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			Prologue

		

	
		
			

			Funny thing about the Adirondacks. Head up the Northway toward Montreal, and right away you sense that you’re leaving the Rust Belt. Oh, sure, there’s still evidence of economic hardship, but on that multilane interstate you also begin to encounter cities and towns where your average upstate New Yorker can’t afford to live. The first of these is Saratoga Springs, with its thoroughbred racetrack, performing arts center, the famous Yaddo writers’ colony and posh Skidmore College. To a degree, Saratoga is seasonal, its population during racing season more than doubling with wealthy downstaters, but the city remains vibrant (and unaffordable to most upstaters) in all seasons. But keep going. There’s more. Just a few miles up the road you’ll find Lake George, and after that Ticonderoga and Lake Placid, which, thanks to the Olympics, is more famous as a winter destination than a summer one. And here’s the thing about all these prosperous mountain communities: They’re actual towns, with town centers. Structurally, they resemble their poorer Rust Belt neighbors – Broadalbin, Johnstown, Gloversville, Amsterdam, St. Johnsville, Little Falls, Herkimer – towns that parallel the New York State Thruway all the way to Buffalo. They all have mayors and police departments and local schools and town councils. The only difference that really matters is the size of their budgets.

			If the Northway is all you know about the Adirondacks, you might very well conclude that prosperity and good fortune are a matter of altitude, but you’d be wrong. If, for instance, you were to head up Route 29, not just north but also west into those same Adirondacks, what you’d find is a place called Stone Mountain. What you wouldn’t find is a town center. You’d sense, as you did on the Northway, that the place is seasonal, though you wouldn’t know – how could you? – that up here there are ten times as many people in the summer as there are in the winter. What the winding, two-lane blacktop reveals around each turn is a fragment of the place you’re in. You don’t see things. You glimpse them, and just that quickly, they’re gone. The exception is Stone Mountain Lake, where the road briefly straightens out, the terrain flattens, and you can take things in. The lake is surrounded by camps, many of which are uninsulated, though you wouldn’t necessarily know that, and therefore habitable only in warm weather. At the edge of the lake is the old Stone Mountain Amusement Park, fenced off now, some of its rides dismantled, others rusting. But go ahead. Use your imagination. Fill that deserted midway with throngs of people from down in the valley, clutching rolls of tickets, whole families waiting in long lines for the bumper cars and Snap the Whip. Don’t just imagine. Remember. Remember what amusement parks were like before they became corporate, before there were special lines for people who have more money than you do. Most of the time you don’t think of yourself as poor, and you don’t today, so when you get hungry, you figure, Why not splurge? Take the kids and eat at the restaurant that overlooks the lake. Fill your plate up at the all-you-can-eat buffet – macaroni and potato salads; hot dogs and burgers and fish sticks; roast beef, carved at a special station, costs extra – and grab a table over by the windows, which have been left open to capture the breeze off the lake. Mmmm, nice. You’re not poor; you’re rich.

			

			Okay, but now the lake is gone and you’re climbing again. Up ahead is the high school, its student body roughly a third of what it was back when the amusement park was open, one entire wing closed off now. Funding for the arts and shop and home economics is a thing of the past, but the dwindling budget still provides for boys’ basketball, baseball and football teams. Discouraging, sure, but it’s happening everywhere, right? Anyway, keep going. There’s more to see, even if it’s not what you saw along the Northway. A roadhouse advertising live music on weekends. A golf course that opens on Memorial Day and closes when the temperatures begin to fall and the valley dwellers stop making the journey up the Mountain. A small, two-story brick police department with an attached one-cell jail, a couple cruisers parked out front, uniformed officers leaning up against them. Oh, look! you think at the next bend in the road. They have a coffee shop! But then you see how shabby it is, how its deck slopes. You suspect that all they serve is drip coffee. You can’t help wondering how far away you are from the nearest Starbucks. Thirty miles? More? Never mind. You don’t really even like Starbucks that much. Up ahead is another, smaller lake, its surface still, like glass. It, too, is ringed with camps. At the turnoff there’s a battered, faded sign that reads private. association members only and you idly wonder how much it would cost to join.

