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			Praise for Hello, Transcriber

			‘An edgy and haunting crime novel with a complex and world-weary heroine at the center. Hannah Morrissey writes with passion, razor-edged prose, and most important, authenticity… No doubt destined to become one of this year’s best debuts’ Ace Atkins, New York Times bestselling author of The Relevators

			‘A moody, unsettling debut novel’ Washington Post

			‘A dark, atmospheric, and compelling debut by a unique talent’ C. J. Box

			‘An exciting new voice in literary suspense’ Megan Collins, author of The Winter Sister

			‘Hannah Morrissey’s precise, lyrical prose, chilling sense of atmosphere, and talent for crafting sexual tensions just as twisted as the central crime make her haunting debut Hello, Transcriber, a unique and exciting new entry in the contemporary crime genre’ Layne Fargo, author of They Never Learn 
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			To Hanns. You had me at ‘Hello, Transcriber.’
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			FRIDAY

			I shouldn’t be here.

			It’s stark daylight. The evergreens cut sharp silhouettes, arrowheads piercing a pearl sky. Someone will see the woman standing on Forge Bridge and they’ll call the police or try to save me themselves.

			No, they won’t. This is Black Harbor, a purgatory where people mind their own. I could scream bloody murder, and it’s not that no one would hear me – someone probably would – but they would write me off, convince themselves that I’m just a rabbit being eaten by a hawk or something.

			My heel catches in a knot in a railroad tie. My hands slam on the corroded iron tracks. The skin on my palms tears, the metal like dry ice. Standing back up, I slip off my pumps and set them aside. In my gossamer-thin nylons, I edge toward the middle. It’s the first time I’ve been here in almost ten months. It feels wrong and yet a little bit like coming home. I know this place. The trees with their wet, charred-looking trunks; the smell of fish scales and soil; the coal-blackened bridge that looks like the exoskeleton from some prehistoric beetle, stretching from bank to bank.

			Coldness pricks the soles of my feet. I’m still wearing the clothes from my interview earlier this morning.

			You’ll have problems here, they told me.

			They were a trio that operated as one: a man whose mustache resembled a wire brush my dad would use to scrape coagulated oil off his workbench, and two women; one was fox-faced and squashy, the other wore her black hair pulled into a tight bun and teal, bullet-shaped earrings.

			

			Barely an hour ago, I sat at a large pine table in a nondescript room, wearing the only blazer I own. The lake effect punched through the cement walls, slithered through the seal of the lone window. I wondered if the room was ever used as an office, or reserved solely for interviews, because what would anyone do in there besides slowly go crazy?

			When the door opened, I watched them filter in like smoke. My chair screeched as I stood to shake each of their hands. I smoothed my skirt as I sat back down, brushing off a sliver of chewed fingernail.

			They stared at me, their clinical smiles simultaneously out of place and yet perfectly in consensus. The man spoke on behalf of all three of them as though they were a modern-day Greek chorus. They asked where I’m from.

			‘Not here,’ I said.

			The vulpine lady’s smile deepened, a pair of parentheses framing her lurid red lips.

			‘Where is home?’ the man asked.

			H-O-M-E. I typed the word on my lap, beneath the table where they couldn’t see. It’s a habit I picked up somewhere along the way of wanting to be a writer, this compulsion of secretly transcribing conversations. I found liberation in letting my fingertips dance, unbridled by the fear of anyone ever reading the words they spelled.

			The man gave me a measured look over the rims of his glasses and I wondered if he could see my fingers moving after all, the tendons in my forearms faintly twitching. Perhaps this was the behavior people noticed when they diagnosed me as strange.

			Home. That was a thought. Home was a dirt road that wended its way through a field of oats and barley to a house at the edge of the woods. Home was my dad’s rusted pickup truck, the bed of which I would lie in and stare up at the stars on warm summer nights. Home was the apple orchard behind the house and a maze of Dad’s wood carvings – trees and railroad ties whose armor had been sculpted away to reveal the spirits within: wolves, owls, wise men. Home was the spruce tree tattooed on the back of my arm, just above my elbow, the one I always kept covered when visiting Tommy’s parents.

			

			Home was, ‘Three hours north.’

			They looked impressed, as though I’d walked the 160 miles to get here. ‘What brings you to Black Harbor?’

			‘The lake,’ I said, and explained that my husband is an aquatic ecologist. He was hired by the City two years ago because the lake was, and still is, devouring the shoreline. Every other day, the news chronicles people’s yards precariously disappearing. All those sediments and landscaping chemicals can’t be doing the aquatic ecosystem any favors.

			The two ladies shared a smile, and I reminded myself that they had no idea what it was like up north, where jobs are scarcer than striking oil.

			The man spoke again. ‘If you choose to accept this position, Mrs Greenlee, everything you type must be treated with the utmost confidentiality. You can’t tell your best friends, your family, even your husband.’

			‘I’m good at keeping secrets,’ I said.

			‘Your social life will suffer.’ Another warning.

			‘What social life?’

			They laughed like I was being ironic. The man leaned back in his chair, arms crossed over his stomach. His tie scrunched to the side, revealing a coffee stain he’d no doubt tried to hide.

			‘This job is violent and graphic in nature. You’ll have to listen to accounts of things that are… traumatic… to say the least. It’s not for everyone.’

			‘Is anything?’ It was the first time I’d asked a question instead of answering them.

			He grinned, his lips peeling away from his teeth. ‘You’re a clever one, Mrs Greenlee.’

			There it was again. I’d seen it in print like on junk mail and bills, but it wasn’t often that I heard it spoken aloud: Mrs. How it makes one sound hideously domesticated, an unforgivable slaughtering of its better, more scandalous-sounding honorific, Mistress. Now, that was something I could get on board with.

