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Dedication

To Andrew Aldrich and Fabienne Blanc. For keeping me sane and, more important, making me laugh.
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Prologue

Hiding behind Gabriel’s closet door, she heard them talking. She heard it all. Dazed, she sank down on her knees, somehow managing to gather up the rest of her things. Before Gabriel returned, she’d pushed open the window and climbed out, falling the few feet to the yard below. She started running, struggling for traction in the slushy snow. She heard Gabriel, concerned, calling after her—“Quinn. Quinn!”—but his voice was far away, as though it were coming from inside a tunnel.

She ran like she’d never run before, her long hair streaming behind her, the wind—her wind—whistling past her. She ran through backyards still dreary in the morning light, past the parked cars on Glover Street, past a woman walking her dog, past a pickup truck rumbling to life in a driveway. Panic rose in her. She pushed herself harder. She had to get to her house. By the time she turned onto Main Street, her lungs were burning, and she could hear the blood pounding in her ears. She ran past the drugstore, where Mr. Coates was opening the awning, and past Pearl’s, where the smell of coffee drifted out onto the sidewalk. By the time she reached Webber Street and the yellow split-level house where she lived with her dad, she’d slowed down. She stopped, doubled over, on the lawn, under the beech tree whose branches spread in all directions, beside the birdbath her late mother had put there, years ago. She could hardly draw in a breath. Nothing would ever be the same again . . .





Chapter 1

Why am I here? Quinn thought, sitting in her idling car in the parking lot of the Butternut Motel in a cold, bluish twilight in late March. Here was the town of Butternut, Minnesota, her home for the first eighteen years of her life, and by all accounts an idyllic and lovely place, with quaint shops, small houses, and a beautiful lake surrounded by great northern pines. It was her home, if home was the place you were born and grew up. But for Quinn it was also the place she’d avoided for the last ten years.

Who was it who wrote “you can’t go home again”? she wondered now. Thomas Wolfe, she decided, and, for a moment, she wasn’t in a motel parking lot but was back in her AP English class in the fall of her senior year, Mrs. McKinley droning on about autobiographical fiction while the boy at the desk next to Quinn doodled an image from World of Warcraft in the margin of his notebook. No, she thought, Thomas Wolfe was wrong. At least in her case. You could go home again, but maybe you shouldn’t go home again. Maybe you should listen to the same voice that, a decade earlier, had said, as you packed your suitcases after graduation, Leave, leave now, and don’t come back.

She wanted to put her car in reverse, but she didn’t. She wouldn’t go. Not yet. She’d do what she’d come here to do. She’d promised herself she wouldn’t run this time. She’d stay for the weekend. Probably longer. She turned off the car’s ignition. The engine stilled, and the heating vents, which had been piping warm air into the car, went cool. But she didn’t get out yet. She cocked her head and looked at the view through the windshield. It wasn’t encouraging. The Butternut Motel, a single-story building whose twelve rooms faced the parking lot, had struck Quinn, when she’d last lived in town, as charming and retro, with emerald-green paint, bright white trim, and an emerald-and-white-striped canopy that shaded the front office and had Butternut Motel printed on it in a jaunty cursive. Now, well . . . now the whole thing looked a little worse for wear, though in fairness that might have been the season. Mounds of tired snow separated the parking lot from the sidewalk that fronted the motel, and the bare shrubs that stood in for landscaping between the rooms shook, disconsolately, in the wind. Saddest of all was the plastic table and chair that stood sentry outside of each room. Who was sitting outdoors when the nights were still below freezing, and the days barely edging into the forties?

When the car started to get cold, Quinn got out. She lifted her suitcase from the trunk and wheeled it over to the office, where, through the windows, she could see a woman sitting at a reception counter. As Quinn pushed open the swinging glass door, though, her eyes slid past the woman and settled instead behind her where, on a table, there was a wire cage with a ferret inside of it. She flinched. She hated ferrets. Her neighbor had raised them when she was growing up, and she’d always found there to be something faintly repulsive about them.

“That’s Hank Williams,” the woman said, turning around to look at the ferret too. “Believe it or not,” she went on, “last year, one of our guests checked out of their room and left him behind.”

“I believe it,” Quinn said, though she smiled as she said it.

The woman smiled back. She was young—early twenties, Quinn guessed—and the general impression she gave was one of paleness. Pale hair, pale eyes, pale skin. Even her lips, when she smiled at Quinn, were pale. “Fortunately for Hank,” she confided to Quinn now, “—the Hank’s for Hank Williams, ’cause he just goes crazy when he hears country music—the owner, Mr. Tremblay, took a real shine to him. So, he put his cage in here, where he’d always have someone to keep him company.” She added, without a trace of humor, “It’s a selling point for some people, I think. Especially when we put his little leash on and let him walk around. You know, let him have the run of the place.” She paused. “You don’t remember me, do you?” she asked Quinn.

“Do we know each other?” Quinn said, realizing that she did indeed look familiar.

“Well,” the woman said, brushing pale bangs off a pale forehead. “I grew up in Winton. You went to high school with my brother, though. Liam Schultz. I think he was a couple of years behind you. I was in middle school when you graduated. I’m Carla Schultz.”