			

			Then a long stretch of nothing. Tall, dark pines and sheer rock face. Part of you thinks about calling it a day and heading back down the Mountain, but the other part is determined to see this through, because it really is breathtakingly beautiful up here, isn’t it? Also, it’s hard to completely surrender what you deduced on the Northway, that prosperity may somehow be linked to altitude. There has to be a Lake Placid up here somewhere if you just keep climbing. But no, the farther you go, the less there is to see. An abandoned pizza joint. Kids have shattered its sign with rocks, the sharp shards strewn on the ground. Another roadhouse, this one seedier, Utica Club beer signs in its otherwise dark windows, two or three cars in the rutted, unpaved lot that’s large enough to accommodate fifty. What really gets to you, though, are those cabins you glimpse in the woods, smoke drifting lazily from their chimneys. There’s one you’ll not soon forget, its yard strewn with tires and hubcaps and trash. A man with a long beard comes out, kicks a child’s toy out of the way and stares angrily at a small, yellow eight-seater school bus that’s up on blocks, its windows fogged. Someone must be living in that, too. Someone cold and afraid.

			

			Realizing that you’ve come to the end of the line, you start looking for a place to turn around and fear that there isn’t one, that you’ve waited too long. Now you have no choice but to keep climbing forever. You think to yourself that Stone Mountain is a place that doesn’t yield many good outcomes. People from around here don’t go out into the world and become rich and famous. If that’s what you’re thinking, you’re right.

			With one exception.

		

	
		
			

			Part 1

		

	
		
			

			Tyler

			When they’re all in the limo and the driver has assured them that he’s clear on his instructions (to deliver Stone Mountain to Stone Mountain), Jason turns his attention to Tyler. He and Beth have both been watching him like hawks ever since they left Nashville. ‘Okay, explain it to me,’ Jason says. ‘What am I missing here?’

			Tyler wishes he could explain, but in order to do that he’d have to admit to the paralyzing dread that’s been building steadily, ever since Jason told him about the concert on Stone Mountain without first getting Tyler’s permission or even asking for input. ‘Look,’ Tyler says. ‘I’m not pissed at you.’ Though they both know he is. ‘I’m pissed at myself for not vetoing the idea out of hand.’

			Jason, frustrated, exchanges a glance with Beth, who just shrugs. Is it Tyler’s imagination, or do they seem to be in cahoots a lot these days? Did Jason clear the idea with her first? Did she promise she’d talk Tyler into it? Or does he have it backwards? Is it possible that Beth was the one who suggested it?

			‘Can you just explain what’s got you so bent out of shape,’ Jason pleads. ‘I mean, it’s the perfect tune-up gig before we go somewhere that matters, an ideal place to work out the kinks.’ The pandemic, he means. Two years of lockdown and no live shows.

			‘Great band,’ says Eddie, their tour drummer. 

			They all regard him curiously.

			‘The Kinks,’ he clarifies.

			Jason blinks at him, then returns his attention to Tyler. ‘Plus, it’s for a good cause, right? Your old friend? What’s his name again?’

			Tyler’s pretty sure Jason hasn’t forgotten Doc’s name. He never forgets things. That’s what makes him such a good manager. He’s just trying to draw Tyler out of his inexplicable funk. ‘Doc,’ Tyler reminds him. ‘Tim Dockery.’

			

			‘Right, right, right,’ Jason says, as if to suggest that the name was on the tip of his tongue. ‘How long since you’ve seen him?’

			‘Eighteen years.’

			‘Seriously?’ Jason says. Tyler watches him do the arithmetic in his head. ‘You haven’t been back to Stone Mountain since you left?’

			‘Nope,’ Tyler says. ‘I made a clean getaway. Until today.’

			Jason exchanges another glance with Beth. Really? Can this be true?

			She nods. ‘All mail that arrives with a Stone Mountain postmark gets returned unopened.’

			‘That’s kind of sad,’ Jason says. Pitiful, he seems to mean. Or possibly unhinged.

			‘You think?’ Tyler says, pretending innocence. ‘How so?’

			‘It’s… your home?’

			Eddie snorts at this. ‘Musicians don’t have homes,’ he says. ‘How can you not know that?’

			Jason ignores this, as he does most of what Eddie has to say. Tyler senses the other man’s mounting frustration. He’d like to probe further, get to the bottom of Tyler’s foul mood, but how?

			Jack, their bassist, says, ‘They only knew three chords.’

			Jason regards Jack the way you would an alien beamed down from a planet made up of congenital idiots. Here he is trying to have an important, serious conversation, and shit keeps coming out of left field. ‘Who?’

			‘The Kinks,’ Jack explains, demonstrating the three chords in question on an air guitar as he growls out the opening sequence to ‘All Day and All of the Night.’

