippers
			trudging up the stairs. Ashleigh took the photo of her uncle off the shelf. She held it
			in the air so the moonlight through the window illuminated the smiling face of the
			little boy.

		He said he knew something. The man on the
			porch knew something.

		She desperately wondered what it could
			be.

		She and Kevin stood side by side, examining
			the rusted mailboxes. Ashleigh held her finger in the air as she passed over the names,
			looking for one that said ‘Steven Kollman.’ Many of the boxes hung open,
			their doors broken and loose. Old flyers and pieces of junk mail littered the floor. In
			her mind’s eye, she saw the man from the porch. He’d worn a red T-shirt with
			an atomic symbol on the upper left side. Her mother wouldn’t know what the shirt
			meant, even if she had been clearheaded and in the best frame of mind. As emotional as
			she had been on the porch, Ashleigh guessed there was no way she could have processed
			what the man wore in such detail. But Ashleigh knew what the shirt meant – every nerdy
			high school kid in town would. Atomic Tom’s Comic Book and Card Company, a small
			store in a dingy strip mall where Ashleigh and Kevin sometimes hung out.

		A week after the man’s appearance on
			the porch, Ashleigh had gone to Atomic Tom’s and asked about the guy. He
			didn’t work there. Atomic Tom had only two employees – Tom himself and his cousin
			Dirk, a shaggy-haired guy who tipped the scales at close to three
			hundred pounds. Dirk liked Ashleigh and Kevin. He joked around with them, called them
			‘Little Salt’ and ‘Big Pepper,’ and Kevin sometimes brought Dirk
			shakes and French fries. When Ashleigh asked about the man and described him, Dirk
			eventually pieced it together and told them he thought the guy they were looking for
			worked as a dishwasher at Mi Casita Mexican restaurant.

		It took Ashleigh a few more weeks to even go
			to Mi Casita, and then another few weeks of cautious questioning of the employees there.
			The man didn’t work there anymore, but she learned his name – Steven Kollman –
			from one of the waiters. And eventually a friendly hostess told Ashleigh she thought she
			knew the apartment complex where the man lived. Steven Kollman had moved by the time
			Ashleigh went to that address, but one of his neighbors speculated about a new address,
			where Ashleigh and Kevin were standing.

		‘Why would he just show up here
			now?’ Kevin asked. ‘What’s changed?’

		‘That’s what I intend to find
			out.’

		‘Isn’t he afraid of getting
			caught?’

		‘Caught at what?’ Ashleigh
			asked, turning her head toward him. ‘Knocking on doors in the middle of the
			night?’

		Kevin shrugged. She could tell he wanted to
			be supportive, but he also had more to say. ‘Messing with people, I
			guess.’

		Ashleigh ignored him and kept looking.

		‘I mean,’ Kevin said, ‘if
			this ends up being the guy who came to your house, you’re sure we don’t want
			to call the police?’

		‘I’m sure.’ She heard the
			sound of her voice, the way it snapped out like the lash of a whip. Kevin shrugged
			again, giving in to her wishes. She knew he just wanted to protect her. She tried to
			soften her voice. ‘His name isn’t here.’

		‘Okay,’ Kevin said. ‘What
			now?’

		Ashleigh started up the stairs into the
			building. ‘Come on. We’re going to look,’ she said. ‘Sometimes
			people have their names on their doors. Or maybe we’ll ask someone
			else.’

		They checked all the doors on the first
			floor. A couple of names but not the one they were looking for. The hallway smelled
			dirty and musty, an accumulation of cooking odors and unclean apartments. Ashleigh could
			only imagine the dust and filth behind the walls. The dirty diapers and greasy stoves,
			the overflowing garbage cans and dusty corners. Better to think about those things than
			the task at hand, which made her heart skip and stutter like a damaged DVD. She led
			Kevin to the second floor, where they again checked all the doors.

		Nothing. One more floor to try.

		The stairs squeaked and rattled beneath
			their feet. With every step, Ashleigh gripped the railing tighter, a layer of sweat
			between her skin and the cold metal. She reached the top and saw the door of the first
			apartment on the right stood open. She stopped. She felt Kevin behind her, his feet
			still on the stairs. A plunger, a bucket, and a wrench sat in the hallway just outside
			the door. Even though she doubted Kevin would speak, she still held her finger in the
			air, asking for silence.

