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“A town doesn’t keep its secrets in the dark. It keeps them in plain sight, on the good side of the road, where no one thinks to look.”

— Cordelia Vane, The Geography of Silence

For the kids we looked through.

You were never invisible. We just preferred it.

ACT I

THE GOOD SIDE OF THE ROAD
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The Night Of

Somebody had dragged her off the sidewalk and into the grass, or she had crawled there herself. That distinction would matter later—to the lawyers, to the town, to the two families who would spend the summer destroying each other over it. But at 11:47 p.m. on the last Saturday of May, when Randy Cowell’s headlights caught the shape in the drainage ditch behind the Harrow High football field, the only thing that mattered was the blood.

It was on her face. On the front of the borrowed dress—seafoam green, strapless, purchased for fourteen dollars at the Goodwill in Bellefontaine because the Goodwill in Harrow didn’t carry prom dresses, not ones that fit a girl shaped like Josie Falk. The blood had dried along her jawline in a crooked stripe, and Randy, who raised cattle and had seen plenty of hurt animals, recognized the particular stillness of a body that had given up trying to move.

He called 911 from his truck. Kept the engine running. The headlights pinned her there against the wet grass like something mounted on a wall, and Randy stood with the phone against his ear and watched her breathe—shallow, hitching breaths that moved the sequins on the dress but nothing else—and he thought, before he could stop himself: That’s Earl Falk’s girl.

He thought it the way you’d think it in Harrow. Not with malice. Not even with judgment, exactly. More like a filing system. A girl in a ditch behind the football field at midnight: which side of Miller Road did she come from? And once you had that answer, you had the rest of the story. You had the cast and the motive and the shrug that would follow. You had the verdict before the ambulance arrived.

The ambulance took eleven minutes. The hospital was in Bellefontaine, forty minutes east on Route 33, and the paramedics were two men Josie would not remember and one woman she would. The woman’s name was Terri, and she had hands that smelled like antibacterial soap, and when she leaned close to check Josie’s pupils, Josie whispered something that Terri would later recount to a deputy, who would write it in a report, who would file that report in a cabinet that would not be opened again for six weeks.

What Josie said was: “Check the shed.”

Terri wrote it on the inside of her glove, because that’s what you do when a sixteen-year-old girl whispers something from the floor of an ambulance and you’re not sure she’ll be awake to say it again.

Nobody checked the shed.

By dawn, the story had already set like concrete. A girl from the west side of Miller Road had been found behind the football field after prom. She was hurt. She was sixteen. She had been drinking—the tox screen would confirm this, and it would be mentioned in every subsequent article, every town council session, every whispered conversation at the Harrow Diner, as if the Bud Light in her bloodstream explained everything and absolved everyone.

By Monday, the name had surfaced. Not hers—she was still “a juvenile female” in the Courier’s careful phrasing, though everyone in town already knew. The name that surfaced was Brett Connolly’s. Eighteen. Senior. Quarterback. Son of Glen Connolly, who had been mayor of Harrow for eleven years and who coached the pee-wee football league and who had once personally driven a truck full of bottled water to Dayton after the tornados because that was the kind of man Glen Connolly was, the kind of man a town built statues for if it could afford statues.

Brett had been at the dance. He had been seen talking to Josie—this was confirmed by three classmates whose names would never appear in any report, because their parents called the school board chair before they called anyone else. Brett had been drinking too, but this detail circulated differently than Josie’s. For Josie, drinking was evidence of character. For Brett, it was evidence of being eighteen.

By Tuesday, two things happened that would shape the next three months. First, the security camera footage from the school parking lot—the camera that covered the east exit, which faced the football field—was discovered to be missing. Not corrupted, not accidentally overwritten. The hard drive had been removed from the school’s server closet sometime between Saturday night and Monday morning. The closet required a key. Four people had copies: the principal, the vice principal, the head custodian, and the school district’s IT contractor, who was Glen Connolly’s brother-in-law.

