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The last thing I drew before I gave up for the night was a man standing at the edge of something — a cliff, a rooftop, a threshold, I hadn't decided which. Just a figure with bad posture and his hands in his pockets, looking out at nothing in particular. I stared at it for a while. Then I closed the sketchbook and didn't open it again.

That was three weeks before I went back to Millhaven.



My apartment in Portland was the kind of place that looks fine in photographs. Good light, exposed brick, a window that faced west so the evenings had a certain warmth to them if you stood at the right angle and didn't look at the rest of it. The rest of it being: dishes I'd been meaning to do since Tuesday, a drawing table covered in reference sheets I hadn't referenced, and a stack of forwarded mail from my old address that I kept moving from one surface to another without opening. At twenty-nine I had the organizational habits of someone who'd recently survived a disaster and hadn't quite recalibrated. Except there hadn't been a disaster. Just the slow, undramatic erosion of what I'd expected my life to look like by now.

I was a freelance comic artist. That was the phrase I used. Freelance makes it sound like a choice, like you are a free lance, unchained and galloping. In practice it meant I illustrated other people's projects when I could get them and worked night shifts at a copy shop when I couldn't. I had two recurring clients: a small educational publisher who needed spot illustrations for workbooks, and a man named Terence who ran a webcomic about sentient office furniture and paid me two hundred dollars a month to draw angry staplers. It wasn't the career I'd drawn toward as a kid, sketching in the margins of every notebook, filling the backs of grocery lists with faces and buildings and invented landscapes. It was something duller and adjacent to that, which is almost worse than not having it at all.

I told myself I was between projects. I'd been between projects for about a year.

The call from Millhaven came on a Wednesday night in late October. I was sitting at the drawing table not drawing — I'd gotten good at that, the performance of being about to work — when my phone lit up with a number I almost didn't recognize. Almost. You don't fully forget the area code of the place where you grew up.

"Ryan." Not a question. My mother's voice had always done that, turned my name into a statement of mild exasperation, like she'd just found me somewhere I wasn't supposed to be.

"Hey, Mom."

A pause. I could hear her breathing, and under it the particular ambient sound of her apartment — the tick of the baseboard heater, some television in another room. I'd spent a lot of years learning the sounds of that apartment by heart because it was the only place I knew.

"So I've been having some tests," she said.

I put down my pen. "What kind of tests."

"The boring kind. Nothing dramatic, Ryan, don't make a face."

"I'm not making a face."

"You're making a face. I can tell from here."

I was making a face. "Mom."

"It's my heart. The doctor says it's nothing catastrophic, that word — catastrophic — which I thought was a strange choice for someone trying to be reassuring. But she says I need to slow down, and I need someone to drive me to some appointments, and—" Another pause, shorter. "I know you're busy."

I looked at the blank sheet of paper on my drawing table. At the angry-stapler reference sheets. At the stack of unopened mail.

"I'll come Friday," I said.



I drove up Thursday night instead, because I've always been better at impulse than at planning. The I-5 to the 30, then northwest into the kind of dark that only exists outside cities, where the road narrows and the trees close in and your headlights start to feel like a suggestion rather than a guarantee. The Pacific Northwest in late October is its own particular atmosphere. Not hostile, exactly. Just indifferent. The weather doesn't care about you here the way it does in places that get real storms. It just settles in — grey and moist and patient — and waits for you to adjust.

Millhaven is about three hours from Portland if you don't stop, two and a half if you push it. I stopped once, at a gas station outside Astoria where a teenager sold me bad coffee and regarded me with the specific blankness of someone who has decided not to be curious about anything. I understood the impulse. I drank the coffee anyway, standing in the parking lot while the wind came in off the coast, and looked at the nothing between the lights.

I hadn't been back in almost two years. Before that it had been longer — three years, maybe four, the kind of drift that happens when there's nothing explicit keeping you away, just a low-grade disinclination you don't examine too closely. My mother and I spoke on the phone. We were fine. We were always fine in the particular way that means no one has said the difficult thing out loud in so long that you've both half-forgotten what it was.

I knew what it was. I just didn't go near it.

Millhaven arrives at night the way it always has — you come around a long curve in the road and suddenly there are lights below you, clustered against the dark mass of the lake. From that angle, that first glimpse, it looks almost pretty. A small town folded into a bowl of hills, the water wide and still beyond it. A church steeple. A water tower with the name painted in letters you can read in daylight. It looks like something you'd want to photograph.