		She wanted to leave. She wanted to back down
			the stairs, pushing Kevin ahead of her, and go. But she couldn’t.
			Instead, Ashleigh willed herself forward and peered into the apartment. It looked
			cluttered and dirty, the floor covered with papers, the furniture rickety and worn. She
			knocked on the open door, and a pudgy middle-aged man came out of the kitchen. His
			thinning hair hung in limpid strings, and his thick glasses clung to the tip of his nose
			so precariously Ashleigh wanted to reach out and push them back up where they
			belonged.

		‘Help you?’ he said. His face
			brightened a little, and he brushed some of the strands of hair into a semblance of
			order. Then his eyes moved over Ashleigh’s head. He saw Kevin, and his face fell a
			little. ‘You have to be eighteen to rent,’ he said. ‘And married. I
			don’t rent to couples who aren’t married.’

		‘I’m not looking to rent.’
				God, I hope I never have to live in a place like this. ‘I’m
			looking for someone. A guy named Steven.’

		The man’s face pinched up like he had
			finally caught a whiff of the smells that permeated the building. ‘Steven
			Kollman?’ he asked.

		She nodded. She didn’t know if she
			could speak.

		‘He’s not home,’ the man
			said. He reached up and used the back of his hand to wipe sweat off his forehead.
			‘I’m the building manager. Just fixing a leak in the kitchen, although why
			I’m fixing it for him I’ll never know.’

		Ashleigh took a step back. ‘I guess
			I’ll come another time.’

		‘Are you a relative or
			something?’ the man asked.

		Ashleigh looked back at Kevin. She shrugged.
			‘Kind of.’

		‘He’s two months late on his rent,
			so if you see him before I do, you should tell him to get his act together.’ The
			man looked pleased with his tough talk. ‘Hey, if you’re a relative, maybe
			you know someone else who can pay the rent for him?’

		‘I don’t think so.’

		‘Anybody can pay it, you
			know.’

		‘Sure,’ Ashleigh said, backing
			down the stairs.

		The man’s brow furrowed and he
			scratched at his head. Then his face brightened. ‘Maybe that guy who came to see
			him the other night,’ the manager said. ‘Do you know him?’

		‘A guy?’ Ashleigh said.
			‘What guy?’

		‘I figured maybe he’s a cousin
			or a brother or something. He seemed to have a little more class than Steven.’ The
			man wiped his nose with his hand. ‘Sounded like they were arguing.’

		‘I don’t think I know
			him,’ Ashleigh said.

		‘Maybe Steven owes him money
			too.’

		‘I guess I don’t know about
			that,’ Ashleigh said, and she and Kevin left the building.
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		‘Michael?’ Janet said, moving
			closer. ‘Is that – Michael?’

		When she said his name, he pushed himself up
			off the car. He didn’t smile, but his eyes brightened. ‘Hey.’

		‘It’s you,’ Janet said.
			‘It’s really you.’

		They came within arm’s length of each
			other, and the awkward moment descended in which she didn’t know if they were
			going to hug or if he even wanted to hug her. But he held out his arms, so she went for
			it, felt herself folded up against his body, triggering, as if by raw instinct, a flash
			of heat on the back of her neck and a tingling of desire in the pit of her stomach. She
			inhaled his rugged scent – a touch of sweat and a tangy cologne or deodorant.

		When the hug broke off, she examined him up
			close in the sunlight. It had been how long? Five years? More? He looked thinner, older,
			the lines at the corners of his eyes and on his forehead more pronounced and deeper. But
			he finally smiled, and the old Michael was there, the one from childhood and high
			school. The Michael she really knew. And that familiar desire was there – desire for him
			– as strong as it had been in the past.

		‘I didn’t know you were
			back,’ Janet said.

		‘I wanted to see my mom,’ he
			said.

		‘Did you just get back?’

		‘It’s been a little
			while.’ He seemed evasive, which told Janet that he’d been
			back longer than he wanted to let on. ‘A few weeks or so.’

		‘What have you been doing? Where were
			you living? We heard you might have been in Chicago for a while.’

		‘I don’t want to keep you from
			work,’ he said.

		Janet made a dismissive wave toward the
			office. ‘They don’t need me now,’ she said, feeling awkward, like a
			teenager again. She didn’t know what to do with her hands, so she crossed her
			arms, then uncrossed them. She did this twice. ‘Why don’t you come in and we
			can talk somewhere?’

		‘I won’t keep you,’ he
			said.