			

			I tried to smile back while I kneaded my hands in my lap, twisting my wedding band. The cold made it so loose.

			I needed this job. And I actually wanted it, too. At least it was interesting, and it paid better than any of the others I’d interviewed for. As it turned out, jobs weren’t exactly plentiful in these parts, either. A hard truth I learned pretty quick after quitting the bookstore with nothing else lined up. Not my finest moment.

			‘It’s a shame putting you on nights.’ The man chuckled. ‘Young kid like you. You’ll never see the light of day again.’

			The ladies laughed, too.

			‘Irregardless, we could always check with the other transcriber and see if she wants to stay on the night shift. Some people like it.’

			My insides wilted at his use of irregardless. ‘No, I’ll take it.’

			He leaned toward me, and I got the feeling that the confidentiality agreement had already started. ‘Forgive me for saying this, Mrs Greenlee, but you’re very pretty.’

			I looked at the women. They just stared like they had since the second they’d walked in.

			‘You’ll have problems here,’ he promised, and then slid me the pen to sign the contract.

			It’s too fresh to even have been filed away, and yet the memory seems from another lifetime. The reality, though, is that I’ve just been hired as the new police transcriber and have two days to put myself together, a task that shouldn’t involve edging my way toward the middle of Forge Bridge.

			Ever since Forge Fuels closed nearly fifteen years ago, resulting in practically everyone within a fifty-mile radius of Black Harbor losing their jobs, there’s been a localized epidemic of people jumping from the bridge – including the fuel company’s former CEO. That’s when Black Harbor really took a shit, as our neighbor, Old Will, put it. A former maintenance man for the coal giant, his hands are all jacked up from thirty years of turning wrenches. Now, he eats pain pills with his bacon every morning.

			

			My discovery of the bridge had been an accident. Shortly after we moved to Black Harbor, I took to the running trail in the woods across from the duplex Tommy and I split with Old Will and his son. The path stretches and winds through the entire city, but I keep to a five-mile strip that spits me out at Forge Bridge. It called to me like a siren that day, and has every day since. I was already halfway across when I suddenly felt its railroad ties beneath my feet, and I stared for the first time into the cruel black below. Everything went silent, then, as the river demanded something of me. Just one piece. A tribute in exchange for it letting me remain above its obsidian surface.

			I’d given it the only thing I could spare from my person, a corded bracelet with my name spelled in yellow and emerald beads. A gift from our honeymoon from a man who walked the shore selling conch shells. Untying it had felt ceremonious. My skin burned where the hemp cord had begun to chafe. I tossed it and watched it twist and writhe like a worm falling from a hook. Then it hit the water and disappeared into the pitch-black water.

			I’d smiled afterward. I did. I remember I stood there with the mist soaking my hair, my red long-sleeve clinging to my body. Anyone else might have cried, but the euphoria that flooded my veins was almost too much. It was a rush of accomplishment similar to typing a period at the end of a perfect string of words, a unique thought that existed in print because of me. There is truth, I think, in writers desiring immortality – not for ourselves, necessarily, but for our words, our thoughts, our ideas to live on long after we’re gone. We are addicts, forever chasing the impossible dream, and walking off the bridge – away from its pull – offers a glimpse of it, this ability to cheat death.

			The next time I visited, I surrendered a glass shamrock my mother had given to me before she left. Taking it from my book crate had felt like stealing from myself. When I stood on the weather-soaked ties preparing to toss it, I touched it to my lips, not to kiss it but to feel the warmth left by my own hand, perhaps to prove that I am alive and that the items I relinquish to the water never were.

			

			Sometimes I wonder what’s become of the things I’ve given. I like to imagine they’re rinsed clean and moving on to a better place, but a small part of me knows that they’re probably wedged between slick, slimy river rocks, stuck in Black Harbor forever. I wonder about the other things they must encounter – fishing lures and beer cans, muskellunge and minnows, bodies before they pop up to the surface.

			My scarf rips free of my jacket as though volunteering to be the next tribute, but the thought of the chill biting at my neck dissuades me. Mylar crinkles in the same wind that rocks me backward, deflated foil balloons tugging at rain-washed, curling ribbon, their length stripped of pigment by the elements and punctuated with broken ends, like an em dash at the end of an unfinished sentence. Below them, a teddy bear leans against a pole, its lavender fur matted and raindrops glistening on its button eyes. Minding my steps, I pick it up and press it to my chest, my chin resting on its plush, wet head. It smells like rain and noxious air and a little bit sweet like maple.

			I take a breath and listen as the air whistles through my nose. I can hear the river beckoning me to come closer. Looking down, I watch the river lap against large, snow-encrusted rocks – a monster sucking clean the bones of its prey.

			It isn’t fair that the bear is here, in Black Harbor. It could have been anywhere, belonged to anyone who wouldn’t have abandoned it to the wind and the rain and the toxicity that flees the rails of the bridge, fine black spores like gunpowder infecting the air we all breathe, filling all the cracks and fissures of the city. It coalesces to create a gritty film over the place that not only keeps decent people just racing past on the highway but also attracts criminals and seedy characters who need somewhere to hide.

			I look at my pumps leaning cockeyed against the track. Do they say that here, cockeyed? Or is that another up north word I brought with me? Raindrops glisten and slide down their plastic sides. I’ll need them for work. I start Monday.

			Jump, whispers the river. Its voice is a chorus all smashed together; but unlike the three people I met earlier, I can discern each individual fighting to be heard. Voices climb on top of one another, like bodies grappling, trying to claw their way out of the water. They’re lost forever, all those people who jumped. They’ll never leave Black Harbor. Instead, their voices will lace the river, calling to souls like mine to join them in their misery.