Then you drive down into it and it's just a town. Gas stations and a hardware store and a diner that's been there since before I was born. The elementary school with its cheerful painted mural fading in the weather. The park by the lake with its pavilion and its single broken swing that I swear has been broken my entire life. I drove through the center of town at eleven at night and passed exactly two other cars, and the streetlights made everything look the same color they always had — that flat amber that belongs to places where nothing has happened recently and nothing is expected to.

I parked in front of my mother's building, which is a two-story structure on Clement Street that hasn't changed since the nineties except to get a little more tired. The mailboxes in the lobby still have the same handwritten labels. The carpet in the stairwell is the same carpet. I climbed the stairs with my bag over one shoulder and knocked on 2C, and after a moment the door opened and there was my mother.

She looked smaller. That was the first thing. Not dramatically — she hadn't wasted away or anything that would make a clear narrative of itself — she just looked like she'd lost some argument with gravity since I'd last seen her. Her hair was lighter, more grey than I remembered. She was wearing a cardigan I'd seen a hundred times.

"You said Friday," she said.

"I was in the neighborhood."

She looked at me for a moment in that way she had, assessing something she'd decided not to say. Then she stepped back and let me in.

The apartment smelled the same. That was the thing about going home — the smell of the place reaches some part of the brain that doesn't bother translating, just responds. Dish soap and something faintly floral and underneath it all the particular smell of that building, that carpet, that many years of someone's life lived in a small space. I stood in the entry and felt eleven years old for approximately three seconds before the sensation passed.

"Have you eaten," she said.

"I'm fine."

"That's not what I asked."

I followed her into the kitchen. She put the kettle on without asking if I wanted tea, which I did. She'd always known things about what I needed without asking — or she'd assumed, which isn't quite the same thing, but when you're a kid you don't know the difference and by the time you do it's become a kind of love and you're stuck with it.

"Tell me about the heart thing," I said.

She told me about the heart thing. It was, as she'd said, not catastrophic — an arrhythmia, intermittent, the kind that needs monitoring and medication adjustments and some changes to her routine. The doctor wanted her to stop her second job, the night cleaning shifts at the medical building downtown. My mother had been working two jobs for so long that I genuinely didn't know what she did with the time in between them.

"You'll stop?" I said.

"I'll consider it."

"Mom."

"I said I'd consider it, Ryan."

I looked at her over my mug. She looked back. This was us — this had always been us — a negotiation conducted mostly in silences and partial statements, each waiting for the other to commit first. I'd learned to read faces from my mother. I'd learned the specific exhaustion of someone who's been keeping too many things going for too long, and I'd learned it early, and I'd spent most of my adult life recognizing it in myself and not knowing what to do about it.

"I'll stay for a bit," I said. "Help out."

She didn't say you don't have to or I don't need help, which told me she'd already decided I would and had been waiting to see how long it took me to get there on my own.

"The couch folds out," she said.



I couldn't sleep that first night. This is also standard — I've never been able to sleep in Millhaven, not really, not the way I can in Portland in my own bed with its familiar ceiling. Something about being back here puts me on a low hum of alertness, some animal awareness I can't quite turn off. I lay on the fold-out couch and looked at the ceiling and listened to the town.

Small towns at night have their own sound. Not silence — people think small towns are silent, but they're not, they're just differently noisy. Dogs. Wind in the trees. The occasional car on a road that isn't built for much speed. From somewhere across the park, the sound of the lake against the shore, which isn't quite a sound you hear so much as something you feel in the back of your teeth. I'd grown up with that sound. I hadn't missed it, exactly, but hearing it again was like remembering a word you'd forgotten — you don't know it was gone until it's back.

I got up around one in the morning and stood at the window. The parking lot below was empty. The park across the street was dark except for the amber wash of a single lamp at the pavilion, which made the bare-branched trees look like something out of a woodcut. The lake was a darkness beyond the treeline, massive and still.

I used to draw that lake, I thought, which was true. Constantly, as a kid. Filling sketchbooks with it — the way the light moved on the water, the dock behind the pavilion, the far shore that on clear days you could just make out and on overcast days disappeared entirely. I'd loved the ambiguity of it. The idea that something that large could just cease to be visible.