		‘Okay. But you were in
			Chicago?’

		‘That was a couple of years
			ago,’ he said. ‘I was on the West Coast for a while, then
			Columbus.’

		‘You were in Columbus?’ Janet
			said. ‘Just an hour away?’

		‘The last year or so,’ he said.
			‘I was working for this guy, but – the economy, you know?’ He looked around
			the lot, not letting his eyes rest on Janet.

		‘But you’re here now,’ she
			said. ‘For a while?’ She heard the hopeful, almost pleading tone in her
			voice and didn’t like it. But she couldn’t help it. She’d be lying to
			herself and anyone else if she said she wasn’t thrilled to see him, if she said
			she didn’t think, from time to time, about the possibility of Michael Bower coming
			back to Dove Point for good.

		‘There’s another reason
			I’m back,’ Michael said. He turned to face her. ‘Do you know what it
			is?’

		‘Your dad?’

		Michael frowned. ‘No, not him.’
			He shook his head. ‘Twenty-five years, Janet. I know the date. I saw the paper
			today. Twenty-five years.’

		‘I didn’t know if you’d
			remember,’ she said.

		‘Of course. I was there.’

		‘I know,’ she said.
			‘It’s just – we’ve never really talked about it, you and I. But
			there’s a reporter coming over to interview me after work today. They’re
			doing another story.’

		‘How are you doing with all of this,
			Janet?’ he asked. ‘I thought you might need the support. You shouldn’t
			have to go through it alone, you know.’

		‘You should come to the house
			today,’ Janet said. ‘The reporter asked me if I was in touch with you. We
			can do the interview together.’

		Michael looked away again, but this time he
			glanced behind her. She turned to follow his gaze and saw Madeline coming out of the
			back of the building, her hand raised to shield her eyes from the sun.

		‘There you are,’ Madeline said.
			‘I thought you’d run off. The provost’s office is on the phone. They
			need you.’

		‘Okay. Just a minute.’

		‘I think they have a question about
			the budget.’

		Before Madeline went back in, she cast a
			last, long look at Michael, and Janet knew she’d have more questions to answer
			about the man in the parking lot.

		‘I have to go,’ Janet said.
			‘But come to the interview. Really. You must be thinking about this a lot. We can
			talk about it.’

		‘You must think about it a lot,
			too,’ Michael said. He stared at her, studying her face. ‘What do you
			remember from that day, Janet?’

		For a long moment, Janet stared at him. Her
			mouth was dry, and the sounds of the passing cars amplified, like rushing wind. Before she could say anything else, Madeline stuck her head out the door
			and called her name again.

		‘You’ll come today,
			right?’ Janet asked. ‘Two o’clock.’

		‘We’ll talk,’ Michael
			said.

		Janet looked back once before she entered
			the building, but he was already gone.
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		As the nearly empty bus brought the two of
			them back near their homes, Ashleigh thought about the size of Dove Point, Ohio. Not
			really big enough to be called a city, and yet not really small enough to be called a
			town. According to her ninth-grade civics class, about fifty thousand people lived
			there. Most of them worked at the university or the medical center complex or the
			handful of factories that dotted the perimeter of Dove Point like beads on a
			bracelet.

		Had she really come that close to the guy
			from the porch? Had she almost found the needle in the haystack?

		Kevin stretched across from her. His long
			legs spilled off the end of the seat, partially blocking the aisle, and she could tell
			by the way he chewed his thumbnail that he was anxious.

		‘They won’t fire you for being
			late once,’ she said.

		‘I know. I really wasn’t
			thinking about that.’ He straightened up and scooted over to the seat on the
			aisle, making sure he wouldn’t have to raise his voice to be heard. One old woman
			rode at the front, her little rolling grocery cart close by her side as if it contained
			gold. ‘What are you going to do now?’ he asked. ‘I mean, you
			didn’t really prove that’s the dude who came to your house in the middle of
			the night.’

		She didn’t hesitate. ‘It’s
			him,’ she said.

		‘Really?’

		‘Really. It’s him.’

		They stopped at a light, the engine rumbling
			in idle. The air-conditioning worked hard to keep them cool, and Ashleigh pinched the
			fabric of her T-shirt between two fingers and tugged it back and forth, adding to the
			breeze.

		‘Do you think this guy might be
			getting ready to leave town? Not paying rent, not hanging around. Do you think he heard
			someone was asking about him?’ Kevin asked, his voice low. ‘Maybe the people
			you asked at his old job told him.’