“Riiight,” Quinn said. The Schultzes. She remembered them now. They’d lived in Winton, the next town over, but their school had emptied into the same high school as Quinn’s. There’d been several children in that family, as she recalled, and they’d all been equally pallid.

“I couldn’t believe it when I saw your name on the reservations for today,” Carla continued. “And then I was, like, ‘oh, yeah, she’s here for—’” Something stopped her, though. “Here for the thing,” she said.

“The thing.” Quinn nodded, hoping Carla wouldn’t say any more. She didn’t want to talk about it. An awkward silence followed, interrupted by a gnawing sound emanating from Hank Williams’s cage. Quinn took her wallet out of her handbag, extracted a credit card from it, and slid it across the counter. “It’s for two nights,” she said. Carla nodded and ran the card.

“There’s free Wi-Fi,” she said to Quinn. “And a free continental breakfast in here every morning. Have you had dinner yet?” she asked, handing the card back to Quinn.

“Not yet, no,” Quinn said. “But I’m not that hungry.”

“No? Well, there’s the Corner Bar, three blocks down. You remember that, of course.” Quinn nodded. What she really wanted now was a drink. A glass of pinot grigio would be nice.

“How late is it open?” Quinn asked.

“Until ten tonight,” Carla said. “And if you’d prefer to eat in your room, you can call in a take-out order. Otherwise, we’ve got vending machines around the corner from room twelve. One of them has a chicken-flavored noodle soup in it that’s not too bad.”

“Oh, well, chicken flavored,” Quinn said. “I don’t know if I can pass that up.” But Carla stared back at her, a serious expression on her face. No, Quinn didn’t think she’d be eating chicken-flavored soup when the Corner Bar was down the street. She’d always loved that place; the atmosphere was casual and friendly and the bartender, Marty, was a local institution, as was the Corner Burger, the only thing on the menu that anyone ever ordered. She wanted to stop there at least once before she left Butternut.

“You’re in room six,” Carla said, taking a key out of a drawer and handing it to her. It was a real key, not a key card. When had she last seen one of these at a motel? Never, she decided, but Hank Williams had stopped chewing on whatever he’d been chewing on and was standing up on his hind feet and looking at her challengingly, as if he knew how much she disliked him and his kind, so Quinn thanked Carla and headed to room 6.

When she let herself in, her morale sank a little lower. It wasn’t the worst motel room she’d ever stayed in, and maybe, when this place had opened—in the ’50s?—it had had a kind of charm. But it had been redecorated since then, redecorated during a decade that favored heavy faux-walnut furniture, cheap brass light fixtures, and aggressively ugly bedspreads and curtains that were neither fabric nor plastic but some shiny compromise between the two. Quinn towed her suitcase inside, placed it on the luggage rack, and hung up her coat in the closet. She checked the bathroom—small but serviceable—and the bedside table drawer. Yep, there was the Gideon Bible. She reached to turn on the bedside lamp—more brass—and was amused to find it bolted down to the table. Who would ever consider taking it, unless, of course, they also decided to take the artificial potted fern standing in the corner? There were framed photographs on the walls, too, photographs of what appeared to be the local lakes, but the colors in them were so bright and garish—autumn leaves! blue water!—that they somehow made the scenery look as fake as the room.

She sat down on the bed, pulled her cell phone out of her pocket, and made a call. “Quinny?” she heard a moment later. She smiled. Her dad was the only person who’d ever been allowed to call her that. “Are you there?” he asked.

“I’m here,” she said. A big part of her, though, wanted to be back in Evanston, Illinois, in her safe, sunny second-floor apartment, not far from Lake Michigan, but plenty far from Butternut.

“And how is it?” he asked. He sounded casual, but Quinn could hear the undercurrent of concern in his voice.

“I don’t know, Dad. I just got here. I’m going to get through it, though,” she added, as much for his benefit as for hers. “I’m only committed to this weekend. Then, we’ll see.” What she didn’t say was that she felt as if a kind of darkness was encroaching, right on the edge of her consciousness. But she couldn’t explain this to her dad. “Oh, and by the way,” she said, wanting to change the subject, “there’s a pet ferret in the lobby of the Butternut Motel.”

“Oh, God,” he said. “You hate ferrets. I still don’t understand, though, why you’re staying at that motel. The Johnsons would have loved to have had you.” Like her, Quinn’s father had left Butternut ten years ago. Unlike her, he’d stayed in touch with his friends from there.

“I know that, Dad. And it’s true, this place is a little depressing, but”—she glanced around the room—“it suits my mood. Besides, I don’t think I’d be very good company at someone’s house.”

“You’re always good company,” he said.

“How’s Johanna?” Quinn asked. Johanna was her stepmother, of whom she was very fond. Quinn’s mother had died when she was too young to remember her, and her father hadn’t remarried until he’d met Johanna, seventeen years later. Since this was after Quinn had left for college, the three of them had been spared the challenge of building a life together. What they’d gotten, instead, when Quinn visited them, was a comfortable family of three. Comfortable because Quinn liked Johanna—who was approachable, warm, and down to earth—but also because the two of them shared something in common: they both adored Gene, Quinn’s father.

“Johanna’s fine,” Gene said. “She’s right here. She sends her love.”

