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For the small-town reporters who stayed, and kept a light burning in the morgue.

A long exposure keeps what the eye is too quick to catch.
Leave the shutter open on any quiet town, and watch what moves in the dark.
— Arvo Saari
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​Putting the Paper to Bed
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There are two kinds of quiet in a newspaper office, and only one of them means the work is done.

The other kind is the one I had that Tuesday night, the last week of September, with the front page still open on the screen and the radiator ticking like a man clearing his throat to say something he’d rather not. That quiet has weight. It leans on you. The good quiet comes after the issue has gone, after the plate’s been burned and the press has done its long shuddering and the stack sits banded on the loading dock smelling of solvent and tomorrow. That quiet you can lean back into. The other one you have to push through with both hands.

I pushed.

Carol had gone home at five, the way the front desk goes home at five whether or not the world has finished happening. She left the phone forwarded and a Post-it on my monitor — Mrs. Aho says her dog is in the paper and it isn’t, call her — and the burnt half-pot she’d made at noon, which I drank anyway, because grief over coffee is cheaper than buying more. The newsroom of the Birchard Clarion is one long room with a pressed-tin ceiling and COMMERCIAL PRINTING ghosted backward across the front windows, so that all day the words fall pale across my desk and I read them without reading them. Founded 1888. We have outlived three banks, two churches, and the river’s good name. We were not, it was turning out, going to outlive the year.

Birdie had told me that morning. She came in early, which she never does, in her good coat, which is worse, and stood by the layout stone with her red pencil behind her ear the way Hank used to wear it, and she said it plain because Birdie does everything plain. She was selling the building. To Curt Larkin. The papers were as good as signed.

“He wants it for offices,” she said. “For the marina people.” She touched the stone, the old steel-topped table where her husband had laid out forty years of Tuesdays, cool and scarred and useless now except as a place to set your coffee. “Three more weeks, Greta. Then the keepsake. Then we’re done.”

Three weeks. The sesquicentennial number, fat with advertising from businesses that wouldn’t survive to run another ad, and tucked inside it the supplement I’d been building all summer with Arvo — 150 Years of Birchard in Pictures. The last thing the Clarion would ever print would be the town looking at itself. There’s a joke in there somewhere about a wake where the corpse brings the photographs. I didn’t make it. Birdie’s chin was doing the thing it does, and I am not a monster.

“Hank always said a paper dies the day it starts printing what people want instead of what happened,” she told me, and then she went home, and that was that. The kill clock started running. Twenty-one days.

So that was the quiet I was pushing through at half past eight, when the phone rang and it was Arvo.

I knew it was Arvo before I picked up. Nobody else calls the newsroom line after dark; the dead don’t, and the living text. And I knew something was off in the first second, because Arvo Saari does not hurry. The man spent fifty years standing at the edge of every wedding and fish-fry and ribbon-cutting in this county waiting for the light to be right, and a man learns patience that way or he learns to sell insurance. But that night he came down the line fast, the words crowding.

“Greta. You’re there. Good. Are you sitting?”

“I’m laying out the front, Arvo, I’m barely vertical.” I had the phone in my shoulder and the zoning brief open in the other window, eleven pages of the county telling me in the passive voice what it intended to do to a wetland. “What’s wrong, is it Pinhole, did the cat get into the fixer again —”

“The cat’s fine. The cat’s on the negatives, which is why he’s fine and I’m half mad.” A breath. I could hear his basement around him — the little exhaust fan, the particular hush a darkroom has, like a held lung. “I’ve been scanning. For the supplement. The old four-by-fives, the mill years, the box from the dam — I told you I’d get to the bottom of that box and I got to the bottom of it.” He stopped. When he started again his voice had changed, gone careful, the way you go careful stepping on ice you’re not sure of. “Greta. I’ve pulled a frame you’ll want to sit down for. Come tonight. Come now, if you can.”