The second thing that happened on Tuesday was quieter, and almost nobody noticed it at the time. Dean Sorrento, the principal of Harrow High School—hired two years earlier from Toledo with a mandate to “modernize” and a salary the school board had argued about for three closed sessions—walked into the superintendent’s office and was told to resign.

He was not told why. He was told it would be easier. He was told the board had discussed it, that the situation was “delicate,” that his leadership had been “valued” but that a “fresh start” would benefit everyone. The superintendent, a man named Phil Driscoll who wore the same khaki pants every day and who sweated visibly when he lied, offered Dean a severance package and a letter of recommendation and a handshake.

Dean did not shake his hand.

“Which kid am I being fired for?” he asked. And Phil Driscoll’s face did something complicated—a kind of controlled collapse, like a building being demolished from the inside—and he said, “Dean. Come on.”

“Which kid?”

“This isn’t about a kid. This is about the institution. This is about what’s best for—”

“It’s always about a kid.”

Dean Sorrento walked out of that office, drove to the Harrow Diner, sat in the booth by the window, and ordered coffee he didn’t drink. He sat there for two hours. He watched Miller Road through the glass—the line that ran north-south through the center of town, the line that separated the houses with porches from the houses with wheels, the line that everyone in Harrow understood and nobody acknowledged and that had just, in the space of a single weekend, cracked wide open.

He didn’t resign.

That was his first mistake. His second was believing that the truth, once found, would be enough to fix anything. But that was later. That was after the shed, after the footage, after Tyler Falk’s new boots, after the photograph with the missing face, after the night he stood in Carol Mears’s kitchen and understood, finally, what Harrow really was.

A town that took care of its own. Depending on which side of the road you lived on.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1

[image: ]




The Key to the Closet

Dean Sorrento had four keys on his ring, and on the morning after the superintendent told him to resign, he sat at his kitchen table and laid them out in a row like evidence. House key. Car key. Office key. Server closet key.

The server closet key was the smallest. Brass, unremarkable, the kind of key you could get copied at the hardware store on Elm for two dollars. It opened a room the size of a walk-in pantry on the second floor of Harrow High, a room that held two racks of network equipment, a shelf of backup hard drives, and a persistent smell of hot plastic. Dean had been inside that room exactly twice in two years: once during his orientation tour, and once when the Wi-Fi went down during state testing and the IT contractor was unreachable.

The IT contractor was a man named Murray Voss. Murray was Glen Connolly’s brother-in-law and the only person in Harrow County authorized to service the school’s digital infrastructure, a contract that had been renewed without competitive bid for seven consecutive years. Murray drove a truck with a Thin Blue Line sticker on the bumper and a boat hitch he never used, and he carried his own key to the server closet on a lanyard that said OHIO STATE in scarlet letters, which Dean had always found faintly aggressive, like a man establishing territory.

Dean picked up the closet key now and held it. The metal was warm from lying on the table in the patch of morning sun that hit the kitchen between seven and eight, before the shadow of the Garfields’ oak tree swung across and swallowed the light. Carol used to call that hour the “gold window.” She’d sit right here with her tea and her crossword puzzle and let the sun hit her neck, and Dean had loved watching her from the doorway without her knowing, the way the light turned the small hairs on her forearms into filament.

Carol had been dead for three years. The crossword book was still in the drawer. He hadn’t moved it. He hadn’t moved anything, really. The Toledo house had been full of her—her shoes by the door, her reading glasses on every surface, her particular brand of hand soap that smelled like almonds and made the whole bathroom feel inhabited. When he’d taken the Harrow job, he’d packed two suitcases and a box of books and driven three hours south and moved into a rental on Birch Street and told himself it was a fresh start. But he’d brought the crossword book. And Carol’s watch, which he wore on his left wrist even though it ran four minutes slow and the clasp was loose, because the weight of it was the right weight, the exact weight of something missing.