“How was the show today?” Quinn asked. “Did Johanna sell any quilts?” Johanna’s quilts were beautiful, and because of them, she and Gene had embraced a nomadic lifestyle, spending part of the year at their house in Winona, in southern Minnesota, and the other part of it on the road, in their Airstream trailer, attending quilting shows all over the country.

“The show went well,” Gene said. “Johanna sold three of the cathedral windows quilts,” he added, mentioning one of the more difficult patterns Johanna did.

“Oh, I love those,” Quinn said, lying back on the bed. And she imagined her dad and Johanna in their cozy trailer, surrounded by quilts, a pot of Johanna’s beef stew—or something comparably delicious—bubbling on the stove, a loaf of bread baking in the oven. I miss you two, she almost said, but she caught herself. She wanted to visit them, but this was the busiest time of year for them. They spent most of their spring and summer on the craft fair circuit and wouldn’t be home again until September.

“Did I tell you that Theo suggested I write about this?” she said, changing the subject. “You know, the dedication ceremony tomorrow. Write about it for myself, at least. Not necessarily for publication.” Theo Grayson was Quinn’s editor at Great Lakes Living, the online magazine she freelanced for. She’d written so many articles for him, in fact, that she was practically a staff writer.

“Really?” he said. “Just the dedication, or the accident, too?”

“All of it,” Quinn said, running a hand over the bedspread. It felt more like plastic than fabric.

Her father was quiet. “Would you be in it?” he asked. “I mean, would you be a part of the story?”

Quinn hesitated. “I think that’s the idea. To write a personal essay. He thinks the harder it is to write about something that’s happened to you, the more important it is to write about it. He also thinks I should take a couple of weeks off. He says I work too hard. Imagine that,” she added in a joking tone. But it was more than that. Theo was worried about her. And the truth, however uncomfortable for Quinn, was that she was worried about herself too. Since winter she’d been struggling through even the simplest routines in her life. And the dreams, the dreams had begun again. The last time this had happened, back in college . . . But she pushed the memory of that time in her life away now. It couldn’t happen again. She wouldn’t fall apart. She wouldn’t let it happen. That’s why she was here. For reasons she didn’t entirely understand, she felt that returning to Butternut—which had long seemed to be the problem—was part of the solution.

“I think taking a little time off is a good idea, Quinn,” her dad said. “I don’t even remember the last time you took a real vacation.” He paused. “What did you say to Theo, though? About the personal essay?”

“I told him . . . I told him I didn’t know. I mean, that’s not my specialty. And I’m not sure I want it to be.” She rolled onto her stomach. It was true. Personal wasn’t her specialty. Writing, on the other hand, was. And since she wanted to write, needed to write, must write in order to feel complete, she knew she would write something during this trip to Butternut. And she couldn’t imagine how, in doing this, she could avoid the personal.

“Well, whatever you write, I’d love to read it,” her dad said. “And by the way—stop me if I’m being too personal—is this thing with Theo an editor-writer thing or something more?”

“It’s not clear yet,” Quinn said. “I’ll let you know before Thanksgiving, though.” She smiled. It was a standing joke in their family of three that Quinn never brought the same man twice to Johanna and Gene’s Thanksgiving dinners. Although for the last two years, she’d come alone.

He chuckled. “Well, you have lots of time to figure that out.” Then, after a moment of silence between them, he said, “Quinn, I wasn’t sure, at first, about your going back to Butternut. I didn’t know if it was a good idea. But I’m behind you now. This whole thing, though, this facing the past, it might be harder than you think.”

“I know, Dad,” she said, thinking to herself that even though she’d told him this was her plan—to return to Butternut and “face” the past—she wasn’t entirely sure what facing the past entailed.

“I’ll let you go, Quinny,” he said.

“I love you. And tell Johanna I love her, too.”

“I will. And it goes without saying we love you.”

After she put her phone down, she remained, for several minutes, lying on the bed, staring at the hideous pattern on the bedspread. She wanted to fold it up and hide it in the closet, but she didn’t have the energy. She’d only stopped twice during her ten-hour drive from Evanston, once for coffee and gas and another time for fast food. When she finally stirred now, it was to get an envelope out of her handbag. She sat down on the edge of the bed and examined it. The postmark on the envelope was from Butternut, but there was no return address and the handwriting—a neat cursive—was unfamiliar. The sender had addressed it to Quinn LaPointe at Great Lakes Living, and the magazine had forwarded it to her Evanston apartment. When she’d opened this envelope the first time, several weeks ago, standing at the kitchen counter of her apartment, her earbuds still plugged in from her evening run, she’d tipped the contents out and discovered there was no letter inside, no note, no explanation, just a clipping about a dedication ceremony from the Butternut Express. She’d felt, for a moment, while reading the clipping, the kitchen floor soften beneath her, as if her running shoes had sunk a few inches into the linoleum. It was a form of emotional vertigo, she knew. Now she took the clipping out again, unfolded it, and read the first few lines:

A Dedication for Three Young Men Who Died Ten Years Ago

A special ceremony is scheduled for Saturday, March 25, 11:00 A.M., at the Shell Lake Beach and Picnic Area off Birch Road. A dedication stone will be unveiled and Jack Mulvaney, the Northern Superior High School principal; Jane Steadman, the Butternut mayor; and Jeffrey Dobbs, Dominic Dobbs’s father, will all speak.