I should tell you what that was, coming from him. In fifty years Arvo never once oversold a picture. He’d hand you the best frame anybody’d ever shot of this town and say only, the light cooperated. For him to say sit down — for him to say now —

But I had eleven pages of zoning, and the obituary column to set, and Mara in the back making the scanner groan, and Birdie’s twenty-one days ticking under everything like a watch sewn into a pillow. I was tired in the way you get tired when the tiredness has stopped being a feeling and become a fact about you, a thing in your bones the doctor could x-ray.

“Can it keep?” I said. “I’ve got Mrs. Pelkonen’s obit and a wetland and a paper to put to bed. Arvo, I am not even joking, I’ve got a man’s whole life to fit in four inches by deadline.”

A silence on the line. Not empty. Full. The fan, the lung.

“It can keep,” he said, and the careful had gone soft, and I should have heard it. I have spent thirty-one years teaching myself to hear the thing under the thing people say, and that one time I had the phone in my shoulder and my eyes on a wetland and I did not hear it. “It’s kept this long. I only — ” He laughed, a little. “I only thought of you. You’d know what to do with it. You always know what to do with a thing once you’ve got the whole frame.”

“Tomorrow,” I said. “I’ll come by tomorrow, first thing, I’ll bring the good coffee, not Carol’s. We’ll sit down with it proper.”

“Tomorrow,” he said.

“You all right, Arvo?”

“I’m an old man in a cellar talking to a cat,” he said, which was his way of saying yes, and also, I think now, his way of saying no, and I let it go, because Mara was calling my name from the back and the deadline was a hand on the back of my neck.

“Go to bed, you,” I told him. “Don’t sit up developing till two.”

“Tomorrow, then,” he said. “Bring your good eyes.”

And he hung up, and I forgot him in about four seconds, the way you forget a friend you’re sure you’ll see in the morning.

─

Mara Lindgren is sixteen and built entirely out of opinions and elbows, and on deadline nights she comes in for the helper’s wage and the chance, I suspect, to be somewhere her mother isn’t. She had the flatbed scanner lid up and a curse on her face.

“This software is older than my dad,” she said. “It crashed again. It crashes if you look at it. Boomer software.”

“That software has digitized the Eisenhower administration. Show some respect.”

“It can have respect when it stops eating my scans.” She fed it another print anyway — a black-and-white of the mill in its good years, ‘70-something, men in the gate at shift change with lunch pails and that look men used to have, like the day owed them something and would pay. We were going to run forty of them. The whole century of this place, lifted off Arvo’s shelves and laid into the last paper it would ever have.

“Front page,” I said. “Come help me kill children.” Which is what we call it, cutting copy to fit, and which made her grin despite herself, because she is the next one, that girl, whether she knows it yet or not. There’s always a next one or there’s nobody, and most towns this size have nobody.

We built it together over my shoulder. The lede was the mill cleanup money, what was left of it, which was nothing, dressed up as something for the festival. Below the fold, the gala — Sesquicentennial to Honor Ostrander, Break Ground on Tamarack Landing — Hal Ostrander’s good gray face in the one-column cut, the man who’d bought this town its library wing and its scholarships and was about to be thanked for all of it under a tent. A weather box. A teaser for the supplement: 150 Years of Birchard in Pictures, coming in our keepsake edition. And down in the gutter, in the smallest type on the page, four inches for Greta Pelkonen, eighty-eight, who taught third grade to half the names in the phone book and died on a Sunday with her hair done.

I write the obituaries. I have written most of the obituaries in Birchard for thirty-one years. People think it’s the sad beat. It isn’t. The obituary is the one place in the paper where we still try, every single time, to get a whole life right in the space we’ve got, and where being wrong is a sin you can’t take back with a correction box, because the one person who could’ve corrected you is the one you’re writing about. I take it seriously. I take it more seriously than the front page. The front page is what happened. The obituaries are what it meant.

“Looks good,” Mara said, which from her is a parade.

“It looks like a paper,” I said. “That’ll do.”