		‘What was I supposed to do? Ignore
			it?’

		‘No, no.’ He held out his hands.
			He was placating her, which always made her even more angry. ‘I’m just
			saying, this guy – if he really knows something – doesn’t want to spill it
			yet.’

		‘He showed up at our door.’

		Kevin raised an index finger. ‘In the
			middle of the night.’

		‘He said he’d come
			back.’

		‘But he hasn’t yet. He could be
			in trouble with the police. He could be scared. Think about how you would feel if
			someone came around asking questions about you. You’d freak out. He doesn’t
			know who you are, does he? Or what you want.’

		‘Fuck you.’

		‘Ash, come on –’

		‘You heard me. Fuck you.’

		The old woman at the front of the bus
			turned, her lips pursed. Ashleigh swallowed hard, felt her anger rise.

		‘Don’t be like that,’
			Kevin said. ‘But if we’d told the police or an adult, maybe
			they could have … I don’t know … handled it better.’

		Ashleigh pulled the bell. ‘This is
			your stop,’ she said.

		The motion of the bus stopping rocked
			Ashleigh in her seat. She heard Kevin stand up and take two steps up the aisle.

		‘Hey,’ he said. ‘You
			coming?’

		‘You know where I’m
			going,’ she said.

		‘You want me to come with you?’
			he asked.

		She didn’t respond. Kevin was keeping
			the bus waiting, but he said one more thing.

		‘I’m just worried that this guy
			might be trouble. What if he’s dangerous? What if he wants to hurt you or your mom
			for some reason?’

		Ashleigh heard him. His words registered
			within her, but she didn’t give him the satisfaction of seeing any response. She
			stared straight ahead and froze him out until he turned and pushed through the side door
			of the bus, leaving her alone.

		Ashleigh knew where her uncle had died.
			She’d been there many times. The Norbert Rovin Memorial Park sat two blocks north
			of their house, the house Ashleigh shared with her mother and grandfather, the house her
			mother had grown up in. Adjacent to the park stood a thick cluster of trees – several
			acres’ worth. The land for the park had been set aside not long after the
			town’s founding, and over the years houses and neighborhoods sprung up around its
			border. Kevin lived with his family on the opposite side of the park from Ashleigh,
			which made it a convenient meeting place.

		Ashleigh walked the two blocks from the bus
			stop to the park. She knew – seemingly since her birth – that her uncle had been
			murdered in the woods near their house. Over the years, a process of eavesdropping on
			adult conversations combined with her own investigations at the local library had
			allowed Ashleigh to know the facts of her uncle’s death as well as anybody else.
			Her Uncle Justin had gone to the park with her mom on a hot summer day. Eyewitnesses –
			both adults and children – remembered seeing a young black man in the park talking to
			some of the children, including Justin. When her uncle disappeared, the police made a
			sketch of the man and searched for him. Volunteers and professionals combed the woods
			near the park, then expanded their search to remote areas around town – ponds and
			culverts and abandoned houses. While the search for the boy – or his body – went on,
			police began to learn more about the man in the sketch. A woman came forward four weeks
			after the disappearance and told police her nephew – seventeen-year-old Dante Rogers –
			liked to go to the park Justin had disappeared from. She also said he had been acting
			strangely since the boy’s disappearance, and had even started collecting newspaper
			articles about the case. When the police investigated Rogers further, they found he had
			once been arrested – as a juvenile – for improper contact with a child. They took him
			into custody, where he denied his guilt.

		That summer had remained hot. For the six
			weeks after her uncle’s disappearance, the Midwest baked under record heat. The
			search parties tailed off. Then the weather broke. The temperatures cooled and the area
			was soaked with several days of heavy rain. Hoping the weather change
			might aid the search, the volunteers looked again, starting in the woods near the park.
			Apparently, the recent rain had disturbed the earth enough to reveal the skeletal
			remains of her uncle, who had been buried in a shallow grave in the woods near the park,
			not far from a walking path. Police charged Dante Rogers with the second-degree murder
			of Justin Manning.

		As long as Ashleigh could remember, she had
			asked her mother to show her the place where the crime had occurred. As a child,
			Ashleigh couldn’t articulate why she wanted to see that spot. She just knew she
			felt curiosity about it. Only as she grew older did she feel she fully understood the
			fascination that place held for her.

