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CHAPTER 1 The Town That Holds Its Breath

Blackwood, Tennessee. September 7, 1984.

Friday morning still smelled of a fresh start to the school year, that odor of freshly waxed linoleum in the hallways of Blackwood High and the last cut hay of the summer drifting from the Callahan property to the east. Dana Whitlock, seventeen years old, walked down Main Street at a quarter to eight with a canvas satchel across her chest, her mother's second-hand press card slipped into the inside pocket of her denim jacket. She was heading for the Blackwood Courier offices, where she was expected at eight sharp for a meeting with Robert Holt, editor-in-chief, about the story she'd offered to cover: the demolition of the old Prentiss textile mill.

There was a way to walk down Main Street on a Friday morning in early September that involved not looking at the mill. That's what most people did. They looked at the storefronts, at the flag in front of the town hall, at the barbershop's sign that had been repainted last spring, at anything except the massive brick building at the far end of the street with its blackened chimneys and its boarded-up windows. Dana looked at it. She had made a point, since her fifteenth birthday, of always looking directly at what other people preferred to skirt around.

The mill covered three-quarters of a block. Northern wall of red brick blackened by time, a metal roof that had been rusting through since Reagan's first term, and above the main entrance an inscription still legible despite everything: PRENTISS TEXTILES – EST. 1908. The Prentiss mill had been closed in 1981, three years earlier, when management had announced that production costs were no longer competitive with the mills of the Deep South. Thirty-two people out of work. Thirty-two people in 1981. Some had left Blackwood. Others had stayed, taken casual jobs at Callahan's or the Sowinski Feed & Grain, and they still came sometimes to stand in front of the closed gates the way you stand at the grave of a relative you're not sure you loved enough.

Dana walked past the northern facade at ten to eight. She saw, taped to the door of the main entrance, a notice printed on light green paper: PUBLIC CONSULTATION – MILL SITE REDEVELOPMENT – SEPTEMBER 14, 7:00 P.M. – TOWN HALL. Roger Prentiss, the founder's grandson, was proposing to demolish what remained of the building and put up a shopping center there. Everyone in Blackwood knew this. Everyone in Blackwood was going to complain about it. Everyone in Blackwood was going to let it happen anyway. That was the story Dana had offered to cover — not the shopping center itself, which was uninteresting, but the way an American small town buries its industrial past under a Walmart parking lot without ever admitting that something is dying.

She reached the Courier offices at three minutes to eight.

The Blackwood Courier occupied the ground floor of a brick building at the corner of Main and Jefferson, above what had once been a photo lab and was now a video rental store called STAR VIDEO. Dana pushed open the glass door. The bell above the entrance made a metallic sound that hadn't changed in twenty years — she remembered it perfectly from the age of six, when her mother worked here as a stringer and used to bring her along on days when the babysitter had cancelled.

Robert Holt was at his desk in the back. Fifty years old and something, an unbuttoned tan raincoat over a plaid shirt, silver-framed reading glasses on the tip of his nose. He looked up when she came in.

"Whitlock. Sit down."

She sat down. Holt was one of those men who considered contractions and pleasantries a waste of breath. He didn't dislike Dana, exactly — he had known her too long for that — but he treated her with the particular impatience reserved for people who reminded him of a version of himself he no longer had.

"The consultation is next Friday. Fourteenth. I want a piece on my desk by Tuesday the eleventh. Twelve hundred words. Something usable."

"Yes."

"You know what usable means?"

"Not just my opinion."

"Not just your opinion. Not just the opinion of the three grumpy old men you're going to interview at Callahan's. A piece with facts. Numbers. Dates. Names. Something a reader in Nashville could read and understand what's at stake in a town he's never heard of."

"Understood."

Holt looked at her for another few seconds, then nodded once and went back to his galley proof. That was the whole meeting. Dana had learned, over the past three months of internship, that Holt didn't waste his time explaining what he already considered clear. She got up, put the schedule in her satchel, went back out onto Main Street.

It was ten past eight.

She had five hours before her first class. That was Blackwood in September — a school year that started at half-days for the first two weeks, a schedule inherited from a time when children still worked in the fields at harvest. Dana had decided to use these five hours to go see the mill up close. Not the facade from Main Street, which everyone knew, but the north side that opened onto the alley — the side where the fire had happened, nine years ago, on the night of August 19, 1975.

The fire wasn't part of her article. Roger Prentiss wouldn't want to hear it mentioned. Robert Holt wouldn't want to read it in her piece. It had been an accident, so-called, in the abandoned wing of the mill, in the middle of summer, and it had cost the lives of Colleen Kowalski, twenty-nine years old, and her daughter Katie, six years old, who lived in the small brick house that shared a wall with the mill's north wing. The husband, Ed Kowalski, twenty-nine years old at the time, had been working late — a night shift at the wood warehouse on the far side of town. When he came home at dawn, there was no house left, and no wife or daughter either.

Dana had heard this story a hundred times without paying attention to it, the way you hear all the ambient stories of the town you grow up in. It had come back to her a few weeks ago, when the demolition announcement had appeared in the Courier for the first time. She had recalculated quickly — Ed Kowalski would be about forty-one in August 1975, meaning he was born in 1934, meaning he was fifty now. She had seen him occasionally around town, always alone, always dressed in the same dark blue jacket, always with the same worn thermos in his right hand. He was the volunteer firefighter you saw at every ceremony, a widower whom nobody had ever remarried, an ordinary local presence people mentioned with the mixture of respect and slight embarrassment reserved for people who had lost too much too young. Dana didn't know him. She had said hello to him twice in her life, without response, both times in the aisles of the grocery store.