He put the key down. Drank his coffee. It was Wednesday, two days after Phil Driscoll had asked him to resign, and Dean had not resigned, and nothing visible had happened yet. No follow-up call. No letter. No board meeting scheduled. Just silence—the particular silence of people deciding what to do about a problem that won’t remove itself.

He drove to school.

Harrow High sat on the east side of Miller Road, which technically put it on the good side, though the building itself had the defeated look of a place that had been good once and was now just surviving. Brown brick, flat roof, an entrance that had been updated in 2011 with glass doors and a buzz-in system that worked about sixty percent of the time. The parking lot held a hundred and twenty cars on a full day. Today it held ninety, because the seniors were done and the juniors were close and the underclassmen could smell summer through the walls.

Dean parked in his usual spot—second row, third from the left, a habit Carol would have called “pathologically consistent”—and sat for a moment with the engine off. He could see the football field from here. The bleachers, the press box, the track that circled the artificial turf like a moat. Behind the bleachers, the ground sloped down to the drainage ditch where Randy Cowell had found Josie Falk four nights ago.

From this distance, in the mid-morning sun, it looked like nothing. A strip of grass. A shallow trench cut for rainwater. The kind of place you’d walk past a thousand times and never notice, which was, Dean supposed, the point.

He went inside. The hallways smelled the way they always did in late May: floor wax and hormones and the sweet chemical residue of whatever the custodial staff used to kill the mold that grew in the ceiling tiles above the pool. Rhonda, his secretary—his assistant, Carol would have corrected, though Rhonda herself insisted on secretary because “assistant sounds like I’m following you around”—was at her desk with a stack of end-of-year forms and an expression that told Dean everything he needed to know about the morning’s phone calls.

“How many?” he said.

“Seven.” Rhonda didn’t look up. She was sixty-two, built like a mailbox, and had been running the front office at Harrow High since before Dean was born. She knew every student by name, every parent by reputation, and every board member by their specific brand of cowardice. “Two from parents wanting to know if prom is cancelled for next year. One from a reporter at the Courier. Three from board members who all used the word ‘optics.’ And one from Murray Voss, who says he needs to do ‘scheduled maintenance’ on the server closet.”

Dean stopped walking. “Scheduled maintenance.”

“That’s what he said.”

“Since when does Murray schedule maintenance? He shows up when something breaks and bills us for three hours whether it takes one or not.”

Rhonda looked at him over the rim of her glasses. She had a way of doing that—a single, calibrated look that contained an entire conversation. This one said: You already know why he’s calling. And you already know what you’re going to do about it. So stop performing surprise for my benefit and go do it.

“Tell him I’ll be here all day,” Dean said.

“I’ll tell him you’re very busy.”

“Rhonda.”

“Dean.”

He went into his office. Closed the door. Sat behind his desk, which was too large for the room and had belonged to every principal since 1974 and had the scars to prove it—coffee rings, pen gouges, one deep scratch along the left edge that looked like someone had tried to open it with a knife. On the wall behind him hung the framed mission statement of the Harrow County School District: “Building Tomorrow’s Leaders Today.” The T in “Today” had a water stain running through it.

Dean opened his laptop. Pulled up the security camera system—or what was left of it. The school had twelve cameras. Ten were active. Camera 7, which covered the east parking lot exit, had been recording to a dedicated hard drive in the server closet. That hard drive was gone. The system logs showed the last recorded frame at 9:14 p.m. Saturday—the dance had started at eight. After 9:14, the log entries just stopped, as if the camera had blinked and decided it had seen enough.

The other cameras had captured the usual prom footage: kids arriving in rented suits and borrowed dresses, parents taking photos on the front steps, a group of boys from the football team posing with their dates in a line so perfect it looked rehearsed. Dean scrolled through it. He found Brett Connolly at 8:22, entering through the main doors with his arm around a girl named Mackenzie Wells. Brett was wearing a gray suit and a tie that matched Mackenzie’s dress, and he was smiling the smile of a boy who had never been denied anything and could not imagine that he ever would be.