I leaned back, and that was when my eye went, the way it does sometimes when the work lets go of it, to the frame on the wall by the morgue door. It’s the only thing I’ve ever hung over my own desk. A clip, gone the green-brown that newsprint goes, behind glass I keep meaning to clean. My first front page. My first byline, set in type when I was twenty-one and so proud my hands shook. MILL WORKER DROWNS IN APPARENT ACCIDENT. By Greta Holmberg, Staff. Autumn of 1995, the river running high, a young man taken by the dam, a sad thing, a closed thing, the first hard story they ever let me carry alone.

I looked at it the way you look at a thing you’ve hung on a wall, which is to say I did not look at it at all. It’s furniture now. It’s the proof that I was once new here, that I came to this town green as that clip and stayed and stayed. I passed it the way I pass it forty times a day and I thought, distantly, the way you think a thing you’ve thought too often to feel: that’s the one that made me. And I turned back to the screen and I did not read a word of it, the way I had not really read a word of it in years.

The page was done. The radiator ticked. Somewhere in the back the scanner gave up the ghost again and Mara said something unprintable to it, fondly.

I did the last thing. The old thing. At the bottom of the page, in the slug line where nobody but the press would ever see it, I typed it the way Hank taught me and Hank’s editor taught him, back when the wire carried it to tell the next desk down the line that there was no more to come:

-30-

End of story. Put the paper to bed.

─

It was past ten when I sent Mara home and killed the lights, all but the one over the press, which I leave because a press in the dark is a sad thing and I’m sentimental about exactly two objects in this world and that iron beast is one of them. I stood a second in the doorway and breathed the place in — ink and hot dust and old paper and the river that gets into everything in this town eventually — and I locked it, and I told the empty room good night, because I always do, and because there were only twenty-one of these good nights left.

The cold had come down hard while I worked. First real frost of the year, the kind that means it, the windshield furred white and the grass crunching under me to the car. The streetlights wore halos. Main Street was nothing but the dollar store’s security glow and the Blue Loon dark with its chairs up on the tables, Ruthie long home. A good town to be the last one awake in. A quiet town. The other kind of quiet — the leaning kind — over the whole of it now, the kind that’s been settling on Birchard one shuttered window at a time since the mill went dark, the kind I’d spent my whole life pushing through with both hands and was beginning, that night, to wonder if I’d only ever been holding back.

The road home runs along the river, and where the Tamarack comes down to the Larkin dam the fog was up. It comes up there even in summer, off the millpond, but that night with the frost it stood in a wall, white and slow and breathing, pouring over the spillway and pooling in the low ground where the old gatehouse hunches by the water. They’d started letting the pond down for Larkin’s marina — drawing it off inch by inch toward the riverbed — and the fog seemed to come up out of the drop itself, off the new mud, off whatever the water was uncovering as it sank. I slowed for it the way you slow for fog. Headlights just bouncing back at me, the dam a gray shape in the gray, the water lower against the gatehouse than I’d ever seen it.

I didn’t stop. There was nothing to stop for. A river and a dam and the cold coming on and a tired woman driving home to a cat of her own and a bed that had been one person’s for a long time.

I thought about Arvo, a little, warm in my chest the way you think about an old friend. Bring your good eyes. I thought I’d take him the good coffee in the morning and we’d sit in his kitchen with the cat between us and he’d slide some forty-year-old frame across the oilcloth and I’d make him tell me, finally, what was in the box from the dam he’d been promising me all summer. I thought there was all the time in the world for it, which is the thing you always think, right up until the morning you find out there wasn’t.

I was half asleep before my head was down. I did not lie awake wondering what he’d found. I did not get up and drive over. I did not, in any way that would have mattered, hear what was under the thing he’d said.