			

			My imagination puts me there, next to him, the body I saw one cold April morning. His face was bloated beyond recognition, eyes milky like roe. Dark hair clung to his skull like kelp on the side of a boat’s hull. In my mind, I am floating, staring up at the underbelly of Forge Bridge, at the woman who stands barefoot on the railroad ties, wondering what it would feel like to jump. The corpse and I bump gently against each other like buoys whose anchors are sunk too close in the muck.

			I shake the dark fantasy from my head. I’m still up here. Not down there. There’s no dead body in the water, either. Not today. A shiver trickles down my spine. The hair on the back of my neck stands on end. My fingertips are too frozen to feel the bitter bite of the air as I surrender the teddy bear and watch as it falls end over end, finally splashing facedown. I will it to go on and be free. To ride the current out of Black Harbor and wash up anywhere but here. But it just spins in a lazy circle, caught in a relentless whirlpool, and the truth hits me as cold and hard as though I am the one who hit the water. One of these days, I’ll have nothing left to give but myself.
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			ONE WEEK LATER

			There’s a row of blue apartments across the street. They’re almost lost to a beryl-colored sky; their peaks, trimmed with white, are all that separate them. They look like the whitecaps on Lake Michigan, the kind that slam into the half-sunk pier and pull children and drunks under. The top left window is empty. A trash bag is duct-taped over the hole, sucking in and out like a diaphragm. Even from where I sit, inside a narrow office easily thirty yards away, I can see the glass ground to powder on the sidewalk below, mixed with snow and salt and cocaine. Probably fentanyl, too. Nobody cuts anything without it these days.

			Good job security for me.

			There are four front entrances, each marked with a crimson door. On the far left beneath the broken window, someone wearing a gold hoodie sits slumped on the crumbling concrete steps. Drunk or stoned or dead, maybe. He doesn’t seem to notice the black plastic bag that rolls by like a tumbleweed, the one I recognize as the kind my husband brings home after a visit to the corner store. It skips languidly over the salt-encrusted asphalt, wandering past black-and-white police SUVs that are parked while their windshields defrost. Finally, it floats out of view, probably to catch on a branch or a chain-link fence or the grille of an old Crown Vic.

			That was the first thing I noticed about Black Harbor after we moved here: the bags.

			

			The scene outside my window is a still life I could get lost in all morning: the diaphanous plastic bag tumbling past in the foreground, a row of apartments like dilapidated dollhouses in the middle, and in the background Forge Bridge half-obscured by haze and lying like a predator in wait. But, the reports won’t type themselves, as Mona says. Pressing down on the foot pedal, I listen to the soft static that precedes a man’s voice.

			‘Hello, Transcriber, this is Investigator Rowe of the Black Harbor Police Department, payroll number 7122, phoning in a supplemental report for a death investigation. Summary’s been completed, and names have already been added to the form. What follows is the, uh, narrative.

			‘On January 15, comma, at approximately 0536 hours, comma, I received a phone call from Lieutenant Mobeck of the Black Harbor Police Department advising me to respond to the area of Fulton Street and Forge Avenue for a report of a possible suicide, period.’

			My fingertips fly over the keyboard like raindrops pattering against a windshield. As I type, I envision Investigator Rowe – tall, dark-haired, five o’clock shadow, Benjamin Bratt–type character – in a black wool coat, his breath a cloud in front of him and his polished Dockers crunching on old snow as he walks down the slope of the riverbank to meet the corpse that’s been pulled ashore.

			‘Based on Medical Examiner Winthorp’s examinations, comma, the victim had been deceased for approximately three days, comma, due to the color of the skin and the buoyancy of the body…’

			The color of the skin is something upon which I ruminate. Here, tucked away in the little terrarium-like office, I stare at the frost on the window. I examine it with intention, analyzing how I would write about it: thousands, if not millions, of crystals blooming and fracturing to give the glass the illusion of being shattered; the pearlish hairs of a dandelion seed having blossomed into tiny, ethereal umbrellas, frozen in mid-float; dendrites beneath a cold corpse’s skin. Every fractal fits so perfectly together to create one single sheet of frost so delicate a whisper could obliterate it.

			I’ve seen skin like that before. The memory is enough to make me rip my hands away from the keyboard. I curl my fingers. My knuckles glow white as the peaks of the apartment building as I will myself to stop remembering the way the wet, half-frozen soil felt pushed beneath my nails when I scrambled up the hillside all those months ago.

			

			The window is thinly coated with aluminum. We can see out. But no one can see in. Mona compared it to a two-way mirror. ‘It protects us from the public eye – you might have noticed we’re not exactly in Mayberry here – and stops us from baking in the sun, the two times a year it comes around.’

			I take a breath, my gaze sliding over my shoulder at Mona, now, who appears enmeshed in her querying at the portal behind me. Scooting my chair a few inches backward, I open the bottom tray of the industrial printer and remove a sheet of paper. Mona turns, catches my eye, and smiles. I wish we could be more than temporary office mates. I’ve been given only a week to train with her, which means that after today, I’m on my own. Ten-hour shifts Sunday night through Thursday morning. Sink or swim. Mona’s officially moving to days, Wednesday through Saturday. We’ll see each other in passing on Wednesday and Thursday mornings, but other than that, we fly solo.

			I smile back. Turning around again, I fold the paper in half so it could easily fit betwixt the pages of a book, and write: frost on the window – crystals blooming and fracturing… dendrites.

			I resume typing, listening to Rowe describe the deceased party as a white male possibly in his forties; approximately 6’0”, 250 pounds. Blurred, bluish tattoos are visible on his forearms as he was just wearing jeans and a soiled white T-shirt. A pilled Forge Fuels embroidered pullover was discarded on the bridge as well as the contents of his pockets – a wallet containing his identification and credit cards, a scratch-off ticket, and a suicide note.