But it had come back to her because of a detail. The demolition notice printed by Prentiss mentioned the total demolition of the north wing. And the small brick house that had shared a wall with the north wing had been demolished the year after the fire — Dana had heard her mother mention it once, in passing, in a phone conversation Dana wasn't supposed to be listening to. The ground where the Kowalski house had stood had never been rebuilt. It had been fenced off. Overgrown with weeds. And it was going to disappear, without anyone talking about it, under the parking lot of Roger Prentiss's shopping center.

That, Dana thought, was maybe worth writing about.

She turned into the alley on the north side of the mill at eight thirty-five.

The alley was narrower than she remembered — barely enough room for a delivery truck. A row of overflowing metal trash cans lined the wall of the print shop across the way. The ground was cracked, patched here and there with tar. She walked slowly, one hand on the strap of her satchel, the other free at her side. She had brought a small pocket notebook and a Bic pen. She wasn't sure what she was looking for. She was looking to look.

The north wall of the mill was blackened up high by traces of a very old fire — you could still see, five or six feet from the ground and running for about ten yards, a darker band where the brick was different, marked by heat. Someone had repaired the wall after the fire, but not perfectly. The line of repair was visible if you paid attention. Dana paid attention.

At the far end of the wall, where the small brick house had once stood, there was now a rectangle of vacant ground about thirty feet long, sunken by a foot or so — the shape of the old foundations still marked in the earth. Nettles, brambles, chicory gone to seed. A rusted metal sign, planted crooked, warned: NO TRESPASSING – PROPERTY OF PRENTISS DEVELOPMENT LLC.

Dana wrote in her notebook: north wing shares wall with old Kowalski house. Traces of fire visible on the north wall. Repair after 1975 imperfect. Foundations of Kowalski house still visible. Everything will disappear under parking lot.

She was about to turn back when she saw the man at the far end of the alley.

He wasn't doing anything. He was just standing there, on the opposite sidewalk, in his dark blue jacket, a thermos in his right hand, looking at the fenced-off ground where the Kowalski house had been. Dana recognized him at once. It was Ed Kowalski.

He hadn't seen her — or hadn't shown it. He was fifteen yards away, his back three-quarters turned to her, and he was looking at the empty ground with the fixed intensity that a person can only have when looking at a place that used to be something else. Dana didn't move. She stayed where she was, notebook in hand, watching him watch.

He stayed like that for maybe a full minute. He didn't cross himself. He didn't lay anything down. He didn't say a word. He just looked, with a patient concentration that had nothing of grief about it — or rather, that had gone through grief so many times that grief had turned into something else, harder to name. Then he turned his head slightly toward Dana, without surprise, as if he had known all along that she was there.

Their eyes met for a second and a half.

Ed Kowalski's face was that of a man of fifty, deeply lined, with eyes sunk far back in their sockets under thick brows. He didn't smile. He didn't frown. He looked at Dana the way you look at a tree that grew in a place where no tree was expected — with the recognition that it exists, without any particular judgment about it. Then he turned back to the fenced-off ground, took a slow sip from his thermos, and walked away in the opposite direction, toward the corner of Jefferson Street.

Dana wrote in her notebook: Ed Kowalski. In the north alley of the mill. 8:47 A.M. He was watching the location of his former house. Alone. Thermos.

Then, because she felt her hand trembling slightly, she added underneath: nothing surprising. It's the anniversary of the demolition of the house, or maybe the anniversary of the fire, or maybe he comes here every day, or maybe every week, and nobody knows because nobody is paying attention.

She closed her notebook.

She walked back to Main Street more slowly than she had come.

By nine o'clock she was back on the sidewalk in front of the town hall, and Blackwood, in the light of a bright September morning, looked like Blackwood — a small town of four thousand two hundred souls tucked into a bend of the Cumberland Plateau, three grocery stores, two churches, a high school, a courthouse, a volunteer fire station, and a mill that would be demolished within a year to make room for a shopping center. Everything was in its place. Everything was ordinary. Nothing had happened.

And yet Dana had, in her satchel, a notebook with an entry from 8:47 A.M. that changed something imperceptible in her perception of the town. She had seen a man who was not supposed to be there. She had seen him look at a piece of ground that was not supposed to hold anyone's attention. And the tiny discrepancy between what should have been and what she had seen was, she felt without yet being able to formulate it, the beginning of something.

She went to Sarah Merle's diner for a coffee. Merle was sixteen years old, worked her mother's shift on Friday mornings before school, and had known Dana since kindergarten. She poured her a cup without asking and set down a doughnut she hadn't ordered.

"You're up early."

"I have a piece to write for Holt."

"On what?"

"The mill demolition."

Merle grimaced.

"That's not going to make you popular."

"I know."

"My father says Prentiss has been paying half the town for years to make this happen. That the consultation is a formality. That everything's already been decided."

"Your father says a lot of things, Merle."

"He's not wrong."

Dana took a sip of coffee. It was scalding hot and bitter, the way you get coffee in a small-town Tennessee diner where the pot has been sitting on the hot plate since six in the morning. She looked at Merle, who was rubbing the counter with a checked rag while glancing out the window at the sidewalk on the other side of Main Street.