			‘Jesus,’ Jason says, rubbing his temples. Tyler can tell he’s already regretting his decision to have Jack and Eddie travel with them instead of with the roadies. The way he’d explained it to Tyler, he wanted to establish a camaraderie, make them feel like part of the band, despite the fact that Stone Mountain is, for all intents and purposes, a duo. That’s how important Beth has become. Would there even be a Stone Mountain without her? Well, yeah, he supposes there would. He is still the band’s front man, and he’d find a way to soldier on. Important though Beth may be, she’s not vital, which is why Jason is concerned. Because the truth is, Tyler is not right, hasn’t been for a while. Nobody knows this better than Tyler himself. The whole idea of the tour is to make things right, and they won’t be until he is. If Tyler can’t somehow find his way, it’s game over until whatever’s fucked up can be sorted out. And if it can’t be? The good news is that Beth will probably land on her feet, find a career as a solo artist. Unless Tyler is mistaken, that’s been her secret ambition for some time. It’s not that she’s looking to quit the band. At least Tyler doesn’t think she is. But she’d probably like to step out of Stone Mountain’s shadow, and if so, who could blame her? She’s a gifted songwriter, every bit as talented as Tyler himself. To this point they’ve had a Lennon-McCartney-type agreement, the bylines of their songs reading Tyler Sinclair and Beth Delaney, regardless of who’s taken the lead or who’s done the majority of the work. And as with Lennon-McCartney, Stone Mountain fans have begun to speculate, based on both lyrics and melody, whether it’s a Tyler song or one of Beth’s. Back when they started to collaborate, they worked pretty much from scratch, Beth at the piano or Tyler on his acoustic twelve-string, but over time that’s changed. These days, he’ll come home unexpectedly and Beth will be noodling at the piano, but when she becomes aware of his presence, she’ll stop and lower the cover over the keys, as if he’s caught her on a porn site. ‘Don’t stop,’ he’ll tell her. ‘I like it.’ At which she just shakes her head. ‘There’s nothing to like yet. It’s too new.’

			

			He gets it. He too is a perfectionist and worries about sharing stuff that’s too raw. Nobody likes to be glimpsed fumbling around in the dark, blindly searching the wall for the light switch. Still, he misses how things used to be when he and Beth collaborated earlier in the process. Part of the fun was watching things that seemed unfixable get repaired, and for it not to matter who did the fixing. What’s happened, he suspects, is that Beth has simply caught up to him, skill-wise. She wants to work by herself until she can’t make the song any better. Only then will she invite him in. But it’s also more than that. She’s becoming not just more skilled but also more confident. It’s not just that she doesn’t need him as early as she used to, it’s that she doesn’t need him as much at any point in the process. The difference between them is that he knows that he can do what needs to be done without her help because he was doing it before they met, whereas Beth suspects she can succeed without him and would like to know for sure.

			

			Same deal with her performing onstage. As a member of Stone Mountain, she’s been mostly relegated to background harmonies behind Tyler’s lead vocals. Which is why, except for Jason, nobody really knows what a kick-ass singer she is, that she’d be capable of commanding the stage if Tyler himself weren’t already commanding it. She knows – she has to know – that she and her keyboard are literally three feet from stardom. Of course she’d like to do a solo album. What he doesn’t know, because he’s never wanted to ask, is whether she thinks he’s been purposely holding her back. It’s not like he’s a domineering guy. At least he doesn’t think he is. True, onstage he’s a force of nature, but that doesn’t carry over into the rest of their lives, does it? The way he sees it, they’ve been good for each other pretty much from the start. He’s helped her come out of her shell, to overcome her natural shyness not only by giving her permission to assert herself but insisting that she do so. And God knows she’s been good for him. Since they became a couple, he’s cut way back on his drinking, started taking better care of himself – exercising more and eating healthier. There’s no question he looks better. Actually, he’d been thinking about suggesting they get married when the pandemic hit, but who wanted to get married when you couldn’t have a wedding? Now, with the pandemic finally behind them, he wonders if marriage is even necessary. Awful though it was, the virus had been good for them, clarifying what was important and what they could manage without. (Does marriage fall into that category? he wonders.) They’d made the most of lockdown and gotten a shitload of work done. How many new songs did they write? A couple albums’ worth? Okay, a few still need work, but that’s what this tour is all about. The idea is to get their groove back, shed the worst of the rust. After a month on the road, they’ll take a two-week break, return to Nashville, hit the studio and record the songs that are ready, then finish the tour. It’s not a bad plan. If only the first stop wasn’t Stone Mountain. If he can somehow just survive that.

			

			Of course there’s an irony in all this. Over time, Tyler has managed to convince himself that he’s put Stone Mountain, a place he swore never to set foot in again, behind him, but of course he now knows that he hasn’t. These last few days, memories of home have come flooding back like, well, like water over a dam. And not just any dam, the dam, the one that got rebuilt every summer, transforming the rushing mountain stream to a tranquil pond, large enough for a few dozen kids to cavort in, the water-winged little ones splashing about in the shallows, the older ones rope-swinging out into the middle where the deeper water was still numbingly frigid even in July. On weekends people arrived at the campground early, parking their vehicles among the pines, staking out picnic tables with ice chests and adjacent fireplaces with bags of charcoal and wood chips.