			‘I didn’t think it was high enough to kill yourself,’ I said the other day when Mona finished typing up a report similar to the one I’m working on now.

			‘The water’s only six feet deep underneath, Fargo. Hitting the bottom is like hitting a fuckin’ slab of cement.’

			

			She’s been calling me Fargo since Monday, when on my guided tour, Liv, the pretty redhead from the Records Department, suggested I sound like the characters from the eponymous movie. She’d even thrown in a few yahs, heys, and youbetchas for her impression of me, though for the record, I’ve never, in all of my twenty-six years, uttered a youbetcha.

			‘It’s how you say your “o’s”,’ Liv explained matter-of-factly. ‘Say boat.’

			‘Boat,’ I said, and she and Mona both laughed at an accent I couldn’t – and still can’t – detect. It didn’t help matters when I told them I come from a small town three hours north of here – and by small, I mean population less than two hundred.

			Now, staring at my reflection in the portal to my right, I mouth the word boat.

			I type everything Rowe says verbatim, only adding in punctuation where he forgets it and taking the liberty to separate blocks of text into paragraphs. It’s interesting work, and certainly beats my previous – and thankless – job as the assistant manager of the community college bookstore, but it’s not overtly creative. My fingertips twitch as I quell the urge to type my own words into the document instead of regurgitating his. The fact that I signed an oath never to compromise the authenticity of these reports always wins out. In writing, rules are meant to be broken. But this isn’t writing, I remind myself. This is transcribing.

			‘The suicide note reads as follows. Transcriber, can you type this next part in italics? The only way out is down, period.’

			Rowe has some closing comments after the note, and forty-five minutes after I’d opened the job in my queue, I punch in my initials ‘HG’ and the date under, ‘This concludes the investigation at this time.’

			I copy and paste his finished narrative into Onyx, the shared data-base, click submit, and send him a memo via the in-house messenger system.

			‘Damn, you really do have the fastest fingers in the Midwest.’ Mona spins around, mug of hot lemon water in hand. Her eyes look enlarged behind her spherical lenses, like someone who has spent a great deal of time in the dark, which she has. She had been the night-shift transcriber for eleven years when Beverly ‘up and died,’ as Mona so eloquently put it, and for the past six weeks, it’s been just Mona taking on the world… until I came along.

			

			I blush and stare at the foam earbuds I just set on the desk.

			‘Let me guess,’ she says as she pulls her knees up into her chest, proceeding to sit pretzel-legged in her office chair. The mandala-printed palazzo pants suit her. All she needs is a fuchsia crop top and she’d look like a genie. It hadn’t surprised me when I learned she collects crystals in her free time. A spiral of hair – messy like a child’s scribble – falls in front of her eyes. ‘Suicide.’

			‘How’d you know?’

			She takes a sip. Her glasses fog. ‘Morbid intuition. You develop a keen sense of it when you’ve been here as long as I have. Plus, we’ve had a few jumpers lately.’ The way she looks up when she says it suggests that ‘a few’ means more than a few. ‘As you can see, I’ve fallen behind on my housekeeping.’

			I look over her shoulder at the open E-scribe queue with twelve hours’ worth of dictation waiting to be typed. Suddenly, my phone buzzes beside my mouse pad. Tommy. He always texts when he leaves for work. I shoot him a quick response and give Mona my full attention again. ‘So, what are you working on?’

			‘Meh. Heroin overdose.’

			‘Fatal?’

			Mona scrunches her nose, shakes her head. ‘We used to have a lot more fatalities, but they’ve been pretty liberal with Narcan the past couple years.’

			‘That’s good…’

			Mona scoffs. ‘Don’t tell that to the Drug Unit guys.’

			There’s a knock at the door. It’s always open, but people knock on the door frame anyway to announce their presence. Must be a cop thing.

			‘Hey Andy!’ Mona says with such excitement you’d think he came bearing a gift. ‘Perfect timing, Hazel just finished typing—’

			

			‘—my report. Damn, that’s incredible. I just finish calling it in, head out to the Vine for a cup of coffee, and it’s already done. Hey, I’m Andy Rowe, I work upstairs. Don’t worry, I’m not a Drug Unit guy.’ He reaches over to shake my hand.

			I try to be discreet as I look him up and down, comparing this bald, barrel-chested investigator to the one I’d envisioned walking down the riverbank at the crack of dawn. He looks more like an accountant than a cop, wearing a slate button-down and a tie whose pattern was inspired by a slide under a microscope. His badge is clipped to a walnut-colored belt that matches his loafers. No resemblance to Benjamin Bratt whatsoever.

			‘Hazel Greenlee,’ I offer. ‘Um… I work down here.’

			‘Hazel’s the new me, heyhowfastdoyoutypeagain?’ Mona plucks the introduction right from my lips so abruptly that I begin to wonder if she’s earning commission on them.

			I shrink a little in embarrassment, yet obediently mumble the score that had displayed on my printout at the employment center. ‘111 words per minute.’

			‘Shit,’ says Rowe. ‘And I thought I was pretty speedy with my hunt ’n’ peck method.’ He mimes one-finger typing.

			‘All these jumpers,’ Mona says as nonchalantly as though talking about weather patterns, ‘it’s starting to feel like 2010 again.’

			‘Déjà vu,’ Rowe agrees. ‘Honestly, I think I should just pitch a tent on the riverbank so I can save my wife the agony of getting woken up at 3 a.m. every other night.’

			‘Or you could just sit underneath the bridge in a kayak,’ Mona suggests. ‘I have one if you want to borrow it. We could limit people to jumping only on certain days, too. It’ll be like the DMV: you can jump from the bridge only on the first and third Wednesday of every month.’