"Merle. Do you know Ed Kowalski?"

"The firefighter?"

"Yes."

"Everyone knows him. Poor guy. Why?"

"For nothing."

Merle looked at her. Merle was one of those people who knew when Dana was lying and generally chose not to insist. She just nodded and went back to her rag.

"Speaking of firefighters," she said, "my brother is at Callahan's tonight for a barn dance. Scott Prentiss is going too. I thought maybe you could come."

"Scott Prentiss."

"Yeah."

"Why."

"Because you like listening to what boys say when they've been drinking, and Scott's going to be drinking tonight. His father just came down hard on him about his grades. He's going to sulk over a Budweiser and tell everything he knows to whoever will listen. That could be useful, no?"

Dana thought for two seconds.

"Yes. That could be useful."

She paid for her coffee, left Merle a tip that was too big out of habit, and went out onto Main Street. In her satchel there were now two entries in her notebook: the one from 8:47 A.M. about Ed Kowalski, and a second she had just written — Callahan's tonight. Scott Prentiss. Ask what he knows about the demolition.

The high school opened at nine thirty. Dana got there five minutes early. She spent the morning in three consecutive classes — American history, English, chemistry — during which she was unable to concentrate on anything. She kept coming back to the image of Ed Kowalski standing in the alley, motionless, looking at a piece of ground where nothing was left to see. She kept thinking about the fact that in a year the ground itself wouldn't exist anymore — that Ed Kowalski wouldn't even have that anymore, this empty rectangle of dirt where his wife and his daughter had died. She kept thinking that he must have known, since the demolition notice had been posted, that this was coming. That he had a countdown to that disappearance. That maybe he had been coming here every morning at eight forty-seven for weeks, in a private ritual whose meaning nobody in Blackwood was measuring.

At noon she came out of school and walked home. Her mother's house — hers too, technically, but she thought of it more and more as her mother's house — was a small one-story wood-frame on Elm Street, four blocks from Main. Susan Whitlock had been working at Dr. Halloran's medical office for six years, as an administrative assistant. She would come home around six thirty in the evening. Dana would have the house to herself all afternoon.

She ate a slice of toast standing at the kitchen counter. She went up to her room. She took out the small notebook with the two morning entries, opened a new spiral notebook on her desk, and started copying out the notes properly, one under the other, in the ordered way she had learned to work over the past three months at the Courier. When she had finished copying, she added underneath, in slightly larger letters:

Questions for the piece
1. Who exactly attended the fire of August 19, 1975?
2. Why was the small Kowalski house demolished the following year?
3. Who owns the ground on which it stood?
4. What has Ed Kowalski done every year since 1975?

She looked at the four questions. She underlined the fourth.

The article Robert Holt was expecting Tuesday morning would probably contain none of that. She knew it. It was going to be an article about the shopping center, about jobs, about the future of Main Street. That's what Holt would print. That's what Prentiss would want people to read. That's what the readers of the Blackwood Courier would want to talk about at the diner counter.

But Dana had, from the start, kept two notebooks: the one for the paper, and the one for herself. The one for herself was already three-quarters full. She had begun it two years ago, at the age of fifteen, when she had understood that in a town this small, everything anyone would tell her out loud had been carefully filtered, and that if she wanted to understand something one day, she would have to write down what people said when they thought no one was listening.

The fourth question on the list — what Ed Kowalski had done every year since 1975 — was going into the personal notebook.

She closed the notebook. She went downstairs. She spent the afternoon working her way through Merle's list for that evening: which of Scott Prentiss's friends would be at Callahan's, who was sleeping with whom this week at Blackwood High, which teachers she should avoid mentioning her article to because they were friends of the Prentiss family. Merle knew things. Merle had been Dana's best working source since sixth grade, though neither of them ever put it in those words.

At six thirty her mother came home. Susan Whitlock, thirty-five years old, still visibly a pretty woman if you liked slightly pinched blondes with cheekbones a little too sharp. She dropped her handbag on the entryway console, called out "hi honey" the way she had for ten years, took off her shoes, and went to sit on the sofa without turning on the light. Dana joined her.

"How was your day."

"Long."

"Dr. Halloran."

"Dr. Halloran and a Tuesday scheduled for a week starting yesterday. Please don't ask me about it. And you?"

"I saw Holt this morning. The piece is due Tuesday."

Susan looked at her without moving from the sofa.

"Whitfield's Journalism Awards accept work from high schoolers."

"I know, Mom."

"I'm just saying."

"I know."

There was a silence. Dana looked at her mother in the pale light of the living room. She was going to talk to her, one day, about the Kowalski house and Ed and August 19, 1975. Not today. Today she still had too little to say. But one day she would talk to her mother about it, and something told her that her mother had a piece of the story too, and that it wasn't necessarily a piece Dana was going to enjoy hearing.

"I'm going out tonight."

"With who."

"Merle. And her brother. At Callahan's."

Susan didn't ask any more questions. She never asked more questions than Dana wanted to answer. It was one of the qualities that made her a bearable mother in the eyes of an almost-adult daughter who had things to hide. It was also, Dana knew, one of the reasons her mother had never known everything about her — because she had never really wanted to.