A short article followed this, but Quinn didn’t read it now. She folded the clipping and put it back in the envelope. Who sent this to me? she wondered, not for the first time. Someone who wanted her to know about the dedication, obviously. Someone who wanted her to come back to Butternut for it. But who? It was getting dark outside now, and she considered turning on some lights but instead lay back down on the bed. She wanted to rest for a minute. Then she’d get up and find some dinner.

It must have been more than an hour later when she woke with a start. The room was dark now and the light from the motel’s parking lot cast a yellow band onto the floor beside the window. She sat up. She felt feverish. She’d had one of the dreams.

Jake sat in the front seat of his old blue Ford truck. It was nighttime, and the truck’s headlights illuminated the leafless birch trees and the frozen expanse of Shell Lake before it. Smoke from the truck’s exhaust pipe drifted into the starry sky and mixed with burning filaments of ash from the nearby bonfire. Jake’s window was rolled down and music from the radio sounded tinny in the cold night air. Quinn stood a short distance away. Someone, a shadowy presence, stood somewhere behind her. Jake leaned out of the truck window and called to her, “Quinn. Quinn! Don’t let me die.”

But she had. She shivered now, violently. She already knew how that night had ended.





Chapter 2

The next morning, after a restless night’s sleep, Quinn picked up the “continental breakfast”—a Styrofoam cup of coffee and a plastic-wrapped Danish—from the motel’s office and drove the few blocks into town. With one hand holding her too-hot coffee and the other hand on the steering wheel of her Subaru, she cruised down Butternut’s Main Street. It had changed since her senior year in high school. Or, more likely, she had changed. Back then, it had still held all the small-town attractions of childhood; the rubber ball vending machine outside the variety store; the spinning red leather stools at the counter at the local coffee shop, Pearl’s; the always fascinating collection of glass animals at Butternut Drugs.

But now she noticed, as if for the first time, how pretty it was, with its candy-colored striped awnings, cheerful window boxes, and painted wooden benches. In another couple of months or so, when the piles of old snow had melted and the window box flowers were in bloom, it would be even prettier. And that would go for Butternut Lake, too. Less than a mile from town, it was a spring-fed, twelve-mile-long lake that Butternut residents firmly believed was the most beautiful lake in a state that had thousands of them. And the tourists and the summer people who flocked there between Memorial Day and Labor Day agreed.

Stopped at the only stoplight in town, Quinn checked her reflection in the rearview mirror. Her long, honey-brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and her hazel eyes were green in the morning light. Well, at least she didn’t look as if she’d barely slept last night, she thought, as the light changed and she turned left on Glover Street, heading in the opposite direction of Shell Lake. The dedication ceremony wouldn’t start for another hour, and there was something she wanted to do first.

As she drove out of town, the businesses and then the houses thinned out and then Glover Street turned into Route 89, and she saw the TOWN OF BUTTERNUT, POPULATION 1,200 sign receding in her rearview mirror. Then the countryside opened onto fields patchy with almost melted snow that were edged by pine trees and punctuated by the occasional farmhouse. As promised, the day was cold, and while the weather report was calling for sunshine later, it was overcast now, and the light that fell on the fields and trees had a muted, gray quality to it.

Quinn knew this road by heart. There was the tepee-shaped school bus shelter at the end of a farmhouse’s long driveway, there was the funny crooked oak tree in the middle of an otherwise empty field, looking as if someone had been in a hurry and had left it behind, by accident, and there was the hand-painted billboard for a snowmobile dealership that had closed before she could even remember it being open. She’d driven this route every day from the time she’d gotten her license at sixteen to the time she’d graduated from high school.

Quinn slowed as she drove past the TOWN OF WINTON sign and the high school came into view. It wasn’t an imposing building, but in a landscape this flat, with so little else to compete with it, it nonetheless had that effect. Northern Superior High School had been built in 1930, when Americans still had a reverence for public education, and the two-story brick building, with a white stone arch over the entranceway and two white stone columns flanking it, spoke to the seriousness of the work to be done inside. A less visible, modern addition, consisting of a cafeteria, a gymnasium, and science labs, had been added in the 1970s. The nearby towns of Butternut, Auburn, Baldwin, and Red Rock all fed into the high school, bringing the student body to almost six hundred.

Quinn had intended to drive by the high school, but once she saw the building she wanted, suddenly, to go inside. She turned into the driveway, hoping there would be someone there who could let her in, but when she pulled up in front she saw that one of the front doors was propped open. She parked and hurried up a front walkway lined with bronze-based light posts with white globelike lamps and up the wide, stone steps.

“Hello?” she called inside. Her voice echoed in the empty front hall, but, a moment later, a maintenance man came into view down one of the hallways, wheeling a garbage can ahead of him.

“Yes?” he called back.

“Mr. . . .” Quinn ransacked her memory. “Watts?” she asked, as he came closer.

“Uh-huh,” he said, rolling up to her. He looked slightly more gray, and grizzled, than he had a decade ago.