			As a kid, Tyler’s favorite spot in the whole campground was under the Falls. There, the water roaring over the dam created a dark cave just big enough for two or three boys, or maybe a boy and a girl, to huddle together. You couldn’t be seen from the outside, and anything you said there would be drowned out by the rushing water. Because it wasn’t considered safe there – what if the dam gave way? – you had to sneak behind the Falls when the lifeguard wasn’t looking, but once there, you were safe. The particular memory that’s been haunting Tyler of late is of the day his best friend, Curt, found him hiding there. They’d both turned eleven that year, and Tyler will always remember it as the summer everything turned to shit. Sitting by himself, his tailbone up against the leaky dam, his head between his bony knees, he didn’t realize Curt had joined him until the other boy settled in next to him and said his name.

			

			‘Go away,’ Tyler told him, not looking up, not wanting his friend to know he was crying.

			‘I saw your bike,’ Curt said. ‘I’ve been looking for you everywhere. I heard about what happened.’

			‘I don’t want to talk about it,’ Tyler told him, though he did, at least part of him did, the small part that didn’t wish himself dead.

			‘Is your mom okay?’

			‘She’s still in the hospital.’

			‘Your dad beat her up again?’

			Now Tyler raised his head and looked at his friend. ‘I just watched,’ he said.

			‘There’s nothing you could’ve done,’ Curt said. ‘He’s a grown-up. You’re a kid.’

			‘All I did was watch,’ Tyler repeated, choking on his tears now. ‘I just… stood there. She was on the floor and begging him to stop, but he just kept kicking her and telling her to get up so he could punch her again.’

			‘That really sucks,’ Curt said. ‘But, hey. You can stay with us for a while. I already asked my parents.’

			‘Yeah?’ Tyler said, and now, on his way back to Stone Mountain in a stretch limo, he feels all over again the rush of gratitude he’d felt that day under the Falls.

			‘It’ll be fun,’ Curt said, determined to cheer him up. ‘You want the top bunk or the bottom one?’ Curt’s family wasn’t rich, but they had a nice house, nicer than Tyler’s, and Curt had his own bedroom with bunk beds his parents had purchased when his mom was pregnant with Curt’s little brother, who’d been born dead.

			Tyler had allowed himself a momentary surge of hope, to imagine himself living with Curt and his family forever, but of course he knew it was impossible. When his mother got out of the hospital and his father was released from jail, they’d go back to being a family again. ‘He’s just going to keep doing it until he kills her.’

			

			‘Maybe not,’ Curt said. ‘Maybe this time he’s learned his lesson. Maybe he’ll quit drinking.’

			But no. That would never happen. ‘I just want to grow up, you know? Get big enough to kick his fucking ass.’ Had this been the first time he used the word fuck? Tyler remembers how surprised he was to hear it come out of his mouth, more shocking, somehow, than his desire to beat his father bloody, maybe even kill him.

			‘You will someday,’ Curt assured him. ‘And you know what?’ 

			Their eyes met.

			‘I’ll help you.’

			‘Yeah?’ Tyler said, feeling a small smile begin to form at the thought. How desperately he’d wanted to believe that such a day would ever come.

			‘You bet,’ Curt said, extending the pinkie finger of his right hand. ‘Best friends forever?’

			‘Forever,’ Tyler agreed, linking his own pinkie with Curt’s.

			How strange, Tyler reflects, back in the limo now, these promises people make to each other, every single one of them predicated on the belief that how they feel at the moment is how they will always feel, that tomorrow will be like today, that you will be the same person next Tuesday or next month, or next year, that you are now.

			Which is, Tyler now understands, a crock. Even an eleven-year-old should know better. Seven short years after he and Curt linked pinkies, Tyler had left Stone Mountain with nothing but a duffel bag full of clothes, a few bucks stolen from his father’s dresser drawer and his guitar. He’d left without saying goodbye to Curt or Freddi or Doc or any of his other friends and he hasn’t been back since.

			

			But thanks to fucking Jason, that’s where he’s now headed. Maybe, he thinks, he’ll get lucky. Maybe the limo will fall off the Mountain.

			an hour later, thanks to Beth, who’s taken his cold hand in her warm one, Tyler has managed to tamp down the worst of his dread. Somehow, he tells himself, he’ll get through this.

			Jason is craning his neck to peer out the window. ‘Wow,’ he says. ‘Take a gander at this.’