		It was simple, really: everything for her
			family had changed that day in the park. If her uncle hadn’t been killed, if her
			mother hadn’t been there … who knows how things would be different?
			Would her grandfather be less distant and cold? Would her mother be stronger and have a
			more fulfilling life?

		Her mom took her to the crime scene once and
			once only. Ashleigh was nine and had been bugging her mother to take her there. Her
			mother always refused. She didn’t give Ashleigh good reasons for not doing it –
			she just flat out refused. But one day Ashleigh asked, and her mother – somewhat
			reluctantly – agreed.

		‘I’ll show it to you,’ she
			said. ‘But then that’s it. I don’t want to hear about it
			anymore.’

		Ashleigh knew – even as a child – that she
			had probably just worn her mother down. Ashleigh possessed a rare persistence, a
			determination that she sometimes believed could chip away at glaciers if she set her
			mind to it.

		But, looking back, Ashleigh wondered if her mom
			wanted to tell Ashleigh something by taking her to that place. Did she want –
			symbolically or psychologically or emotionally – to pass a torch to her daughter, even
			though she was only nine years old?

		Whether her mother intended it or not,
			Ashleigh felt that is what had happened that day. Her mom rarely spoke of her
			uncle’s murder, but Ashleigh became fascinated by it. She went to that place in
			the woods as much as she could – sometimes once or twice a week. Ashleigh couldn’t
			say for sure why she went. She liked the isolation, the quiet, and the mystery. It was
			her place, a hiding place. And being there didn’t creep her out or scare her. What
			was scary about it after all? The body was long gone, and except for the occasional drug
			arrest or fight between teenagers on the basketball court, nothing dangerous ever
			happened in the park.

		Ashleigh walked past the playground where
			she’d started her day. More kids were playing there than early in the morning. The
			swings were filled, the chorus of kids’ voices and screaming rose like a million
			crickets. It almost hurt her ears. Parents watched from the side, chatting with each
			other or else talking on cell phones. If they noticed Ashleigh at all – any of them –
			they likely dismissed her as a typical moody teen, sulking along the edges of the park
			in her dark T-shirt and dirty jeans. Ashleigh knew appearing disaffected had its
			advantages – people tended to leave you alone.

		She easily found the path through the trees
			and started toward the place where her uncle had died. The growth was thick from summer,
			the trees a vibrant green, the mosquitoes and gnats swarming around her
			face and hands. She thought about Kevin’s words on the bus. She’d been
			pissed at him before, usually over some minor slight that only Ashleigh understood. She
			knew she had a tendency to lash out at people – especially those closest to her – and
			then later regret it. She never really apologized to Kevin. She never actually
			said the words ‘I’m sorry’ to him. She didn’t need to.
			She’d go to him after one of her blowups and say, ‘Kevin, about that thing
			earlier … I mean … I didn’t mean … I wasn’t
			exactly …’ And then he’d laugh at her and she’d know she was
			forgiven.

		He was usually right about most things. So
			she wondered, Is he right about this? Did I blow it by not getting the cops
				involved?

		
			Could this weird guy from the porch really be dangerous? Could he hurt someone –
				even Mom?
		

		She reached her destination. She knew it
			because first she passed a tiny pond, one that the police had searched right away
			looking for her uncle’s body, and then the path opened up just a little, spreading
			out for about ten yards and becoming a small clearing. She knew Uncle Justin’s
			remains had been found just to the west of that open clearing, several yards into the
			woods where the undergrowth grew thick in the summer heat. The place looked like –
			nothing. She wondered every time she came how many other people trudged through here –
			bird-watchers, hikers, teenagers looking for somewhere to smoke or drink or fuck –
			without even knowing that someone’s life, a child’s life, had ended on that
			very ground. It seemed like something should mark the locale – a plaque or a marker or
			something. But the only plaque to her uncle was in the cemetery – a
			small, simple one. She never went there. If the soul was separate from the body, then
			what was the point of going to where the body was buried? More than likely, he was there
			in the woods – or his spirit was – if spirits or even God existed the way everyone
			seemed to believe.

		Ashleigh sat on a stone at the edge of the
			clearing. It had a smooth top, perfect for sitting. The day her mom brought her here
			they didn’t do or say anything. Ashleigh expected her mom to want to pray or at
			least make some sort of statement about what happened, but she had kept her mouth shut.
			She stared at the ground, her lips pressed into an odd shape, and after about ten
			minutes said to Ashleigh, ‘Come on, let’s go home.’