“My name is Quinn LaPointe,” she said. “I was in the class of 2007. I’m back in town and I wanted to take a look around.” She smiled. “You know, old time’s sake, that kind of thing.”

He stared at her, inscrutably. “Yeah. Okay,” he said. “But just for a few minutes. I’m about to lock up.”

“I’ll hurry,” she promised, coming into the front hall, a high-ceilinged room with pale pink marble walls, and a red-and-brown-tiled floor shiny with wear. Mr. Watts disappeared down another hallway, and Quinn walked, her high-heeled boots clicking on the tiles, past the administrative offices on her left, and the entrance to the auditorium on her right, to the far wall, where there was a series of glass display cases.

The first of these featured the high school’s “Wall of Fame,” and Quinn paused to look at the photos and bios of several illustrious alumni. More recently, these had included: a graduate of the class of ’97 who was now a state senator; a woman, class of ’04, who was now one of the hosts of a local morning show in the Twin Cities; and a member of the class of ’06 who’d played baseball, briefly, in the major leagues. Quinn smiled. At Northern Superior High School, you had to take your heroes where you could find them. The rest of the cases were devoted to the school’s athletic glories, and while Quinn hadn’t bothered to pay attention to them while she was there, now she moved down the row of them, trailing her fingers over the polished glass. “Go Bobcats,” she whispered to the photographs of championship teams, and to the pennants, the plaques, the trophies, and the two or three retired jerseys on display in them. The 1950s were obviously the heyday for the Bobcats, but every subsequent decade had brought some honors with it, however fleeting. When she got to the ’90s—the boy’s wrestling team had held sway—she felt a heaviness settling into her limbs. Coward, she scolded herself, pushing on.

She stopped in front of the second-to-last case, where, on the fourth shelf, right at eye level, in a silver frame leaning against the back of the cabinet, there was a color photograph of the 2006–2007 cross-country team. Twenty-four boys, in three rows of eight, each of them exuding youth and health from every pore, and, in the middle of the middle row, team captain Jake Lightman. She leaned closer, her breath clouding the glass in front of her. Jake must have just taken a shower; the habitual cowlick to the right of his part, the cowlick that Quinn had loved, was still combed down. Otherwise, the picture was pure Jake, so vital, so full of life. His head tilted back, his dark gold eyes staring straight into the camera as if he had nothing to hide, and his smile, his smile as natural, and as easy, as his running form had been. She wanted to slide the glass door open and get a closer look at the photograph. Years ago, she’d put away her photographs of Jake—most of them were in a storage box in her father’s garage—and seeing this one now made her wish she could look at all of them again.

“I’m sorry,” Quinn whispered to Jake’s photograph. “Can you forgive me?” She felt a tightness, a pain, building in her chest, a feeling that, most of the time, she had learned to breathe through. She looked to the right of the photograph, where a trophy announced the team as State Champions, Boys Cross-Country, 2006, and a plaque next to it read Jake Lightman, 2006, Runner of the Year.

Then she forced herself to keep moving, and she walked down the long corridor to the left, her heels click, click, clicking on the tiled floors as she passed rows of pea-green lockers, several bulletin boards, and classroom doors. There was something else she wanted to see. She stopped in front of a door labeled Communications Room and tried the handle. It was unlocked. Once again, she’d gotten lucky, if luck was in fact what it was. She turned on the lights and scanned the room. It looked totally different. Updated, reordered, and rearranged. She went inside anyway, to the back of the room, where she and Gabriel Shipp had had their newspaper “office.” This had consisted of a blue couch with the stuffing leaking out, a scuffed coffee table to put your feet up on, a poster on the wall from the movie The Shawshank Redemption, with the quote “Get Busy Living or Get Busy Dying” on it, and a uniquely ugly ficus tree that had been watered mainly with Diet 7UP.

These were gone now, though why wouldn’t they have been? How could any of them have meant as much to anyone as they’d meant to Quinn and Gabriel? She went over to the one familiar-looking piece of furniture left in the room, an old walnut cabinet pushed back between two sets of windows. She reached down and ran her fingers under the edge of one of its shelves. That at least was still there. She knelt to see it. G-A-B-R-I-E-L was carved into the wood, the letters pale against the walnut’s exterior. She smiled in spite of herself, remembering the winter afternoon Gabriel had carved this with his geometry compass. It had been a very un-Gabriel-like thing to do. He hadn’t had a shred of sentimentality, or so she’d thought at the time. She wondered if he would be at the dedication today. She rose, slowly. Better get going. She didn’t want to be late.

She checked her watch as she got into her car. That had taken longer than she’d expected. Instead of returning the way she’d come, she could take the Scuttle Hole Road shortcut. But the thought of taking this route to the dedication filled her with dread. It was on this very road that she’d seen Jake’s truck parked outside a run-down house, ten years ago, on the day of the accident, and even now the memory of it troubled her. She was pretty sure he’d lied to her about why his truck had been parked there, but she’d never found out why. No, I’m not going to take that shortcut, Quinn thought. I’ll take the long way. If I’m careful, I’ll get to the dedication with a couple of minutes to spare. She started the car, pulled out of the driveway, and headed toward Route 89.