			They’re passing the old Stone Mountain Amusement Park, which was in decline when Tyler was a kid and now looks completely abandoned. There’s a rusted Ferris wheel, an empty pavilion that once housed bumper cars, a Snap the Whip, a Tilt-A-Whirl and, saddest of all, a carousel from which the horses have all been removed, leaving only their silver poles. And beyond all this the shimmering lake, which even Tyler has to admit is beautiful.

			‘So…’ Jason says, trying to make sense of what he’s seeing, ‘once upon a time this place was prosperous?’

			‘For a while,’ Tyler admits. 

			‘What happened?’

			‘Same as everywhere else in the Rust Belt. The mills shut down. Jobs went overseas. Those who had the wherewithal fled.’ 

			Jason nods. ‘And those who were left behind?’

			Tyler snorts. ‘Wild guess? They wear MAGA hats and stockpile guns and spread conspiracy theories about how the Jews are behind it all.’

			Jason, who is Jewish, cocks his head. ‘You must sympathize. At least a little?’

			‘Not particularly,’ Tyler says. ‘You’ve heard of natural selection?’ 

			At this, Jack shakes his head. ‘That’s fuckin’ cold, dude,’ he says. 

			Half a mile farther up the road, the limo driver turns onto a rutted, dirt driveway at the top of which sits a rusty, water-stained double-wide trailer. The yard is weedy and littered with used tires, discarded sheets of metal skirting and all manner of other crap. Beth is wide-eyed. ‘Oh… my… God,’ she says.

			

			‘What?’ Tyler chortles. ‘You thought all of Appalachia’s in West Virginia?’

			Two vehicles are parked outside the trailer. One is a bright orange hearse with doc-mobile stenciled on the side. The other is a van bearing the logo of an Albany TV station. A guy with a shoulder-mounted camera is filming as they make their way up the sloping drive.

			Tyler nudges Jason. ‘Now do you see why I split?’

			Eddie says, ‘Actually, I’m beginning to feel right at home.’

			When Tyler starts to open the door, Beth touches his elbow. ‘Do you need me to come with?’

			Is it his imagination, or is she the one who’s looking anxious now? He gives her a peck on the cheek. ‘No reason to put you through this,’ he tells her, for which she looks grateful. To Jason, he says, ‘I’ll catch a ride with the TV crew.’

			‘Call if there’s a problem,’ he says. ‘I’ll send a roadie.’

			As Tyler gets out of the limo, a small-market pretty woman in her thirties, microphone in hand, appears in the dismal trailer’s doorway. Tyler pastes a big smile on his face and waves enthusiastically before leaning back into the limo, where the smile instantly vanishes. ‘I blame you for this,’ he tells Jason, only half in jest. ‘And I always will.’

			Then, taking a deep breath, he shuts the limo’s door, trots across the yard and up the rickety, U-shaped ramp, telling himself that this right here will be the worst part, that everything else will be a piece of cake. 

			the tv woman introduces herself as Emma, and Tyler follows her inside. The trailer, he sees, has been customized for a man in a wheelchair, its cabinets and countertops low. The TV crew has set up in the living room, which is ablaze with bright lights mounted on collapsible aluminum tripods. Though it’s been almost two decades, Tyler immediately recognizes Doc, who’s dressed in gym shorts, a Walmart polo shirt and flip-flops. From the waist up, he looks pretty normal. Tyler doesn’t want to look at his legs but can’t help himself. They’re pale and thin and clearly atrophied from disuse. Gathering himself, Tyler swallows hard and exclaims, ‘There he is!’ as if he’s been looking forward to this reunion for the longest time. One of the things Tyler sometimes worries about is just how good he is when cameras are rolling. He has to be, of course. It’s part of a front man’s job, but he does wonder about the toll so much false cheer may be taking on him. Can you be false in the moment, in a series of moments, hundreds and hundreds of them, without becoming permanently false? When he and Doc shake, Tyler flexes his right hand theatrically. ‘Wow!’ he says for the camera. ‘What a grip!’

			

			Doc, seemingly in excellent spirits and not at all nervous, is grinning up at him. ‘I’d stand, but…’

			Emma directs Tyler to a stool positioned next to Doc’s wheelchair. ‘Was he always such a joker when you were kids?’ she wants to know.

			‘Always,’ Tyler says, because this is what she seems to want to hear.

			Emma takes her own seat across from them. ‘So, Tyler. What’s it like to see your old friend after so long?’

			‘Are you kidding?’ he says. ‘You probably know, my band and I are embarking on a thirty-city tour, but this right here is the stop I’ve been looking forward to.’

			‘And how about you, Doc?’ Emma wants to know. ‘What’s it like to have a Nashville legend come all this way just to see you?’