			‘I take it he didn’t have the winning ticket.’ Apparently, I’m so desperate to be included in the conversation that my tongue gets tangled in the rush to spit out the words. I clamp my mouth shut to prevent any more discommodious spillage.

			‘Lottery?’ Mona asks.

			

			‘Oh.’ Rowe laughs. ‘The guy from this morning left his shit on the bridge and we found a scratch-off in his wallet.’

			‘Was it scratched off?’ I ask.

			Rowe frowns. ‘No, it wasn’t. Why?’

			I shrug. ‘Who jumps off a bridge before checking to see if they won?’

			‘Da da dummmmm!’ Mona sings in an ominous tone. ‘No wonder she’s a writer.’

			My cheeks get hot and I wince. ‘Well… I write,’ I correct, because there is a difference. I wish now – and not for the first time – that I hadn’t mentioned my aspirations of becoming a traditionally published writer to Mona. I’m normally much more closed off to people, and especially considering what happened with Elle just a few months ago, you’d think I’d learn. But then, humans are contradictions, and writers – or those of us who strive to be – are no different.

			I let my gaze drift out the window again and see that the man in the gold hoodie is no longer sitting outside of the blue apartments. Well, we can eliminate him being dead, then.

			‘I told her she’ll find no shortage of material here,’ Mona says to Rowe. ‘Speaking of, what’s going on with that whole Dylan-Kole investigation? Is he coming back? Well, I know Dylan’s done-zo, but—’

			‘You know how news works around here,’ Rowe says. ‘I swear, someone’s out there actually shooting the messenger, ’cause we never know what the hell’s going on.’

			Mona laughs, and as supporting evidence, she holds up the newspaper that’s been sitting next to the printer and shows Rowe the headline: Small City, Big City Crime. ‘With how many shootings we type up, I don’t doubt it. That’s why you couldn’t pay me to live anywhere near this hellhole.’ She takes a drink of her lemon water in a that settles that manner. From previous conversations, I know that Mona lives in a rural area forty minutes outside city limits. And to be honest, I wish I could say the same. Before moving here, my only exposure to Black Harbor was that it was once featured on an episode of Gangs in America.

			I look at the sworn personnel roster on the wall near my computer. Earlier this week and per Mona’s recommendation, I’d familiarized myself with all 216 names. There are some, now, that I can look at and know the voice that goes with. I can’t say the same for faces. I think Rowe rounds out the handful of people I know by all three: name, voice, and appearance.

			

			I don’t remember ever seeing anyone named Dylan on the list. But Kole is familiar. I find him about two-thirds of the way down in the second column: #6186 INV KOLE, NIKOLAI.

			‘How long you think Kole will be suspended for?’ Mona asks.

			Rowe shrugs. ‘What’s it been, six months? Who knows, Kole may not come back at all. Damn shame about Dylan.’

			Mona and Rowe both fall quiet, then, observing a moment of silence for Investigator Dylan, who, by the sounds of it, was fired. I’m about to ask what for, when Mona scoots my way and hands me a blue pen. ‘Here, Fargo. Cross out Kole’s name, would you? So I remember to print a new list. Gotta add some newbies, anyway, too.’

			‘You’re sure he won’t be back?’ I pause with the pen hovering over his name.

			Mona tilts her head to regard me quizzically. ‘Listen, Fargo. No one gets suspended for shit around here. You could literally throw someone in a woodchipper and get a week’s paid vacation. Whatever Kole did to warrant a suspension this long… Trust me, he’s as good

			as gone.’

			I look at the fresh pen strike I’ve just drawn. If there’s a way to forget about someone, this isn’t it.

			Rowe’s phone rings. He answers it. ‘Hello. Yep. Mm. OK. I’ll be right there. You want Riley, too? OK, see you then.’ The conversation is over in four seconds. He slides the phone back into his jacket pocket and after welcoming me to the BHPD, bids us both farewell and walks out the side exit of the building.

			Now that Rowe’s not standing in front of it, I read the clock on the wall above Mona’s desk. 7:48 a.m. 

			All that excitement and it isn’t even eight o’clock, yet. The counter won’t open for another twelve minutes, and then the parking lot will become congested with cars pulling in and out, their tires crunching on old snow as the citizens of Black Harbor hurry inside to argue their parking tickets and file everything from restraining orders to shots-fired complaints.

			

			I turn back to my computer to click on the next report in the queue, and a figure in the parking lot startles me. I jump, slamming my hand against my chest.

			‘What the—’ Mona sees him, too.

			The man in the gold hoodie stands just three feet from our window. He looks about my age, with eyes that resemble a pair of waxing gibbous moons tilted on their sides and sunken into the shadows of his sockets. His cheeks are blistered, though when I look more closely, I can see that the blisters are actually tears frozen to his skin.

			The blood in my veins slows, and I feel the color draining from my face to match Rowe’s description of the corpse pulled ashore. I know him. I’ve sat in a dark living room with him watching documentaries while Tommy and Old Will talked about guns and politics and cracked bottle caps off the edge of the kitchen table. He lives next door. Sam.

			His jaw hangs so slack I’m convinced something is going to crawl out of his mouth. I squint and lean toward the window, trying to hear the words his lips are forming. He’s so close now, his breath fogs the glass.

			‘Dude, he’s fucked up or something.’ Mona fumbles with the phone next to her portal. She dials the extension to the sergeants’ office, but I’m concentrating too hard on what he’s saying to listen to her conversation.

			I shake my head and point to my ear. ‘I can’t hear you.’

			‘He can’t see us,’ Mona reminds me, and I hope to God she’s right.

			He steps forward, unsteady like the bottom half of his body is petrified with rigor mortis. Shivering violently, he reaches toward me, points. I’m frozen. My throat is so tight, I couldn’t move even if I wanted to. All I can do is watch as Sam drags his finger down and over and up and down. But it isn’t his own finger. It’s small and broken off below the first knuckle.