Chapter 3

When Quinn took the turnoff for Shell Lake Beach and Picnic Area, she was surprised to discover that the parking lot was full. She parked behind a dirt-coated pickup truck on the rutted shoulder of the road and followed a stream of people down a paved trail to the picnic area. There was an unmistakable solemnity in their progression. The other guests hardly spoke to one another, and, when they did, their voices were low and serious, as though they were already practicing the gravity they felt the occasion required. When Quinn reached the clearing, it was more of the same. The group assembled there—at least a hundred strong—had a formality to it, a weightiness, that provided an odd juxtaposition to the picnic tables, barbecue grills, and fire pits in its midst. Indeed, she couldn’t imagine a typical summer afternoon unfolding here, an afternoon of fluttering gingham tablecloths, burnt hot dogs, and half-gnawed watermelon rinds. The only thing that could have made this scene feel any more portentous, Quinn decided, would be a funeral dirge playing in the background.

She moved through the crowd, searching for a place to stand so that her back would be to Shell Lake. This would be easier if she didn’t have to look at the water, she thought. The problem was that other than the dry pine needles carpeting the ground, the slender birch trees that ringed the clearing—some with snow clumped at their bases—and the overcast sky above, the slate-gray lake was one of the few things to see from here. And it was a pretty enough lake, too, on a nice day. But in a part of the country with so many lakes to choose from, Shell Lake was considered something of a poor cousin to Butternut Lake, which, at its closest point, was a little less than a mile away. Shell Lake was smaller, shallower, and, as part of a national forest, less developed than Butternut Lake. There were no houses or resorts on its shores, only the rustic picnic area. And, unlike Butternut Lake, there were no businesses, either, no places to rent kayaks, or buy bait, or order an ice cream cone. What Shell Lake did not have to offer, though, was also what it did have to offer. Its lack of amenities guaranteed the visitors who did come here—mainly locals—a degree of privacy they wouldn’t find on the busier lakes in the area. And so it had become something of a refuge for families in the summertime, ice fishermen in the wintertime, and high school students year-round. The last group was most prevalent here, at least on weekend nights. After all, if you wanted to have a party at a lake with a beach, a fire pit, and no one nearby to complain about the noise, then Shell Lake was the lake for you.

Quinn found a place to stand. From here she could see a few local dignitaries who, facing the crowd, had gathered on an incline that put them slightly above everyone else. Her eyes rested, for a moment, on the memorial stone. It was covered with a drop cloth, which was secured against the wind with a series of large rocks around its base. She saw then, to one side of the stone, Jake’s parents, Maggie and Paul Lightman. Maggie, she thought, looked a little thinner, and Paul a little grayer, but both still looked basically the same as they had ten years ago. This surprised her. Well, what did you expect, Quinn? That after the loss of their son they’d become . . . unrecognizable? But, in truth, a part of her had thought that. She felt a surge of affection for them; she’d always liked them and she’d known from the first time she’d met them, the summer she and Jake had started dating, that they’d liked her, too. A man standing next to them caught Quinn’s eye. He gave her a nod of recognition, and then smiled at her, a smile of unmistakable encouragement. We’ll get through this, it seemed to say, and Quinn felt a jolt of recognition. Tanner. Tanner Lightman. Jake’s older brother. He reminded her so much of Jake that she felt a little disoriented. She pulled her coat more tightly around herself and smiled back at him. She thought that ten years had done nothing to diminish his good looks, though, under the circumstances, it occurred to her that this thought might not be entirely appropriate.

She concentrated instead on the other people standing around the memorial stone. There was Mr. Mulvaney, Northern Superior’s longtime principal, who had even less hair now than he had had when she was in high school, but who wore the same wire-rimmed glasses, which still had a tendency to slip down his nose. And there was Mr. Drossel, who had been the high school’s cross-country coach, and, for all Quinn knew, still was. And Pastor Hanson, of course, the minister at Butternut’s Lake of the Isles Lutheran Church.

She scanned the rest of the crowd for familiar faces. There were more than a few. Some of them Quinn had known well. She gave a small wave to Veronica Malley. She’d had six siblings and when Quinn was in second grade she’d told her dad she wanted to “borrow” some of them for their family, which had made him laugh. She’d been Quinn’s chemistry lab partner in eleventh grade, and Quinn could see her as she had been then, her eyes squinting with concentration behind safety goggles as she bent over the Bunsen burner. Now, she held a chubby baby, dressed in a light blue snowsuit. He babbled, loudly, blissfully unaware of the somber mood around him. Quinn also smiled at Joe Gardella. She’d had a major crush on him in middle school. They’d grown up on the same street and had waited at the same school bus stop, and Quinn remembered the almost drunken pleasure with which the two of them, on rainy days in grade school, had stomped violently in the puddles that had formed on the sidewalk.

Not everyone in the crowd looked familiar. There were a couple dozen teenagers—high school students, obviously—shuffling in the cold. Why are they here? she wondered. They were too young to have been friends with the three boys who’d died. One, a girl with heavy blue eye shadow, stood to the left of Quinn, scrolling down her iPhone screen with rapt attention. Quinn, annoyed, looked away from her and swept her eyes around the assembled guests once more. She was looking for just one person now. No, she decided finally. He wasn’t here. Gabriel, once her closest friend, was nowhere to be found in this crowd.