			‘Well, it’s the first time a stretch limo ever pulled into my drive-way, I’ll tell you that. I’ve got all Tyler’s records, though, so in a way, he’s been here the whole time.’

			‘Tyler, your band is named Stone Mountain—’

			Tyler feigns surprise at this. ‘It is? Oh my God, you’re right!’

			Emma offers an obligatory chuckle but stays her course. ‘But it’s not just a name, is it. Several of your songs are rooted here. What is it about this place that makes you want to write songs about it?’

			

			Tyler has a variety of masks that he uses during interviews. He decides to don his serious one now. ‘Well,’ he tells her, ‘as somebody famous once said, if you manage to survive childhood and adolescence, you probably have enough to write about for the rest of your life. Stone Mountain is where I spent the first eighteen years of my life.’

			She nods, apparently accepting this glib utterance as profound, then turns back to Doc. ‘Doc, you almost didn’t survive adolescence. You had a tragic accident. Can you talk about it, or is it too painful?’

			Doc raps his knuckles on his lifeless legs. ‘Hell, it’s not painful at all. See?’ But then he, too, becomes serious, and Tyler notes Doc’s seriousness does not appear to be a mask, but rather the real thing. ‘What’s painful is being young and dumb.’ He elbows Tyler playfully now. ‘That’s what we were, right?’

			Tyler nods, but for some reason he’s having a difficult time situating himself in the moment. He’s both surprised and a little unnerved by how well Doc is acquitting himself before the cameras. Unlike Tyler, he hasn’t done ten thousand interviews, and you’d think this would put him at a disadvantage, but what if the opposite is true? Is it possible that simply by being himself, Doc might actually steal the show? It occurs to Tyler that the most effective way to respond might be for him to chuck his tried-and-true interview strategies and simply be himself, as well. But is that person – the real Tyler Sinclair – someone he even has access to? Alone, writing a song, sure. But here? Now?

			‘Anyhow,’ Doc is saying. ‘Me and Tyler and another friend were at this place called the Falls, not far from here, and we were having a contest to see who could swing out farthest into the water. We used this rope that was tied to a tree branch, and we would…’

			Tyler can see the three of them as if it were yesterday. Curt – now several years older than he was when he and Tyler linked pinkies – is hurtling down the riverbank. At the water’s edge, he launches himself, his feet bicycling in the air like a long jumper’s. Letting go of the rope at the last possible moment, his body arcs, rotating through the air. He enters the water feetfirst, like a knife blade, barely making a splash. When he emerges, his arms are raised in triumph. ‘A new record!’ he shouts, though of course there’s no way to tell for sure. It’s not like there are yard markers on the water’s surface.

			

			‘Which I am going to break!’ Doc calls back, having already retrieved the rope.

			‘Anyhow,’ Doc is explaining to Emma, ‘something went wrong. I don’t know what.’

			Tyler does. Doc, determined to best Curt’s leap, has decided on a new strategy, which he explains to Tyler, because it requires the two of them. They will take the rope a bit farther up the bank than usual in order to extend the runway and gather more speed. Doc will shinny up the rope until he’s three or four feet off the ground and make himself into a human cannonball. Then Tyler will grab Doc by the waist and haul ass down the slope and launch Doc out…

			‘I remember flying through the air,’ Doc tells Emma, ‘and looking down and seeing that I’m not where I’m supposed to be. Instead of out in the middle, I’m right over the dam.’ He pauses here, and Tyler sees his dilemma. Doc has meant for the story to be funny, a narrative about him and his friends doing something stupid, except now, reliving what happened that day, it’s turned serious. ‘If I’d just held on, I probably would’ve been okay, but for some reason I let go of the rope…’

			Doc isn’t the only one reliving the moment. Tyler sees it in his mind’s eye, his friend falling, hearing him land with a sickening crack on the iron pipe that extended across the top of the dam, balancing there for a moment before slipping silently into the water.

			‘Anyhow,’ Doc says, yanking himself out of the memory, ‘the rest is history.’ He nudges Tyler again. ‘Music history.’

			

			Emma might be a small-market newscaster, but give her this much – she’s not one to miss a cue. ‘“The Long Fall,”’ she says, turning to Tyler. ‘Your most famous song.’

			The lights seem hotter and brighter than they were when the interview began, and Tyler suddenly feels lightheaded. A trickle of perspiration inches down his spine. Emma is waiting for him to say something, but he can’t seem to find his voice. For a moment he wonders if he might actually pass out, but Emma, bless her, offers him a prompt. ‘Was it Doc you were thinking about when you wrote that song?’

			‘I don’t know,’ he tells her, his voice sounding strange, almost strangled. ‘I guess I must’ve been.’