At eight o'clock Dana put on a black wool sweater over a T-shirt, laced up her Chuck Taylors, put her small notebook in the back pocket of her jeans, and walked the three blocks that separated her from the road out to Callahan's. Merle picked her up in her mother's Chevette. In the car there was Merle's older brother — Danny, nineteen, back from his first semester at Knoxville, already smelling of beer — and two other guys Dana didn't know. They talked, they laughed, they crossed the town at fifty miles an hour on empty streets, and by half past eight they had pulled up in front of Callahan's barn, an old timber-frame that the family opened three or four times a year for open-air parties.

Scott Prentiss's Ford Bronco was already parked out front, along with about twenty other pickups. The music — Bruce Springsteen turned up loud — carried across the fields.

Dana got out of the Chevette. Behind her, Merle whispered:

"He was still sober twenty minutes ago. Give him half an hour."

Dana nodded.

She entered the barn.





Later, at the very end of that night, when she went home in Danny's Chevette a little after one in the morning, she would replay in her head the exact sequence of what had happened at Callahan's. She would replay Scott Prentiss's voice, hoarse from the fifth Budweiser, saying "the mill business" with a laugh that wasn't quite a laugh. She would replay the moment when he had leaned toward Merle to whisper something Dana couldn't hear. She would replay her own decision to open her small notebook, back in the Chevette, in the yellow light of the dome lamp, and to write a single line:

Scott Prentiss knows something about 1975.

She would go to bed at two in the morning that night. She wouldn't fall asleep right away. She would lie in the dark, eyes open, staring at the ceiling, listening to the sound of a rain that had begun to fall a little after midnight and that fell over Blackwood the way rain always falls over small towns that are hiding something — patient, quiet, as if it had all the time in the world to soak in.

She didn't know it yet. She wouldn't know it until the next morning, when she woke up and turned on the radio, and the seven-fifteen news said that a car had been found empty at the edge of the municipal reservoir with the driver's door still open and the headlights still on, and that its owner — Scott Prentiss, seventeen years old, only son of Roger Prentiss — had not been seen since eleven o'clock the night before.

She didn't know it yet.

But something had just started, in Blackwood, that Friday evening, September 7, 1984, at eight thirty-five in the evening in the north alley of the old Prentiss mill, when a seventeen-year-old girl had written in a notebook a name that nobody in that town was expecting to see written down again.

Ed Kowalski.

The town was going to hold its breath for a long time.

 


CHAPTER 2 The Last Party of Summer

It was still warm at seven in the evening, that stubborn held-in kind of heat that refuses to let go, that clings to stones and asphalt, that summer would not agree to give up. Scott Prentiss was driving his father's Chevrolet — a red C10 pickup, a little tired, that he was allowed on weekends against the promise of bringing it back without a scratch — windows down, elbow out, dashboard radio spitting Springsteen into the wind.

He was seventeen years old and the world, that night, felt exactly his size.

He wasn't aware of it — seventeen-year-olds almost never are aware of those things — but that was the truth of his evening: everything, for a moment, was going just the way he had pictured it. Two cases of beer in the truck bed, obtained from the cousin of a friend under conditions best not gone into. The radio tuned to the station that played the right music. The reservoir road ahead of him, winding but familiar, lined with dry grass stalks that the headlights swept over without really lighting.

He was singing, half of it anyway, not knowing all the words.

The reservoir road rose gently coming out of Blackwood, cut across a mile of thin woods, then opened onto the body of water that had supplied the town since the late fifties. The reservoir was in fact a modest artificial lake held back by a concrete dam that no longer impressed anyone, but whose structure formed, on its western side, a pebble beach where a whole generation of Blackwood High kids had come to learn the things people learn beside the water, at night, at that age.

Scott parked the C10 on the dirt turnaround above the beach. Other cars were already there: Danny's gray Ford, Marcus's pickup, the little beige Honda belonging to the girl who worked at the diner and whose name he couldn't remember, whether it was Amy or Amber. Five or six vehicles in all, drawn up in an arc around a wood fire that had caught among the stones down below.

He climbed out. The air, at this small elevation, was a shade cooler.

"Prentiss! Finally!"

Danny was waving to him from the fire. Scott pulled the cases out of the truck bed and started down the short slope to the beach, a pack in each hand, balance sure. The stones crunched under his sneakers.

There were about a dozen of them around the fire. Nobody particularly memorable that night — not the main crowd from school, who were up in Knoxville for a game and hadn't gotten back — but enough familiar faces for the evening to have the shape of an evening. Scott set the beers down in the cool sand at the water's edge to chill. Somebody handed him a bottle already opened. He drank from the neck.

"You're the hero," Marcus said. "Seriously."

"I know."

There was no embarrassment in his smile. Scott Prentiss wasn't exactly what you'd call a ringleader, but he was the son of the biggest name in Blackwood, and that gave him, at seventeen, a certain capital of ease he traded on without thinking, the way other kids traded on their looks or their car. He knew he was invited for the Chevrolet and the beer. He also knew he was invited, a little, for himself. The mix suited him.

He sat down on a fallen log that was serving as a bench, opened a fresh beer — the first one had gone down in three swallows — and looked at the fire.

Above the lake, the sky had that particular early-September dusk color, a blue that was still refusing the night, with a band of orange to the west, and a single star out already, or maybe Venus, he'd never been able to tell the difference.

"Is your dad really tearing down the mill?" somebody asked behind him.