Part of her was relieved. In all likelihood, he no longer lived here. He’d gone on to do the things he’d always wanted to. Even at sixteen, when he and Quinn had first become friends, Butternut could barely contain his ambition, talent, and energy. She could remember him so clearly now: his longish, light brown hair, his pale skin, and his intense blue-gray eyes that seemed almost to be lit from within. At the time, she had perhaps underestimated his charm. The way he’d brushed his hair out of his eyes, the way he’d smiled that uneven, slightly crooked smile, the way he’d lounge on anything as though it was the most comfortable piece of furniture on the planet. Most of all, though, she remembered the way he listened to her in a way that was thoughtful, intense, and without judgment. It would be years before Quinn realized what a rare quality that was in someone. But it wasn’t just his physical presence she remembered. He’d been a dreamer whose dreams had never seemed beyond his grasp. He’d wanted to take a road trip with Quinn through the American West, taking photographs of the landscape and of people. And he’d wanted to go to college, to study photography, and then to travel the world, working for National Geographic. Quinn figured, now, they’d be lucky to have him. He was probably photographing the Namibian sand dunes even as she stood here.

But she frowned, slightly. Thinking about him always brought with it a familiar uneasiness. Because as close as they’d once been, they’d lost touch with each other since then. Not gradually, either, the way you do with some old friends, but suddenly, almost overnight, during Quinn’s freshman year of college. And it wasn’t just losing touch that made Quinn uneasy. It was her memory of what she and Gabriel had done on the night of the accident, after they’d left the bonfire, that troubled her too. She rubbed her gloved hands together for warmth. She missed him, though. If he hadn’t returned for the dedication, it meant she wouldn’t see him during this, her one and, she hoped, only visit to Butternut.

“If you could please give us a minute,” Mr. Mulvaney, the principal, said, his voice sailing over the heads of the crowd and interrupting Quinn’s thoughts. “We’re waiting for one of the speakers to find a parking spot.” Quinn puffed out a breath and squinted at the sky. The weather report was right. The sun was beginning to burn through the clouds, though its light carried little warmth. She shuffled her feet, wishing she’d chosen her boots for warmth instead of for appearance.

“Quinn!” someone standing to her right said in a low, throaty voice. Quinn turned to see a woman in a pink paisley scarf. “You don’t remember me, do you?” she asked her, with a deep chuckle. “It’s okay. I haven’t seen you since you graduated from high school.”

“Mrs. Fast?” Quinn said, because the woman standing beside her was both heavier and blonder than her seventh-grade social studies teacher had been.

She nodded, pleased. “Yes, but you can call me Kathy.”

“Kathy,” Quinn corrected herself.

“Do you remember the extra-credit project you did on the Lewis and Clark expedition?” Mrs. Fast whispered, since there was now an expectant stir of movement that suggested the dedication was about to begin. “You wrote a wonderful monologue about Sacagawea.”

“I do,” Quinn said, with a smile. In Mrs. Fast’s presence, she was remembering other things, too, from that social studies class: the Louisiana Purchase, Manifest Destiny, and the Industrial Revolution.

“Are you still writing?” Mrs. Fast asked her.

Quinn nodded. “I’m a journalist.”

“Good for you,” Mrs. Fast said, or rumbled rather, her deep voice resonant. She placed a pink gloved hand on Quinn’s arm. “You’re one of those students of mine who got away. You left here and never looked back.” She gave Quinn’s arm a final squeeze and released it, then worked her way back to where she’d been standing in the crowd. Got away? Quinn thought. That was an odd choice of words. She was pretty sure, though, that Mrs. Fast meant this as praise. So why did Quinn feel this might also be a kind of indictment? And was that what Gabriel had done too? Gotten away?

“We’re almost ready to begin,” Mr. Mulvaney said, and Quinn saw that he had been joined by a petite woman in her fifties or sixties whose wispy red hair refused to stay in the bun she had fashioned it into. That must be Butternut’s mayor, Jane Steadman, Quinn guessed. She’d read in the newspaper that the mayor was going to speak here today, and for some reason, Quinn felt sorry for her. She looked ill at ease, handing the piece of paper she’d brought with her to Mr. Mulvaney and trying to do something complicated, and unworkable, with her hair. Quinn glanced at the teenage girl to her left. She was still on her iPhone. Quinn wanted to ask her to put it away, but the girl, as if sensing Quinn’s disapproval, looked up and shrugged. “He made us come,” she said to Quinn, cutting her eyes to Mr. Mulvaney. “The whole junior class.”

“He did?”

“Well, I mean, he ‘strongly encouraged’ us to come,” she said, putting those two words in air quotes. She stuffed her iPhone into her down jacket pocket. Quinn wondered why Mr. Mulvaney had wanted them to come. Perhaps it was simply as representatives of the high school, or perhaps it was more than that. Had he seen this as a life lesson for students? A teachable moment? In any case, though, that lesson might have difficulty taking hold. Alone among the crowd, the students appeared unimpressed by the seriousness of the occasion. Quinn watched as one boy knocked the baseball cap off another one in a mocking gesture, and the other one picked it up with a dramatic flourish and put it back on his head. It would take a lot more to impress them than the deaths of three young men. Quinn remembered that age, with its almost unshakable belief in your own immortality. Death was something that happened to other people, older people, not to your peers, and least of all to you. She’d thought that then, too, thought it until the spring of her senior year.