			She nods knowingly. ‘In the song, the boy who’s falling never lands. Was that you, trying to keep Doc from landing? From being injured?’

			Perhaps because this is such a kind, generous interpretation of the lyric, Tyler is able to rally a little, to pull himself together. ‘Maybe,’ he tells her, ‘but I think it’s more about how time works. When good things happen, time speeds up. The roller-coaster ride is always over too soon. But when bad things happen…’ He lets the thought trail off.

			Emma returns her attention to Doc. ‘Was that how it felt to you? Did everything slow down?’

			Doc shakes his head. ‘All I remember is being in the water, how cold and quiet it was. Peaceful, almost. I just kept sinking, farther and farther down.’

			‘You didn’t think you might be dying?’

			‘Not really,’ he tells her. ‘It was more like this was just how things would be from now on. I’d just keep sinking forever.’

			Tyler is watching him, slack-jawed, wondering if this can be true. The haunted look on Doc’s face suggests that it is, but for some reason Tyler is suspicious. Clearly Emma isn’t, and for the first time in the interview she appears to be at a loss for words. The silence seems unbearable, and it’s Doc, as if coming out of a trance, who finally breaks it. ‘But somehow this guy right here found me down there in the dark and dragged me back into the world.’

			

			Emma is looking at Tyler now. ‘You saved your friend’s life,’ she says.

			Tyler feels his stomach churn. This, he realizes, is the moment she’s been steering the conversation toward from the start, the moment Tyler Sinclair is revealed as the story’s hero. Strange that he didn’t see this coming. He’s been fearing the exact wrong thing – that the interview would somehow unmask him, that people would see him for who he really is. But this is even worse. ‘Actually, he was just a couple feet below the surface,’ he tells her, a lie, but for some reason he’s determined not to corroborate her feel-good narrative. In truth, he’d found Doc at the very bottom of the dam, lying perfectly still, as if he was napping. ‘I probably stepped on the poor guy.’

			‘I think maybe you’re being modest,’ Emma says, less to him, he suspects, than her TV audience. ‘So,’ she continues, shifting gears. ‘How much money do you hope to raise tonight?’

			Doc snorts at this. ‘Twenty mil should do it.’

			‘You joke,’ Emma says, ‘but I understand you have some very expensive medical procedures coming up. And you’ve been knocked off Medicaid?’

			He nods. ‘Turns out there’s a limit to how much they’ll spend on one cripple.’

			‘Tyler Sinclair to the rescue,’ Emma says, still determined to force the story into the shape she prefers.

			Tyler, for his part, remains stubbornly resolved to deny her the satisfaction. ‘I’m sure Doc would do the same for me if our situations were reversed,’ he says.

			‘Like hell,’ Doc says, and it takes Tyler a second to realize he’s joking. That’s how convincingly he’s delivered the line, further evidence that Doc is a clever, practiced storyteller. ‘I’d take the money and head for the Bahamas.’

			

			‘I think we all know that’s not true,’ Emma chuckles, turning now to face the camera. ‘Tonight’s concert is at seven o’clock at Stone Mountain High School, and it’s one you’re not going to want to miss. One hundred percent of the proceeds will go to help defray Tim Dockery’s medical expenses.’

			Finally, Tyler thinks. It’s over.

			But no.

			‘One last question,’ Emma says. ‘Do you plan to sing “The Long Fall”?’

			‘I guess that would depend on whether Doc wants me to,’ he says. 

			‘Would I actually have to fall again?’ Doc says. ‘You’re not going to push me off the stage or anything, are you?’

			Tyler is wrong-footed yet again, but this time only for a split second. ‘That shouldn’t be necessary,’ he grins. At least he hopes it’s a grin and not a grimace.

			‘In that case,’ Doc says, and he is grinning, ‘let her rip.’

			the interview concluded, Emma’s crew goes to work breaking down their equipment and ferrying it all out to the van. Doc excuses himself, saying he needs to make a quick phone call, and disappears into a bedroom, closing the door behind him. Outside on the ramp, Emma is talking to someone on her cell. When Tyler joins her there, she puts her phone away and says, ‘That was some interview, I thought you were going to cry there at one point.’

			Tyler nods, grateful that this was how it appeared to her, though his own emotional response to the interview is more complicated. In truth, it’s left him feeling gutted. He’s got a two-hour concert to put on tonight, but what he’d like to do is go to bed and sleep for a week. ‘Are you all headed over to the high school?’ he asks.

			She nods. ‘Can we give you a lift?’

			‘That would be great,’ he tells her. The last thing he wants is to spend any more time in Doc’s trailer, waiting for Jason to send somebody to fetch him.