I thought about Amber Dutton for the first time in years.

Not deliberately — she arrived the way those memories do, unbidden, surfacing out of some association I couldn't trace. A girl in my class when I was eleven. Quiet in a different way than I was quiet — where I was watchful, she was elsewhere, always seeming to be thinking about something that wasn't the present room. She drew too, sometimes, though she'd have died before she called it that. Doodles in the margins of her notebooks, elaborate little worlds she'd ink in during free period.

She disappeared in December of 2006. Winter break, almost. The snow had just come.

They found — some things, afterward. Not her. I never knew the full details; I was eleven and my mother had done her honest best to shield me from the news, which mostly meant I learned it in fragments from other kids on the playground, worse versions than the truth probably. The case went cold. The town moved on, the way towns do, incrementally and without announcement.

I hadn't thought about Amber in years. I didn't know why I was thinking about her now.

I stood at the window and watched the dark lake and after a while I went back to the fold-out couch. I didn't sleep for a long time.



The next three days were quiet in the way of necessary things. I drove my mother to an appointment on Friday morning; sat in a waiting room with old magazines and the particular anxiety of medical waiting rooms, which is just normal anxiety with nowhere to go. My mother emerged looking composed in the way she always looked composed, meaning I couldn't tell what she was actually feeling and had long since stopped trying to ask directly. The doctor had adjusted her medication. She was to rest more, which for my mother meant resting slightly less than she had been.

I cooked dinner two nights running. She didn't comment on this except to say, once, that I'd put too much garlic in the pasta, which I had.

On Sunday I walked down to the lake.

It was cold — that particular Pacific Northwest cold that isn't dramatic but that gets into you slowly, a patient cold. The park was empty except for a woman walking a dog at the far end. The pavilion had a notice board on its south wall with flyers that flapped in the wind: a community meeting, a lost cat, a sign-up sheet for the holiday parade. The broken swing was still broken. I stood at the edge of the dock and looked out at the water.

The lake in late October is a specific thing. The color of old pewter. No particular surface movement, just a long stillness that suggests depth. You can't see the bottom anywhere — not even near the shore, where you'd expect to. Something about the runoff from the hills, the particulate matter, the angle of the light; I don't know the science of it. I just know that as a kid I used to stand here and think about how much was down there that you couldn't see from above.

I took out my phone and looked at it without any intention of calling anyone, which is something I do when I don't know what to do with my hands.

Then I put it away and looked at the lake a while longer.

December 2006. She'd been wearing a red coat. I'd forgotten that detail for years and now it was there, clear as anything, the way memory works when you're somewhere it happened: her red coat, and the particular gap-toothed way she smiled when something actually landed as funny rather than just polite. I'd been too shy to talk to her much that year. I'd watched from a middle distance, the way I watched everything, and I'd thought about talking to her, and I hadn't.

I turned away from the lake and walked back across the park.

That night I got restless again — the same low hum, the same ceiling-staring. I was lying there thinking about nothing in particular, or trying to think about nothing in particular, when I heard something from outside. A sound I didn't have a category for immediately, somewhere between a door and a voice. I went to the window.

The parking lot below was not quite empty.

There were two figures near the far corner, under the shadow of the building overhang where the lamp didn't reach. One standing, one — I couldn't make out the position clearly, just the sense of someone lower down. I watched for a moment, trying to resolve the shapes into something sensible. They weren't moving.

Then the standing figure moved, quickly, and the second figure — I couldn't see where it went. Just the one person left, standing very still for a moment. Then they walked away, toward the street, without looking back.

I stood there for maybe thirty seconds parsing what I'd seen.

Then I went downstairs.

I don't know what I was thinking. I know what I'd tell you I was thinking — that someone might be hurt, that I'd heard something, that I should check. All of which was true and none of which was the whole story. The whole story involves a habit of watching things unfold at a careful remove and the specific, unfamiliar feeling of not wanting to do that. Of wanting, for once, to be the person who walked toward something rather than away.

I was outside in my coat and shoes before I'd finished deciding to go.

The parking lot was empty. No second figure, no disturbance — just the cars I'd seen all week, the dumpster at the far end, the overhang. I walked to the corner where I'd seen them and looked down and didn't see anything. Crouched, felt the ground, still nothing.

Then I looked up.