Scott didn't turn right away. He finished a swallow. He shrugged.

"Yeah. Shopping complex. Or subdivision. I don't remember."

"Cool."

"Cool," Scott repeated.

He had no particular opinion about the mill. It was an empty building at the far end of Main Street, with broken windows and graffiti. His father talked about it at the dinner table some nights, with an intensity that bored him a little — the words renewal, development, positioning, pronounced as if pronouncing them was enough to make things happen. Scott only half listened. He was seventeen. He had the Chevrolet on weekends. The mill could fall, or be rebuilt, or stay standing — none of it would change the texture of his Saturday night.

He finished his second beer.

An hour passed the way hours pass at that age, fast-forward and unnoticed. The fire climbed, settled, they threw on more wood. Somebody had brought a cassette radio and a mix that started in the middle of Bruce Springsteen and went on into things less clearly defined. Two couples had formed or reformed in the dark by the water's edge. Marcus was telling for the third time that night the story of a bet he'd lost in biology class, with a slightly different detail each time, which made everyone laugh because everyone was just drunk enough to find it funny.

Scott was on his fifth beer, maybe his sixth. He wasn't counting anymore.

He got up to stretch his legs. The heat of the fire, pleasant at first, was getting a little smothering. He took a few steps along the beach, in the direction of the dam, drifting away from the circle of orange light without really thinking about it, just to breathe something other than smoke.

He stopped about thirty yards from the fire. The sound of the voices grew more distant, mixed with the light lap of water against the stones. He looked at the moon, which was beginning to rise above the hills to the east. A near-full moon, gold, huge the way it always is when it comes up, before the sky makes it smaller.

He pissed against a bush, with that obscure satisfaction boys who have drunk too much take in relieving themselves out in the open.

He buttoned his jeans.

It was as he turned around that he saw the figure.

It was standing about ten yards from him, on the path that climbed up toward the road, between two trees. Not moving. A man's silhouette, taller than his own, only the outline visible against the thickening night.

Scott squinted. He wasn't afraid, not yet — just the ordinary surprise of finding out you're not alone in a place you thought was empty.

"Hey?" he said.

The figure didn't answer. It didn't move.

"You with the party?"

He took two steps in that direction. The distance closed without the man becoming any more distinct — there was something on his head, a cap maybe, that kept his face in shadow. He was wearing a dark jacket. His hands were at his sides.

Scott felt, very faintly, an uneasiness that wasn't yet fear. A small-town uneasiness, from a place where you're not used to strangers. He glanced back toward the fire, twenty yards behind him. Danny was laughing loudly at something Marcus had just said. The music covered the rest.

"You looking for somebody?" Scott said, louder than he'd meant to.

The man took a step forward.

A gleam passed over his face — the moon, maybe, or a reflection from the embers of the fire. Scott made out a jaw, an unshaven chin, a look that wasn't the look of a lost drunk or a late hunter. It was a calm look. It was the calm that, more than anything, alerted Scott.

He took a step back.

"Listen, I'm going to go join the others. You want a beer, there's some left."

He tried to say it naturally, the way you defuse something without knowing you're defusing it. He half-turned, took a step toward the fire.

The man was on him faster than Scott would have thought possible for a man that size.

An arm, thick, passed around his neck from behind. A hand, gloved — Scott felt the grain of the fabric against his jaw — clamped over his mouth. He tried to shout. The shout jammed in his throat, flattened by the pressure of the arm. He tried to buck, to kick backward. A knee in his back held his hips still. There was no rage in the hold. It was a containment. Precise, calm, unwinded.

Scott saw the fire, down there, between the man's shoulders. He saw Danny lift a beer and laugh. He saw the moon, huge and gold above the hills. His fingernails scratched at the forearm around his neck — he felt the fabric of the jacket, felt, farther in, something hard, a thick sleeve. The pressure on his throat increased. He felt his eyes prickle, the black come at the edges of his vision.

He tried, with a desperate and childish intelligence, to let his weight drop suddenly — a trick he had seen in a movie. The arm followed, without letting go.

The man lowered him slowly, almost carefully, to the ground. Scott, on all fours now, then lying on his side, stones against his cheek, felt the blood beating in his ears with the sound of a distant drum. The music from the fire was very far now. Extraordinarily far. Marcus, still, was laughing, at some other end of the world.

The man spoke, once, close to his ear. His voice was low, almost gentle, without anger.

"It's all right. It's all right."

He could have said anything. Scott was only hearing half the words, as if through water. It's all right, it's all right. The way you calm a horse. The way you calm a child going to sleep.

The pressure went on.

Scott thought, in the very last edges of consciousness, about his mother who had kissed him on the forehead when she left that morning. He thought about the Chevrolet, parked up there, whose keys he was supposed to bring back. He thought about Marcus, who was going to start worrying in a while, wondering where Scott had gone.

He thought, for one brief absurd instant, about a history test scheduled for Monday.

Then the thoughts came apart.

Then the moon moved away, very fast, as if it had been called back.

Then nothing at all.





The man released the pressure only when he was certain.

He stayed a while, kneeling on the stones beside the body, without moving, one hand resting on the boy's neck. He checked. He waited. He checked again.

It wasn't hesitation. It was method.

He lifted the boy under the arms and dragged him, without any visible effort, a few yards, into the deeper shadow of a clump of willows overhanging the water. The moon barely reached this spot. Nobody from the fire would be able to see.