		As far as Ashleigh knew, her mother had
			never gone back to the woods. And as Ashleigh sat there in the clearing, listening to
			the chirps of the birds or the occasional distant shout from the playground, she knew
			she saw that as a weakness in her mother, this refusal to take things head-on and really
			deal with them. And Ashleigh believed her mom had done nothing to find out more about
			the man who’d shown up on the porch that night. She hadn’t pursued him or
			investigated him in any way, leaving the burden to fall to Ashleigh. And Ashleigh
			couldn’t help but judge her mother even as she tried to help her.

		She clenched her fists, squeezed them as
			tight as she could until her fingernails dug into the skin of her palms. She believed
			the man who came to the door that night really knew something, and being so close to
			finding the key, so close to bringing home the answers her mother needed almost hurt
			–

		She would do it her way. She’d find the
			answers everyone needed.

		Ashleigh loosened her grip. When she was a
			kid and she felt this way – scared, nervous, alone – her mother told her to pray. It
			worked back then. She slept with a rosary under her pillow – one that had belonged to
			her grandmother – and fingered the beads when she heard noises in the house and
			couldn’t sleep. But that hadn’t worked for years, not since long before that
			man showed up in the night promising to return. Ashleigh still went to church. Her mom
			dragged her early every Sunday morning and every holy day, and they sat on the side near
			the front. Ashleigh went through the motions of the Mass, repeating the words and
			standing up and kneeling without even thinking about it. She suspected most people in
			the church were doing the same.

		She believed her mom’s conviction,
			though. Her mom went through Mass with her eyes closed and her head down, and after Mass
			they never failed to go to the front and light a candle, slipping a dollar through the
			slot as a donation. When she was little, Ashleigh used to ask whom they were lighting a
			candle for, and her mom always gave the same response: ‘My brother.’

		Ashleigh shut her eyes in the clearing. She
			heard the distant hum of a leaf blower, the rustle of the tall trees as the breeze
			picked up. But she kept her eyelids closed. She watched the weird starburst patterns
			that exploded on her retinas, shifting swirls of green and red. She mouthed one
			word:

		‘God.’

		She felt nothing. She felt alone. She
			didn’t even feel connected to the trees and the grass. Did
			praying even matter? Did all the time she and her mom spent in church really amount to
			anything? It all seemed like a fantasy. And Ashleigh wondered if there had really been a
			man on the porch that night speaking to her mother. Had she dreamed it? A child’s
			dream? She’d never spoken to her mother about it, so how did she know it really
			happened?

		‘God?’

		Nothing.

		She opened her eyes, and it took a moment
			for them to adjust to the bright sun. Impulsively, she raised her right hand to her
			mouth, kissed it, and then cast the ‘kiss’ toward the ground where her
			uncle’s body was discovered, a gesture that felt a little childish and immature.
			She’d never done anything like it before, but something about the gesture just
			felt right, almost required.

		Ashleigh pushed herself to her feet. She
			knew she had to get home. She knew the reporter was coming by their house, and her
			mother had begged her to be there for the interview. ‘It sends the message that
			we’re all united in this,’ she had said.

		But Ashleigh couldn’t convince herself
			to believe that either. It too felt like a fairy tale, a child’s myth. Her
			grandfather never spoke about his dead child or dead wife, and the man barely gave the
			time of day to Ashleigh or her mother. Ashleigh couldn’t say why, but she even
			felt a distance between herself and her mother. She thought about it often, searching
			for the source, and could only conclude that it had to do with the sadness of her
			mother’s life, the black cloud that seemed to hang over everything the woman did.
			Ashleigh knew a better daughter would have reached out to her mother,
			talked to her about it, and tried to be the support system she so clearly lacked. But
			Ashleigh couldn’t bring herself to do that. She feared the wellspring of emotion
			that might pour out if the two of them even tried to talk about something real. Instead,
			Ashleigh decided to take the indirect approach. She’d find the man from the porch,
			and in the process, she’d find the truth about her uncle’s death. That would
			help her mother. That would put everything back on track.

		When she first heard the twig snap, she
			assumed she had made the noise. Ashleigh looked down and saw that she was standing on
			dirt with no twigs nearby.

		The noise came again, and when Ashleigh
			looked up, toward the same path to the clearing she had just come down, she saw the man
			looking at her, his body frozen in
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