			

			At the bottom of the U-shaped ramp sits Doc’s garish orange hearse. They pause there to study it. ‘You should have him show you the inside,’ Emma says. When he registers surprise – how would she know? – she explains that she and her crew arrived early. ‘He couldn’t wait to show us how he’s got it tricked out.’

			As the last of the cables and light stands are loaded into the back of the van, Emma turns to regard Doc’s shabby trailer, the weedy, junk-filled yard. ‘Do you ever wonder how people do it?’ she says. ‘How do you face the kinds of challenges he’s had to deal with all these years and keep smiling? Where do you find the courage to meet each new day?’

			These are fair questions, of course, and they shame Tyler, who’s always considered the kind of empathy she’s expressing his strong suit. Isn’t empathy where art comes from? Clearly Emma’s heart has gone out to Doc completely. Why hasn’t his own?

			The trailer door slides open then, and Doc, beaming, wheels himself out onto the ramp. ‘You ready, dude?’ he calls to Tyler.

			Tyler is confused. ‘Ready?’

			‘We can give him a lift,’ Emma tells him. ‘There’s no need for you—’

			‘Not a chance,’ Doc says. At the U in the ramp, he does an impressive wheelie. ‘He’s coming with me in the Doc-Mobile.’

			Wait, Tyler thinks. He drives?

			Apparently. Taking out a remote, Doc aims it at the side door of the hearse, which obediently slides open. A metal platform large enough for his wheelchair lowers itself to the ground. Doing another wheelie, he backs the chair onto the platform and, aiming the remote over his shoulder, presses another button. The platform lifts.

			The driver of the TV van toots. The crew is ready to leave. ‘I guess we’ll see you at the school?’ Emma says, and the look she gives him says, Are you sure you’re okay with this? In truth, he isn’t, but what can he do?

			When the side door of the hearse slides shut, Tyler opens the passenger-side door, unsure what’s supposed to happen next. Doc, he sees, is maneuvering his wheelchair into the space between the driver’s and passenger seats. There’s just enough room. A mechanism on the floor locks the chair in place. ‘Umm,’ Tyler says. ‘I’m driving?’

			

			‘Ha!’ Doc hoots, as if Tyler has said something hilarious. There’s an angled bar attached to the roof, and Doc uses this to lift himself out of the wheelchair into the driver’s seat, then hauls his lifeless legs into position under the dash. When he’s situated, he looks over at Tyler. ‘We can’t go anywhere until you get in and close the door,’ Doc says, clearly enjoying himself.

			Tyler is still trying to wrap his mind around the fact that a man who’s paralyzed from the waist down apparently means to drive him somewhere. Doc seems to read his thought. ‘Think of it this way,’ he suggests. ‘If you die? You’ll already be in a hearse.’

			Tyler gets in, closes the door, fastens his seat belt. ‘Okay,’ he says, taking a deep breath. ‘Okay.’

			Doc is grinning at him. ‘You look kind of… what’s the word?’

			‘Gobsmacked?’ Tyler suggests.

			‘What do you think I’ve been doing for the last two decades? Sitting around feeling sorry for myself?’

			‘No, but—’

			‘Okay, you’d be half right,’ he admits. ‘I have been sitting.’

			Tyler now notices what to this point has escaped his attention. On the floor beneath the dash there’s no gas pedal. No brake. Which, duh, makes sense.

			Doc seems all too happy to show Tyler how the vehicle, like his trailer, has been modified to suit his needs. Pointing to the various hand apparatuses, he says, ‘Shift. Brakes. Gas. Ignition.’ The last is a button located to the left of the steering wheel, not the right. When Doc pushes it, the engine roars to throaty life. ‘The cool part? No need to worry about anyone stealing it. There are only two other people on the Mountain who can drive this beast, and they both work for me.’

			‘Very impressive,’ Tyler tells him, and it is.

			

			‘This vehicle is probably the reason the Medicaid folks decided they’ve spent enough money on me.’

			Tyler is thinking, trying to understand the many moving parts of Doc’s complicated and difficult life. And not entirely succeeding. ‘Can I ask a question?’

			‘Shoot.’

			‘You say you have people working for you. What is it that you do, exactly?’

			Doc’s expression becomes very serious. ‘Nobody told you?’ 

			Tyler shakes his head.

			‘I run a vast criminal empire.’

			Until Doc breaks into a grin, Tyler half believes him. Emma was just wondering how, given his many challenges, Doc managed to keep his spirits up. Apparently, this is how. He entertains himself by saying patently ludicrous things with the kind of conviction that causes otherwise reasonable people to wonder for a split second if they’re true. As
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