He set the boy down carefully on his back.

He took off his gloves — dark, soft leather — and slipped them into the inside pocket of his jacket. From it he took out another pair, thinner, closer to the skin. He pulled them on, methodically, one finger after another.

From the same pocket, he took out a small glass bottle, clear, with a screw cap. The liquid inside was colorless. He unscrewed the cap.

He worked, then, with the calm of a man who knows exactly what he is doing and who has rehearsed the movements in his head long before performing them in the world. He applied the liquid in small amounts to specific places — the inside of the boy's right forearm, the crook of his left elbow, the nape of the neck just below the hairline. He did not spill. He did not overreach. He used exactly enough.

Then he took out a lighter.

The flame was tiny. The liquid, in contact with it, produced three small oval burns, precise, without spread, without visible smoke. The skin beneath the burns turned dark red, then black at the edges. He put them out with a damp cloth he was holding ready in another pocket. No fire caught.

It was a liturgical act.

He put away the bottle. He put away the lighter. He put away the cloth.

Then, from the inside left pocket of his jacket — the one he always kept closed with a button, the one he only opened for this — he took out a manila envelope. Inside, a fragment of a photograph.

He set the fragment on the boy's chest.

It was a small piece of photographic paper, barely larger than a coin, with irregular edges, blackened on one side by an old burning, so old it had taken on the brown color of long-charred wood. On the other side, barely visible in the diffuse moonlight, you could make out a piece of a face — a cheekbone, a piece of a smile, cut off by the edges of the burn. A fragment of a moment somebody, somewhere, had once believed to be eternal by photographing it.

The man looked at the fragment on the boy's chest. He did not speak. He did not pray. He simply stood motionless a moment, the way you stand before a grave that you alone know is a grave.

Then he straightened.

He adjusted the position of the body — arms alongside, legs straight, head turned slightly toward the water. He set the photograph fragment on the chest with his fingers, very lightly, so that it would hold. He checked that nothing was sticking out of his own jacket. He removed his inner gloves and slid them into the opposite pocket. He put the others back on.

He glanced toward the fire, twenty-five yards away, through the bushes. Nobody had turned around. The music was still going. Marcus, somewhere, was still laughing.

The man walked back up the path, unhurried. He knew every stone on that path. No need to run. Running leaves traces. Walking leaves nothing.





It was an hour later that they noticed Scott hadn't come back.

Danny was the first to remark on it, out loud, because he'd gotten it into his head to go for another beer and couldn't find Scott, who was, technically, in charge of restocking. He went around the fire. He called.

"Prentiss! Scott!"

The music dropped a notch. A few heads turned. Marcus, very drunk by now, waved vaguely in the direction of the willows.

"He went to piss," he said. "It's been a while, come to think of it."

"How long a while?"

Marcus shrugged. Marcus didn't have a watch.

Danny got a flashlight out of his Ford. He went down toward the water, then back up a little toward the willow grove, sweeping the bushes with the beam. He called out several times. His voice, in the growing quiet of the lake — the music had stopped, the others were watching — had taken on a tone he hadn't been using five minutes earlier.

He saw the body through the willows before he understood it was a body.

He saw a pale shape in the shadow first. Scott's T-shirt. He saw a leg, angled wrong for a man asleep. He stumbled toward it.

He took ten steps. Five steps. Two steps.

He fell to his knees on the stones.

"Shit," he said. "Shit, shit, shit."

He set the flashlight down. He put his hand on his friend's cheek. He took his hand away.

"Marcus!" he yelled. "Marcus!"

His voice broke into a high pitch. Others were already running, alerted by the sound of it. Two, then three, then four figures around the body. Somebody shouted a name. Somebody swore. Somebody cried, right away, a girl Danny would never afterward be able to say for certain which one.

Nobody saw right away the small brown fragment on Scott's chest.

It was Marcus, kneeling next to Danny, who noticed it first. He put out his hand to pick it up. Danny grabbed his wrist.

"Don't touch it."

"What is it?"

"Don't touch anything."

Marcus pulled his hand back. The fragment stayed on Scott's chest, exactly where the man had left it, still in the trembling light of the flashlight.

Danny got up. He was shaking. He was making an effort not to show it.

"We need to call the sheriff," he said. "We need to call somebody."

He started up toward the cars. The others stayed around the body, not knowing what to do with their hands, not knowing where to put their eyes. The fire went on burning, absurdly, thirty yards away. The moon, higher now, was lighting the beach well enough that they didn't much need the flashlight anymore.

Nobody thought, in that minute, of the figure that had walked back up the path an hour earlier.

Nobody could, in that minute, have thought of it.

The man was already home, by that point, in Blackwood, in the low house he had lived in alone for nine years, at the other end of town. He had taken off his jacket. He had put his gloves in a drawer. He had put the bottle back in the toolbox in the garage, under a plank nobody would have thought to lift. He had washed his hands, at length, with soap and water. He hadn't turned on the television.

He had sat down in the kitchen, in the dark, with a glass of water in front of him, and he had waited for the phone to ring.

He knew it would ring.

He was in no hurry.





On the beach, nobody was moving anymore.