I just slept, in the first hard frost of the year, not knowing I had spent my oldest friend’s last evening on this earth telling him to wait.
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​The Flashlight on the Post
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Arvo kept his spare key under the loon planter the way half of Birchard kept theirs under a mat, which is to say not really hidden, only out of the weather. The planter was a fat ceramic loon Ruthie had thrown for him at her one summer of pottery classes, glaze the color of a storm coming, and every fall the geraniums in it died down to brown stalks that Arvo refused to pull because he said the goldfinches worked them for seed. The first frost had got them in the night. The stalks stood stiff and silvered, and the loon’s painted eye had gone milky where the years had crazed it.

I lifted the planter. The key was cold enough to ache. I’d come because he hadn’t answered the phone—three times since seven, the line ringing and ringing into that house with nobody to pick it up—and because the supplement layout was due and Arvo Saari did not miss a deadline, not in fifty years, not for weather or knees or the flu that took half the county last March. He’d called me last night. Tomorrow, then. Bring your good eyes. I’d nearly fallen asleep with the receiver against my cheek. I had told him to wait.

I knocked once more on the storm door, out of manners, and then I let myself in.

The kitchen was the kitchen I’d known thirty years. The percolator, cold. The grease-pencil list on the icebox in his blocky hand—film, stop bath, call G re: page 6. A single coffee cup upside down in the rack, washed, the way a tidy man leaves a thing he means to use again in the morning. And under all of it, rising, the smell. Vinegar-sharp and chemical and familiar as my own ink-stained fingers: fixer. Hypo. The smell of every print Arvo ever made, of every Saturday I spent at his elbow learning that a photograph is just light you talked into staying. It was coming up the cellar stairs in a slow cold draft, and it was wrong, because Arvo never left the darkroom open. He said the dust got in.

Pinhole was at the cellar door.

The cat had got himself sideways against it, one orange shoulder shoving, and he was making a sound I had never heard out of him in nine years—not the cracked chirrup he gave for tuna, not the parlor yowl he put on for company, but a long low note with no bottom to it. His one eye found me. The other side of his face was the old pucker of scar, the socket Arvo had paid the vet to close after the tom fight, and he turned that blind side to the door as if it hurt less to not quite see. He scratched at the wood. He looked at me. He scratched again.

“All right,” I said. “All right, Pinhole. Move.”

He didn’t move. I had to step over him, and even then he pressed in at my ankles, and the draft came up the open stairwell with the fixer on it, and I said Arvo’s name down into the dark the way you say a name you already know won’t be answered.

The darkroom safelight was off. The work light was off. The cellar was the gray of a developing tray before anything comes up in it, just the dim from the kitchen behind me reaching down the first four treads and then giving out. I found the switch at the top of the stairs by feel—I’d flipped it a hundred times—and the bare bulb at the bottom didn’t catch. Dead. So I went down the way you go down stairs you know in the dark, hand on the post, counting, and on the ninth tread my counting stopped because my foot found him.

He was at the bottom. He had come to rest on his side with one arm folded under and the other reached out along the concrete, palm up, fingers loose, the way a hand lies when it has let go of whatever it was holding. His glasses were a yard off, both lenses whole, catching what little light there was. His face was turned a little into the floor. He looked—and I hate that this is the truth of it, I have written too many obituaries to lie about a body—he looked like a man who had lain down on the cool floor to rest his back and had simply, between one breath and the next, declined to get up. There was no terror in him. That was the worst of it. Arvo had not been afraid.

I knelt. I knew not to move him; some part of me that has stood at the edge of too many bad nights with a notebook knew that. I put two fingers to the side of his throat the way you do, and his skin was the temperature of the room, which is to say the temperature of nothing, of a thing that has stopped trading warmth with the world, and I took my hand back and I knelt there a while longer in the dark with my oldest friend.

I don’t know how long. Long enough that my knees printed themselves into the cold of the floor. Then I went back up the stairs—counting, again, because numbers were the only thing I had that still worked—and I stood in the kitchen and I called Walt Sorenson, and then I called Emmett Lund, and I gave them both the address as if they didn’t know it, as if every soul in Birchard didn’t know which house was Arvo Saari’s, and my voice came out level and strange and not mine.

Then there was nothing to do but wait, and that is when I learned what shock is.