			‘Holy fucking shit,’ Mona breathes.

			I shift my focus from him to the message he’s just written in the frost. The letters look like meaningless symbols at first, until I read them backward. I hid a body.
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			SUNDAY

			The table is set for dinner and a game of Russian roulette. Our plates boast the spoils of Tommy’s latest kill: mourning doves and halves of baked sweet potato with a side of asparagus. His newest handgun lies in the middle of the cheap card table we salvaged from his parents’ garage, and his bug-out bag – a tactical backpack filled with seventy-two hours’ worth of survival supplies, such as ammo, knives, a med kit, and nonperishable snacks – sits heavily in the third chair like an uninvited house-guest.

			He and his coworker, Cameron, shot the birds this past weekend. Since we moved to Black Harbor, it’s like Tommy and him have reverted back to their Boy Scout days, gallivanting around in the woods and shooting anything that dares skitter up a tree. They sleep out there some nights, in little thin-skinned tents, prepping for the moment all government infrastructure fails and neighborhoods are reduced to lean-tos and lakeside caverns. ‘You’ll thank me someday,’ Tommy whispered in my ear, the one time he’d convinced me to sleep outside with him. A root had wedged between my vertebrae, and my toes were so painfully cold they felt like they’d been cut down to the knuckles with garden shears.

			Living next to Old Will doesn’t help, either. The man is as paranoid as a teenager smoking weed in his parents’ basement. And he’s always watching documentaries on conspiracy theories.

			

			I stare at the handgun on the table. The dining room light reflects in its blued surface. It’s a 9mm Smith & Wesson. Tommy bought it two weeks ago for $400. One quick Google search told me he overpaid for it.

			He wears his hat at the dinner table, a black one with Greenlee Fields embroidered on the front. It’s his parents’ pheasant farm: 220 acres of long grass, hunting fields, and flight pens. Thor, a bird that Tommy raised and later shot, sits stuffed in the corner of the living room, frozen in mid-flight. I don’t know how a person could do that – raise something and set it free, just to kill it. It seems heartless to me, but the way Tommy tells it, Thor popping up between his sights was a quintessential snapshot of the circle of life.

			The house is filled with dead things: the squirrel he stuffed for a high school taxidermy course, a ten-point buck mounted to the wall by the TV, rabbit pelt pillows on the couch. As for the guns that killed them, we have more of them than we do fingers for their triggers. There’s a .22 pistol jammed between the cushion and the armrest of the dusty green recliner I dragged in from off the street, a semiautomatic rifle in the upstairs closet standing guard behind Tommy’s work shirts, a Glock in each of our nightstands, and a .38 Special under the mattress. The 12-gauge he used to kill the doves leans against the wall in the corner directly across from me. He keeps a Ruger in his glove box, too, because he would honestly love nothing more than to pull into the driveway one day after work and see someone breaking into the house. He’d rush in, draw his weapon, and shoot the perp on grounds of home defense, protecting little ol’ me. Then, we’d go upstairs and make babies!

			I roll my eyes at the thought of it, and Tommy asks what’s wrong. 

			I dig out a BB with the tine of my fork. It rolls along the inner curve of my plate, nudging up against the sweet potato. The bite of asparagus I just swallowed leaves an acrid aftertaste. ‘That weekend is Elle’s engagement party.’ I know I’ve lost the argument before it even begins.

			I wait while he chews and think back to every pertinent conversation I’ve had with my husband in the past month and a half, and there hasn’t been any talk of a boys’ trip. I feel my insides folding in on themselves, deflating. I don’t want to be left in Black Harbor, alone.

			

			I clench the handle of my fork so hard I imagine it turning to liquid metal. I don’t meet his eyes, because as Elle has told me for going on two decades now, I’d be a terrible poker player. It’s that eyebrow, she says. It never stays… put. Everyone has a tell. Some people have a vein that pops out in their forehead when they’re nervous or upset. Others stutter. My right eyebrow shoots into my hairline.

			‘Cam and I are fishing the Boundary Waters. We just got our vacation days approved.’ He shrugs like he has no control in the matter. 

			I sigh and use my fork to create lateral lines in my mushed sweet potato. It looks like the fields the highways slice through on the way up north. It’s been only a few weeks since we made that drive, to visit for Christmas, but it feels like much longer. Perhaps because before that I hadn’t been home for three months. And three months the time before that. It feels like I’m caught in a relentless current, and whenever I manage to come up for air, Black Harbor pulls me down again.

			‘His wife just left him for an accountant, Hazel. I’m not gonna make him go alone.’ He says accountant the way one might say cockroach, or something equivalent.

			I grit my teeth and concentrate on the sound of him scraping his fork across his plate. It’s not the way he eats that I can’t stand; it’s the way he scrapes. He scrapes his plate clean every night at dinner; he scrapes the milk off the side of his cereal bowl with his spoon, the inside of his yogurt container. It’s sweet potato, Tommy, not cocaine, I want to scream at him. 

			He gets it from his mother, I tell myself. It’s become my mantra whenever I discover a habit of his I can’t stand, as though those six words excuse him.

			‘I went to the first one.’ It’s his way of chastising Elle when she’s not here to defend herself – an eye for an eye to retaliate against her for constantly pointing out my failures over the air. I don’t know whether to feel sorry or a little appreciative.

			

			‘Hey.’ He cups my chin lightly, turns my face up to look at him. I search his blue eyes. Twin halos encircle the deep, dark wells of his pupils. Ocean eyes. That’s how I’d described them, once, in a note we passed back and forth in high school. Gazing into them beautifies the thought of drowning. His friends found the note, of course, and teased me endlessly, batting their eyelashes at me like pageant queens, until Tommy, in a very diplomatic manner, made them stop. I fell in love with him that day – a boy who used words instead of throwing punches. He’s still that boy, I think, observing how his ears will probably always stick out just a centimeter too far, how his face will always light up with a subcutaneous curiosity that comes with the belief that the world is one great big backyard to explore.