They had formed, without meaning to, an uneven circle around the body — at three or four yards, as if some ancient instinct forbade them to come any closer without knowing exactly why. The girl who had cried first was still crying, in short dry sobs, leaning against the fallen log that had been the bench. Another boy threw up in the bushes without anyone, this time, laughing at him. The wood fire had died down, for lack of tending, and nobody was thinking to throw on more branches.

Marcus had ended up climbing out of the Ford, despite Danny's instruction, because he couldn't stay sitting anymore. He was walking around the fire, mechanically, and coming back to the edge of the beach without ever getting within ten yards of the body. He was holding his elbows in his hands. He was talking to himself, very low.

"It's Prentiss," he was saying. "It's Prentiss."

He was saying it as if the name, spoken enough times, might eventually become a name that belonged to a living friend again.

Nobody answered him.

The lake, down below, had taken on that particular quality of silence that bodies of water have at night — a silence that isn't really a silence, more of a muffled acoustic, in which every small sound — a pebble shifting, a warm beer gurgling in the sand — seems both very close and very far away. An owl called out somewhere in the woods. Nobody remarked on it.

The girl who had cried got up and went to walk a bit, aimlessly, toward the far end of the beach. One of the boys — the youngest of the group, barely seventeen, who had been allowed to come despite his age because his older brother was there — followed her at a distance without saying anything, at a measured pace, like a dog content just to be there.

Another boy, called Wesley or maybe Warren, knelt down beside the body without touching it. He was looking at Scott's face. He was looking at the skin, gone grayer in the indirect moonlight. He was looking at the mouth slightly open, the jaw a little askew, the eyes that were closed — and he was trying, without formulating it, to make the connection between that face and the Scott who had been laughing two hours earlier while carrying the cases of beer down from the Chevrolet.

He couldn't do it.

It wasn't only death that was in the way — it was the absurd, incompatible distance between the person he knew and the thing lying there. People always say the dead look asleep. Wesley found out, in that instant, that it wasn't true. The dead don't sleep. They don't resemble anything you know.

He saw the fragment on the chest.

He didn't dare lean in. He saw only a small dark shape, barely wider than a stamp, resting near Scott's left collarbone, half tucked into a fold of the T-shirt. He thought at first of a dead leaf, dropped from a tree. He looked again. It wasn't a leaf.

He straightened slowly. He took three steps back.

"There's something," he said, to no one in particular. "On him."

Nobody reacted right away. The sentence hung in the air of the beach like the other sentences that had been spoken that hour — no clear addressee, not knowing whether it was calling for an answer, an action, or only to be heard.

It was Marcus who, on his mechanical circuit, stopped.

"Something what?"

"On his chest. Some kind of… I don't know. A piece of paper. Burned."

Marcus came closer, crossing for the first time the ten-yard line he had imposed on himself. He leaned in. He too saw the small dark shape. He slowly put out his hand.

Then he pulled his hand back, remembering Danny telling him earlier: Don't touch anything.

He stayed crouched there, contemplating the tiny object, not understanding what he was looking at, not understanding why it was there, not for a second imagining that he had in front of him an object that had waited nine years in a box to come to rest exactly at that place, on that boy, that night.

He straightened. He went back to the fire. He sat down on the stones, arms around his knees, and looked at the red Chevrolet C10 parked up there on the turnaround, headlights off, indifferent, with its empty beer cases in the back and its tank still three-quarters full.

He thought that this truck would have to be brought back to Roger Prentiss, before morning.

He thought that he had no idea how you do that kind of thing.

Then he thought nothing at all, for a long moment, and the night went on without him, with the silent lake and the near-full moon and the small burned photograph fragment resting on the chest of a seventeen-year-old boy who, a few hours earlier, had believed the world was exactly his size.

It still was, that world. It was more so than ever.

He simply no longer knew it.

 


CHAPTER 3 What They Find at First Light

The radio told her the news at a quarter past seven.

Dana was in the kitchen, in her pajamas, a mug of instant coffee in her hand — she had learned to make it for herself two years ago, against the wishes of her mother, who thought coffee was bad for teenagers — and the radio on the windowsill was carrying the Knoxville local station that covered the county, in between two songs, with a seven o'clock newscast. She was only half listening. She was thinking about her notes from the day before, about the two columns on her page, about the question she had written under the pencil circle.

Then the announcer said: the body of a seventeen-year-old male was discovered in the early hours of this Sunday morning on the shore of the Blackwood municipal reservoir. The identity of the victim has not yet been released, pending notification of family. The county sheriff's office has confirmed that an investigation has been opened.

Dana set down her mug.

She went to her room. She dressed without making a sound — her mother was still asleep, Sunday morning being for Susan Whitlock a border that nothing crossed before nine o'clock — and took her notebook, her pen, her light jacket. Outside, the sky was gray and the dew made the sidewalk shine. She got on her bike.

The reservoir road was blocked three hundred yards from the beach by a county patrol car set sideways across the road, light bar off but presence enough. Two or three cars of curious onlookers had already pulled onto the shoulder. A deputy in a khaki uniform — the round-cheeked one Dana had never seen before — was doing his best to maintain a rough perimeter.

Dana leaned her bike against a fence post and walked closer on foot.

She would not claim to be a reporter to get in — she was only a high-school reporter, and that qualification, in the mouth of somebody who wished her ill, could turn against her. She would stay back. She would observe.