It is not what they tell you. It is not a swoon or a scream. It is the body going quietly, ruthlessly practical while the rest of you stands off to one side and watches it work. I found I had filled the percolator. I had no memory of doing it. I was standing at Arvo’s counter with the can of Hills Bros open and the scoop in my hand, making coffee for a man who would never drink it, because the kitchen was cold and that is what you do in a cold kitchen, and the ordinariness of my own hands was the most frightening thing in the house.

I put the scoop down.

And because I am what I am—because I have spent thirty-one years checking the thing I’m told against the thing I can see, sourcing it, timing it, refusing a fact a man hands me until I’ve held it to the light myself—the reporter in me would not stop reading the room. I didn’t want her. I wanted to be only the woman whose friend had died. But she was already at work, the way she’s always at work, and she was finding things, and laying them out on the stone of my mind in a column I could not stop setting.

The bulb. Dead at the bottom of the stairs. A man going down to a dark cellar to a dead bulb.

I looked at the post.

Arvo’s flashlight was clipped to the top of it. The little aluminum one with the spring clip he’d rigged years ago, after his second knee, so it would always be there, so he’d never have to grope. You don’t take my stairs in the dark, Greta, he’d told me, more than once, snapping it on to walk me up. Forty years I’ve hauled trays down these. The day I stop respecting them is the day they take me. He’d laughed when he said it. The flashlight was clipped to the post exactly where it lived, at the top, by the kitchen door, where a man reaches for it before his foot ever finds the first tread.

He had not reached for it.

The bulb was dead and the flashlight was on the post and Arvo Saari had gone down nine stairs into a black cellar without the light he never went down without.

I made myself look away from it. The column kept setting.

His hearing aids were on the counter.

Two of them, in the little chipped saucer by the sugar where he always put them, the beige plastic shells and the tiny tubes, sitting in the lamplight from the window. And I knew—God help me, I knew the way you know your own phone number—that Arvo only took those out for company he trusted. He wore them everywhere. He’d worn them to my mother’s funeral and to the county fair and to deadline nights at the Clarion when the press ran so loud you’d think he’d want them out, and he kept them in. He took them out for the evening, in his own kitchen, when somebody he was easy with had come to sit, because he said the whine of them got tiresome when there was nobody to mishear. He took them out for company.

There had been someone here. Last night, or near it. Someone Arvo had been easy enough with to set his ears down on the counter and pour, maybe, the second cup. The cup in the rack, washed and put up. One cup.

I stood very still in the cold kitchen with the dead man at the bottom of the stairs and his ears in a saucer and his light on the post, and I did not let myself finish the sentence the column was building toward, because Walt’s tires were already in the drive and the gravel was talking under them and I had nothing yet, nothing I could file, nothing but two small honest objects out of place and a feeling, and a feeling is not a source.

Walt came in gentle. I’ll give him that. He took his cap off in the kitchen, which his father had taught him, and he looked at me and not at the cellar door first, and he said, “Greta. Aw, Greta,” in the voice you keep for the bereaved, and he put one big hand on my shoulder for a second before he went down.

He wasn’t down long.

When he came back up he had his notebook out but he wasn’t writing in it. “Bad knees,” he said, soft, not unkind, almost as if he were comforting me with it. “Dark stair. He’s—what, near eighty? It happens, Greta. My granddad went the same way, off the church steps. Old man, bad knees, a dark stair.” He said it like a thing already printed. He said it the way you read a caption somebody else wrote, trusting it, not checking it against the picture above. He had not measured one thing. He had not stood the flashlight in evidence or asked about the bulb or so much as glanced at the saucer by the sugar. He had walked into a story that was waiting for him, ready-made and comfortable and cheap to run, and he had bought it whole.

“His flashlight’s on the post,” I said.

Walt looked at me. He was tired. He’d been tired since before his father died, I think. “His what?”

“He clipped a light to the post. So he wouldn’t go down dark. He never went down dark, Walt. And the bulb at the bottom’s out.”