			He’s aged, though, in the two years we’ve been here. We both have. Thin creases cut across his forehead and flecks of silver glint prematurely in his almost-black hair and beard that is long enough, now, to tuck into the collar of his shirt. He smiles at me with lips that are fuller than mine, and lowers his hand to rest on my wrist. I can’t tell if he’s trying to be sweet or tactfully avoiding being stabbed. ‘No one will even care if I’m not there.’

			‘I’ll care.’ The words spill out as quickly as the ones that started this conversation. I wish I could pull them back in when Tommy’s face crumples even the slightest bit. I hate making him feel guilty. His mother does enough of that.

			I look at the window. The air from the register causes the beige vinyl blind to waver like someone’s breathing behind it, and suddenly the image of Sam behind the frost materializes. But he isn’t there. Is he in jail? Or is he on the other side of the wall with Old Will?

			We watched the search warrant from our window, afterward. Within a couple of hours, police vehicles blocked the roundabout, but we couldn’t tell what happened. I would find out later tonight, once I listened to a report or two.

			‘What’s wrong?’ Tommy starts. He sets his hand on the gun that’s become as customary on the dinner table as the butter dish.

			

			I swallow, thinking of the confidentiality agreement I signed. ‘Nothing,’ I say, and force a smile. ‘You’re shooting tonight?’

			He reaches for a resealable bag on the chair and suddenly, there’s an avalanche of brass as he dumps hundreds of reloaded casings into the open mouth of his backpack. The sound is like nails on a chalkboard, now, but I remember a time when I found his world exciting, when I enjoyed the smoky scent of gunpowder on my hands and stitched into my clothes, the exertion after hiking for six miles through the woods to hunt quail. Dating Tommy was always an adventure; being married to him is a game of survival.

			That’s why I can’t tell him about Sam. We can’t afford to move even if Tommy agreed to it. Rather, he’d welcome the possibility of danger and leap into high alert, probably booby-trapping the place in case Sam tries anything. He’s already installed double dead bolts on the front door. It’s counterintuitive, I think. All it does is give the impression we have something worth stealing. Never mind the fact that Will’s place next door is about as secure as a pizza box. One kick and you’re in – if it’s even locked at all. I don’t think about the fact that we share a basement. It only invites unnecessary paranoia of an intruder breaking into Will’s and popping up on our side.

			Besides, in all likelihood, Sam had nothing to do with the death of the individual. He’d simply found her, panicked, and dragged her somewhere, and soon after his conscience got the best of him. Where he would have hidden her remains a mystery. The ground is too frozen to dig a grave.

			‘Cam’s letting me use his pass for Ryder’s again,’ he says. I recognize the name, having been to the indoor shooting range more times than I care to count. I’d planned on buying him a membership there, until we spent our Christmas budget on international plane tickets for his sister Bea and her baby to visit from Sweden. Instead, I bought him a hunting knife, its stainless-steel spine curved into a gut hook, and a box of 30-caliber bullets. He got me a hot cocoa kit.

			‘Nice of him,’ I acknowledge.

			‘Yeah. What are your plans?’ His chair scrapes across the floor as he stands. ‘Writing?’

			

			I shrug and proceed to stare at the mess I’ve made on my plate. It’s barely 6 p.m. I have almost four hours until I need to leave for work – my first night alone. I could definitely squeeze out a thousand words or so. ‘I should,’ I say finally, too softly for him to hear over the noise of putting on his battered Carhartt jacket. A tuft of his dark hair pokes me in the forehead when he leans in to close his mouth over mine. His kiss tastes like warm milk. ‘I love you,’ he says.

			‘I love you, too. Text me when you get there.’

			‘Will do.’ There’s a clicking sound as he locks the 9mm into his side holster and then slings his tactical pack over his shoulder.

			The door slams and he’s gone. I sit at the table, my ears tightening at the brap! sound of his muffler. Listening to his tires crunching over the snow-covered driveway, I can envision his green Oldsmobile turning left onto the road.

			It’s so quiet that I can hear the clock on the wall ticking away the seconds, then the hum of a microwave as Old Will makes his evening Jimmy Dean breakfast platter. There’s a ticking like raindrops against the window. Or someone tapping. The curtains move again. Indents and shadows ripple through them so humanlike that I catch my gaze traveling down the length of them, looking for feet. There aren’t any.

			I stand to clear our plates. Then pause. He didn’t fasten the dead bolts.

			The closer I get to the window, the colder it gets. Yet despite the chill, a thin film of sweat beads on my upper lip. I press my left hand to the door as though to stop anyone opening it from outside, and yank the bolts to the right. I exhale slowly, then dare to peer behind the curtain. I startle immediately, but calm when I realize the shadow I see is just a support post. ‘Get a grip,’ I mutter to myself, but when I squint, I can see a small orange ember glowing like a firefly in one of the clay flowerpots, like someone just stubbed out a cigarette.

		

	
		
			

			4

			LATER

			When I arrive at the municipal parking lot across from the Black Harbor Police Department, it feels as though I’ve driven into a crime scene. Police SUVs are parked, engines running and lights flashing as officers move duffel bags from their personal vehicles into their duty vehicles. A strange juxtaposition of urgency and routine. I walk through a cloud of exhaust, coughing, my heels punching into the snow.

			Made it, I text Tommy as I hurry across the street. My heels clicking across the salted asphalt sound deafening, amplified by the night. My key fob lets me in. I stomp off clumps of snow on the already soaked industrial rug and make a beeline for the time clock terminal. 9:49.