The woman was at the edge of the lot, lying half behind the dumpster, and she was very still. I knew before I reached her. I knew from the stillness and the angle of her, the way things that are very wrong have a specific geometry that the body recognizes before the mind catches up.

I crouched beside her and put two fingers to her neck and felt nothing.

I stood up and took my phone out and called 911 and gave them the address.

Then I stood there in the cold parking lot in the amber light and waited, and tried to think about what I'd seen, and knew, already, that I hadn't seen enough. That whatever I'd witnessed from the window had been too brief, too shadowed, too ambiguous to mean anything to anyone but me.

The sirens were a few minutes coming.

I stood in the parking lot and waited for them, which is what I did. What I've always done. I waited, and watched, and the snow that the forecast had been promising all week finally began to fall — first one flake, then several, then a quiet and steady descent of white that settled on the pavement and the cars and the still hand of the woman I hadn't gotten to in time.

I stood in it until the lights arrived.
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They were polite about it, at first.

That's the thing I remember most clearly about the next few hours — the careful politeness, the way Officer Reyes kept his voice in that particular register that means we're just talking, this is just a conversation, while his partner wrote things down in a notebook and didn't look at me directly. I've since learned that this is a technique. At the time I experienced it as something close to kindness, which tells you how badly I was reading the room.

I told them what I'd seen. Twice, then a third time when a different officer arrived. The two figures under the overhang. The standing one walking away. How I'd gone down to check and found her. I told it the same way each time because it was true, and when things are true they stay the same shape in the retelling. The officers listened. They nodded. They asked me how long I'd been in town, what my relationship was to the building, whether I knew the victim.

I didn't know her. I'd never seen her before.

That was the problem, I think, in retrospect. Or one of them.



My mother was awake by the time I came back upstairs. She was standing in the kitchen doorway in her robe, and when she saw my face she said, "What happened," without any preamble.

I told her. She sat down at the kitchen table while I talked. She had the same stillness she'd always had in difficult moments — not calm, exactly, but a kind of compression, like she was taking the information and pressing it into a smaller space so she could keep functioning. I'd watched her do it my whole life: at the call about my grandmother, at the conversation with the landlord about the rent, at the school meetings that were always about my silence and my watching and the concern of adults who'd mistaken introversion for damage.

"Did you know her?" my mother asked.

"No. I don't think she was from here."

"Did you tell them that?"

"Yes."

She looked at her hands on the table for a moment. "Go to sleep, Ryan."

"Mom—"

"There's nothing you can do tonight. Go to sleep."

I went to the fold-out couch. I didn't sleep.



They came back Monday morning. Not Officer Reyes this time but two plainclothes — a man and a woman, Detective Garth and Detective Solis, who showed me their badges at the door with the brisk efficiency of people who've shown badges thousands of times and stopped seeing the gesture as significant. My mother stood in the kitchen doorway again. They said it would be easier if they could speak with me privately. My mother said she'd stay in the kitchen, by which she meant she'd hear every word.

They sat on the couch. I took the chair across from them.

Garth was fifties, solid, the kind of face that had probably always looked fifty — not unpleasant, just settled into itself. Solis was younger, sharper, with a way of looking at you like she was already two questions ahead of the one she was asking. I would later develop an irrational fondness for Solis, the way you sometimes do with people who are honestly adversarial. At least you know where you stand.

"We appreciate you coming to speak with us again," Garth said.

"I didn't go anywhere."

"Right." He smiled slightly. "Can you walk us through yesterday evening one more time?"

I did. The same shape, same order. The window, the figures, going down, finding her.

"And you said you heard a sound," Solis said, looking at her notepad. "Before you went to the window."

"Something between a door and a voice, I said. I couldn't characterize it better than that."

"Had you been asleep?"

"No."

"What were you doing?"

"Lying awake. I don't sleep well here."

Solis wrote something. I watched her write it and tried not to imagine what it said.

"Mr. Calloway," Garth said, in a different register — not the reassuring one now, something more neutral and deliberate — "we found something that we need to ask you about."

"Alright."

"There were fingerprints on the victim." He paused. "On her jacket. We matched them this morning."

I looked at him.

"They're yours," he said.

The room did something strange for a moment. Not spun — I don't want to be melodramatic about it — but there was a brief sensation of the ground having shifted slightly under everything, the way you feel
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