“Welcome, everyone, and thank you for coming,” Mr. Mulvaney began. “We’re going to begin with an invocation from Pastor Hanson.” Quinn and everyone else—even the girl with the blue eye shadow—bent their heads for the opening prayer. When it was over, Mr. Mulvaney spoke again. “No parent, principal, or politician ever wants to give a dedication like the one I am giving today,” he began. “It was here, on Shell Lake, ten years ago, that three remarkable young men—Jake Lightman, Dominic Dobbs, and Griffin Hoyer—died.” He halted. And hearing their names, Quinn felt emotion well up in her. She fought the impulse to cry. This isn’t a good place to fall apart, she told herself, standing up a little straighter and tightening her scarf. Mr. Mulvaney continued, “Many of you know what happened that night. But for those of you who don’t, these three young men drove a truck out onto this lake, which they believed was still frozen through. But it wasn’t. And all three young men drowned . . .” Quinn stopped listening to Mr. Mulvaney. She was remembering the newspaper clipping about the dedication she’d brought with her and looked at last night before she went to bed. The clipping she’d read only twice but remembered verbatim:

The driver, Jake Lightman, 18, along with his two passengers, Dominic Dobbs and Griffin Hoyer, both 18, drove a 1980s Ford truck out onto Shell Lake, a little after midnight on March 24, 2007. And although many people drive their trucks and snowmobiles out onto area lakes in the winter, this was late in the season when the ice is notoriously unstable due to fluctuations in temperature. Mr. Lightman and his friends had been attending a high school bonfire at the Shell Lake picnic area. According to witnesses who’d been at the bonfire that night, it appeared that Mr. Lightman stopped the truck in the middle of the lake for several minutes, before the truck broke through and was submerged in the water. The police report said that stopping on the ice may have increased the load beyond the ice’s breaking point, causing it to give way beneath them . . .

“. . . all three of these young men were seniors at our high school,” Quinn heard Mr. Mulvaney say now. “They had their whole lives in front of them: college, jobs, and family. We have all been deeply saddened by this tragedy, and each of their families has suffered an unfathomable loss. But today, as we unveil this dedication stone in their names, we choose to remember them and to honor them.” Mr. Mulvaney looked at the crowd through his half-lowered glasses. Quinn felt suddenly unsteady. She was afraid she was going to faint. She loosened her scarf, unbuttoned the top button of her coat, and hoped that the cold air would prove bracing. It did. She took a deep breath, and her vision cleared. But she couldn’t follow the rest of what Mr. Mulvaney said. Couldn’t or wouldn’t. She had known this service would be difficult. Standing here, though, she understood that knowing this wasn’t the same thing as being prepared for it.

To steady herself she focused on the people near the memorial stone. She noticed Dominic Dobbs’s parents, Jeffrey and Theresa, standing off to the side. She hadn’t seen them earlier, but she knew from the newspaper article that Jeffrey was going to speak today. Dominic had been Jake’s best friend since elementary school. He had been different from Jake, quieter and more serious. But theirs was a bond forged in early childhood. Quinn had liked him. She hadn’t known him before her senior year, but once she’d started dating Jake, Dominic went out of his way to make her feel comfortable. Griffin, on the other hand, had only been friends with Jake since high school. He’d moved to Winton from Wisconsin in ninth grade, but when he’d joined the cross-country team, he’d fallen in with Dominic and Jake. And she’d liked him, too, but he was much harder to get to know. Quinn’s father had told her that Griffin Hoyer’s parents and siblings weren’t coming to the dedication. The family had moved back to their hometown in Wisconsin, where they’d lived before the accident, and they weren’t making the trip back for this event.

Mr. Mulvaney finished speaking and introduced Mrs. Steadman, the mayor. Whatever credentials she’d brought to office with her, public speaking wasn’t one of them. Her voice was much quieter than Mr. Mulvaney’s and Quinn could make out little of what she said. As she talked on, Quinn saw something out of the corner of her eye. A black bird had alighted from a nearby tree branch, and she followed it as it flew into the sky above. The clouds were breaking up, and in between them were patches of blue. Medium blue. The same color as Jake’s Ford truck. Jake had loved that truck. She had loved that truck too. They’d spent a lot of time in it together. But whatever good memories she’d had of it had long since been wiped clean. And, suddenly, she imagined the truck the night of the accident: Jake and Dominic and Griffin crowded together in the front seat as Jake drove out onto the middle of frozen Shell Lake. The truck’s windows rolled up, the cab filling with the smoke from Dominic’s cigarette, the radio pulsing on the hard rock station Griffin had liked. And then, before they had time to register it, the ice groaning and then cracking beneath them, and the truck plunging into the water. Coldness. And then blackness. Quinn felt a wave of nausea roll over her, and then a hot, prickly faintness. She wanted to sit down at one of the picnic tables, but instead she squeezed her eyes
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