From where she stood, on the grassy shoulder, she could see the top of the dirt turnaround above the beach — several official vehicles parked, including a white van with no insignia that she guessed to be the county technicians. She could see, farther down, between the willows, figures in dark jackets moving back and forth with the calm of professionals. She saw the tarp — gray, stretched knee-high between two stakes — that marked off the area under the willows.

She noted: gray tarp. Willows. Position: west shore, right of the dam, about thirty yards from the fire. At least two technicians. Deputy stationed 300 yards out.

The round-cheeked deputy looked over at her.

"You from around here, miss?"

"Blackwood, yes."

"You'd best head on home. We're going to need the space."

It wasn't threatening. It was the voice of a man repeating the same sentence for the fifth time that morning and hoping it would finally be enough.

Dana stepped back a couple of paces. She did not go home.

She recognized Ed Kowalski before she even noticed the volunteer fire brigade patch on his blue jacket. He had been there a while, evidently — he had the loose stance of a man who has spent a certain amount of time standing in a difficult place and has learned to hold it without thinking. He was carrying a thermos and two paper cups.

A little off to the side of the patrol car, sitting on the hood of the gray Ford, two teenage boys kept their eyes down. One was hugging his own arms. The other was staring at the beach toward the willows with a fixity that no longer saw anything.

Ed Kowalski walked over to them. He said something low. He held out the cups. The boy staring at the beach took a cup without lifting his eyes. The other nodded — a motion that was not quite gratitude but was moving in that direction.

Ed stayed beside them a moment, without saying anything more. He wasn't trying to fill the silence. He didn't have that reflex adults have when they're uncomfortable, filling the emptiness with words that serve no purpose. He was simply there, a little back from them, thermos in hand, with a patience Dana immediately associated with the same quality she had noticed the day before near the fire station — that calm which does not resemble indifference, which resembles rather someone who has learned, at some point along the way, that certain things cannot be managed, they can only be walked through.

She noted: Kowalski on scene by 7:45 – 8:00 A.M. Thermos. Two probable witnesses from the night — the boys from the party. Ed asks no questions. Stays beside them.

She also noted, because noting was her job, that his gaze did not fall on the willows. Not once, since she'd been watching him. Everyone was looking at the willows, or making an effort not to look at them, which came to the same thing. Ed Kowalski was watching the boys.

That detail didn't strike her as important, at the time. She noted it anyway.

Roger Prentiss arrived at a quarter to eight in a beige Lincoln Continental, driven by somebody else — a woman Dana didn't recognize, in her forties, who stayed in the car. Prentiss got out. He was wearing the same dark suit as the day before at the mill, or an identical one, as if he hadn't had the time or the presence of mind to put on anything else.

He was unrecognizable.

Dana had seen Roger Prentiss the day before with his façade smile and his way of holding the ground he stood on. This morning, the ground didn't exist anymore. His face was that of a man twenty years older, and his hands, when he took them out of his pockets to place them on his own shoulders in an unconscious gesture of self-restraint, were trembling slightly.

The round-cheeked deputy intercepted him at the edge of the perimeter. A brief exchange, inaudible from where Dana stood. Prentiss was shaking his head. The deputy held firm, with visible gentleness. Prentiss finally stopped.

Dana hadn't expected to feel sorry for Roger Prentiss. She felt sorry for him anyway. He was a father, this morning. Nothing else.

Ed Kowalski walked the space between the two men without hurrying. He put a hand on Roger's shoulder. He said a word. Roger lowered his head. It was brief. Ed stayed beside him now, the way he had stayed beside the boys — in that strange space between comfort and presence, without superfluous words, without gestures that apologize for themselves.

Roger was finally led back toward the Lincoln by the deputy. The woman at the wheel got out and took him by the arm. The car pulled away.

Dana noted everything, without knowing exactly why she was noting everything. It was stronger than a decision. It was a necessity.

Sheriff Gordon Vance arrived at eight-twenty in his own car — not the department vehicle, a metallic gray Buick with a radio antenna stuck to the rear window. He got out, looked at the lake for a moment from the turnaround, then walked down onto the beach at a pace that had tried to be decisive and was mainly cautious.

Dana had seen him before, like everyone else in Blackwood — on the stage at the high school for a start-of-year speech, at the diner for neighborhood meetings, in the Gazette in a photograph beside the mayor at the dedication of a bridge. He was a medium-sized man with slightly stooped shoulders, wearing his thirty-nine years with the quiet fatigue of somebody who had started in the job too young and had been waiting ever since for the weight to lift.

This morning, the weight was heavy.

He talked with the technicians under the willows. Dana couldn't hear, but she could see the gestures — Vance leaning down, straightening, taking a step back, leaning down again. Vance nodding with the excess seriousness of people who are trying not to show that they are lost. Vance looking at the fragment — Dana couldn't see it clearly yet, but she had understood there was an anomalous object on the body, an object the people around the perimeter couldn't help mentioning under their breath.

She caught a word. She wasn't sure. It sounded like photo.

She noted the word with a question mark.

Vance came back up to the turnaround. He stopped in front of the two teenage witnesses. He talked with them, longer this time, taking out a notebook — a notebook similar to her own, Dana noted with an irony she didn't yet know how to name. He was writing. The boys were answering. Their voices, from time to time, carried up to her.

"He'd gone off," the taller one was saying. "We thought he was taking a piss."

"Nobody went with him?"

"No, nobody. It was just Scott."

Vance was writing.
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