“Bulb burned out.” He wrote that down, at least. “So he went to change it and missed his footing in the dark. That’d be how, then.” And he closed his notebook on it, satisfied, the way you close a tidy thing, and I understood that I had handed him the very nail to seal it. A burned-out bulb. Of course. An old man going down to fix it, forgetting his light, the one time in forty years he forgot. It was clean. It was kind to everybody. It would not put a shadow over the festival three weeks out or ask a single hard question of a town that could not afford one more.

Emmett Lund came in while Walt was talking, quiet, the way Emmett comes into every room, and he didn’t say anything at all for a while. He went down. He was down a good deal longer than Walt. When he came up he was wiping his glasses on the tail of his shirt, slow, around and around, and he settled them back on his nose and looked at the cellar door and then at the saucer of hearing aids—he looked at the saucer, I saw him look at it—and then at the flashlight on the post, and his face did not change, and that not-changing told me he had read the same column I had.

“I’ll take him in,” he said. That was all. To Walt, but his eyes came to me when he said it, and they stayed.

One beat. Two. A beat too long, by the count I keep in my chest for these things, the way you hold a frame in the enlarger a half-second past where the timer says, because you want a little more to come up in the dark. He didn’t say accident. He didn’t say I’m sorry, though he was. He said I’ll take him in, and he held my eyes over the cold percolator and the chipped saucer, and in that held look was the only honest thing anyone said in that kitchen all morning, which was: I see what you see. Not now. Not here.

Then he cleaned his glasses again, though they were clean, and went to bring in the stretcher.

They didn’t need me after that, except to lock up, which Walt asked me to do as if it were a favor and not the thing that would let him leave. I stood in the doorway while they carried Arvo up out of the dark, and I did not watch, and I have made my peace with not watching. I have looked at enough.

Pinhole had backed himself into the corner by the icebox, flat to the floor, his one eye huge and his ears pinned, every orange hair of him stood on end. The men and the cold and the open door had undone him. He would not come for his name. So I crouched and I waited, the way Arvo taught me to wait on a skittish thing with a camera, no sudden hand, and after a while he came, low, and let me gather him up against my coat. He was shaking. He weighed nothing. Under the fur he was all old bone and racing heart.

“Somebody has to feed you now,” I told him, and my voice broke on the last word and I let it.

I carried him out past the loon planter with its frost-killed stalks and its milky eye, out into the white morning where my breath stood in the air and Emmett’s wagon idled at the curb. The frost lay on every windshield up the street, on the rails, on the dead geraniums, on the whole tired town not yet awake to what it had lost. The cat pressed his blind side into my chest.

Accident, Walt had said. An old man, bad knees, a dark stair.

I drove home with Pinhole shivering on the seat beside me and the word accident sitting in my mouth the whole way, sour as fixer, refusing to go down—a word I’d been handed, sweet and ready and easy to print, and could not, would not, swallow.
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​Accidental, Pending
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The hardest obituary I ever wrote, I wrote for the man who taught me how to see.

I sat down to it that afternoon the way you sit down to a thing you have been circling all morning—coffee gone cold, Pinhole asleep on the bound 1973s where the sun came through, the newsroom so quiet I could hear the wall clock work. An obituary is the easiest piece in the paper if you don’t love the person. Born, married, worked, survived by. You set the facts in a row and let them carry the weight, because they will, every time, if you don’t crowd them. I have written hundreds. I could write one in my sleep, and on bad weeks I more or less had.

This one would not come.

I had the bones. Arvo Saari, 79. Born in Birchard, in the house his grandfather built on Cedar, and never once lived anywhere else. Forty years a photographer for this paper, then twenty more as the man who kept its pictures after the paper could no longer pay him to take them. I typed He is survived by and the cursor sat there blinking, because the honest end of that sentence was the town, and one reporter, and a cat, and you cannot print that. I deleted it. I typed it again. I deleted it again.

What you do, when the words won’t, is you go back to the facts. So I got up and pulled the
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