			‘Check the drawer.’ I repeat Mona’s order of operations under my breath. ‘Check the drawer. Fresh arrests. Criminal warrants. Dictation. PO Holds. CIB Hits.’

			I go left toward the sergeants’ office and face the wooden and brass fixture that’s probably been here since the building’s inception in the 1970s. Each drawer has a black printed label: Records, 1st Shift GIU, Lt. Wojciewicz, Marjorie DePalma, ah, Transcribing.

			I pull open the drawer. The stack of paperwork is staggering. There have got to be more than twenty arrests in here.

			You have ten hours, I tell myself as I walk the way I came, past the time clock and into the dark, empty office space. Ten hours to complete all the arrest paperwork and whatever urgent dictation is in the queue.

			

			The Records Department is thick with a postapocalyptic vibe. The only light is a faint glow coming from the sergeants’ double doors and a lone streetlamp in the parking lot, shining through the drive-up window. Mesh-backed office chairs are turned away from their monitors as though whoever had been sitting in them just got up and disappeared. It’s moments like this, when, wandering through a police department alone and in the dark, I regret every scary movie I’ve ever watched.

			I exhale a breath of relief when I key my way into the Transcribing office. It’s isolated down its own hall except for Lieutenant Wojciewicz’s office – ‘Wick’ for short. I drop my tote bag onto the countertop and freeze. The blinds are open.

			Biting my lip, I force myself to look at the space where Sam had stood just two days ago. There’s no one and nothing, just police vehicles crawling through the parking lot. The window was cleaned, but if I squint, I can see ghost strokes of the letters he scratched into the frost. Beyond that, I see the apartments, their robin’s-egg-blue siding washed out in the lone streetlight, where he’d been sitting before walking up to us. I exhale slowly, willing my nerves to calm, and, gathering my courage, I reach toward the window to pull the blinds down.

			There.

			If anyone else wants to confess to some heinous crime tonight, they can call Dispatch.

			I turn my computer on and get settled. Log in. Then, begin prioritizing the arrest paperwork, shuffling PO Holds and CIB Hits to the bottom of the stack. Out of the twenty-two forms, there are only twelve arrests that need to be done before 8 a.m. I hear Mona’s voice as an echo: If you get stuck, you can always ask the sergeants. They should be able to help you out.

			Should being the operative word, right?

			I open E-Scribe. There are almost two hours’ worth of new reports since Mona and I clocked out at 4:00 on Friday. I won’t have time to get it all done, because by the time I set up each report with appropriate names, affiliations, and charges, I’ll have monopolized my entire shift, 111 wpm or not.

			

			My eyes land on an entry about halfway down the list, and I pause for the second time since coming in. Not because of the red exclamation point in the left-hand column marking the report as urgent, but because of who called it in.

			Kole, Nikolai.

			With one hand hovering over the keyboard and the other on the mouse, my fingertips, still frozen from my walk in, begin to tingle.

			Trust me, kid, he’s as good as gone. That’s what Mona had said, and yet here he is. The time on the report is Friday, 4:02 p.m.

			I feel a rush, like I’m about to do something I shouldn’t. Putting on my headset and pressing down on the foot pedal, I hold my breath as a light static starts. And then his voice.

			‘Hello, Transcriber, this is Investigator Nikolai Kole, payroll number 6186, calling in a supplemental report pursuant to a search warrant that occurred on Friday regarding a suspicious death at 3704 Fulton Street.’

			Pursuant. I swirl the word like a fine wine, appreciating the way the ‘s’ coaxes my tongue to lightly touch the roof of my mouth and my lips to curve into an ‘o’ shape, the abrupt ‘t’ at the end. I first encountered it Tuesday morning in a dictation by Investigator Whitmore, and I’ve been thinking about it ever since – this lovely word I will incorporate into my own writing.

			I hear Investigator Kole through the foam earbuds as clearly as though he is sitting next to me, speaking quietly in my ear. His voice is pleasantly unexpected: calm, commanding, and slightly serrated. It’s a change I’ve noticed in myself since starting here not even a week ago. My sense of hearing seems heightened. I am starting to read voices like braille, the smoothness or roughness of them, the pauses.

			Exhilaration courses through me as I listen to him name the suspects and victim like he’s reciting the cast list in a play: ‘William Samson, Jr.; Transcriber, can you add “Sam” as an alias for him, he’s a suspect; Tyler Krejarek, that’s K-R-E-J-A-R-E-K, suspect, known alias “Candy Man,” two words. You can list the victim, Jordan McAllister, as deceased…’

			

			I scroll down and check the box for deceased. My eyes follow the line to the right of the name, landing on a ‘M’ in the gender column. So it was a man, not a woman as I’d initially assumed. But then, my breath catches in my throat when I see the age.

			Nine.

			The victim was a little boy.

			Revulsion curdles in my stomach. Although I didn’t know the victim, I feel awful for whatever terrors befell him in that apartment across the street. I wonder about his parents and think about how destroyed they must be. Where would Sam have hidden him, and why?

			Gently, I step on the pedal and listen as Investigator Kole tells me every morbid, confidential detail.

			‘On Friday, comma, January 15, comma, at approximately 1042 hours, comma, I arrived at 3704 Fulton Street regarding a suspicious death investigation, period. Upon my and Investigator Crue’s arrival, comma, I observed Sergeant Hammersley, comma, Officer Ahles, comma, Officer Leibowitz, comma, and Investigator Riley on-scene, period. Sergeant Hammersley and Officer Ahles were maintaining security outside the residence, comma, while Investigator Riley met with Medical Examiner Winthorp, period. Officer Liebowitz was Evidence Technician, period. New paragraph.
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