He did not find Josie Falk.

He checked every angle, every timestamp. The main entrance, the gym doors, the south hallway that led to the cafeteria where the pre-dance photos were taken. Josie was nowhere. Which meant she had come in through the east exit—the one covered by Camera 7—or she had never entered the building at all.

Dean closed the laptop. He picked up the phone and called the Harrow Police Department and asked for Sheriff Dale Pruitt. He was told the sheriff was in a meeting. He asked when the sheriff would be available. He was told the sheriff would call him back. Dean thanked the dispatcher, hung up, and looked at the server closet key on his ring.

Four people had copies. Dean had his. The head custodian, Lyle Embry, had his. Murray Voss had his. And the vice principal, Janet Kowalski, had hers.

Dean picked up the phone again and called Janet’s extension. It rang six times. Voicemail. He tried her cell. Straight to the automated greeting.

He walked down the hall to her office. The door was closed. He knocked. Nothing. He tried the handle. Locked.

Rhonda appeared behind him like she’d been summoned. “Janet called in sick this morning,” she said. “First sick day in four years.”

Dean looked at the locked door. At Rhonda. At the door again.

“Who else called?” he asked.

“I told you. Seven—”

“No. Who called Janet? Before she called in.”

Rhonda’s expression shifted. Just slightly. The calibrated look was gone, replaced by something rarer: uncertainty. “I don’t listen to other people’s calls, Dean.”

“But you heard the phone ring.”

A pause. Three seconds. Rhonda adjusted her glasses. “It rang at six forty-five. Before the building was open. I was in the parking lot. I saw the light in her office through the window.”

“And then?”

“And then, by the time I got inside, the light was off. And Janet’s car was leaving the lot.”

Dean stood in the hallway and listened to the building breathe—the tick of the HVAC, the distant thump of a locker slamming, the muffled laughter of kids who didn’t yet know that the world they lived in was a negotiation, not a fact.

He went back to his office. He sat down. He opened the drawer where he kept the spare keys and counted them.

There should have been one spare for the server closet. There wasn’t.
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The Dress

The dress is green. I know this because I chose it, because I held it up to my body in the fluorescent aisle of the Chillicothe Goodwill and turned it back and forth and watched the sequins catch the light like fish scales, and my best friend Becca said, “That’s the one,” and I said, “It’s fourteen dollars,” and she said, “That’s the one,” again, harder, like the price was the reason I should buy it and not the reason I shouldn’t.

I am in the hospital. I know this the way you know things when you’re underwater—the knowledge is there but it’s warped, distant, arriving through a medium that isn’t air. The ceiling is white. The light is the wrong color. There is a tube in my arm and a woman’s voice somewhere to my left saying numbers that don’t mean anything to me, and my mouth tastes like copper and something chemical, like I’ve been chewing on a battery.

The dress. Stay with the dress.

I can’t feel my left hand. I can feel my right one because there’s a clip on my finger, a plastic thing with a red light inside it, and the clip is tight enough to register as real, as present tense, as happening to me right now in a body that is mine and not just a collection of sensations I’m observing from somewhere near the ceiling.

My father is here. I know this because I can smell him—Marlboro Reds and motor oil and the specific sourness of a man who sweats through his shirts and washes them once a week. He is talking to someone. His voice is the one I know best and trust least, the one that ranges between three settings: loud, louder, and the terrifying quiet that means he’s made a decision. Right now he’s on setting three.

“Who did this.” Not a question. A door closing.

Someone answers him. A woman. Soft voice, careful edges. A nurse or a doctor or a social worker—someone trained to speak to men like my father, men whose grief arrives as fury and whose love has always looked, from the outside, indistinguishable from control.

I want to say something. I want to say: It’s not what you think. I want to say: I wasn’t where you think I was. I want to say: Check the shed. But the words are trapped somewhere between my brain and my mouth, stopped in traffic, piling up behind whatever they gave me through the tube in my arm that makes the ceiling pulse like a living thing.

The dress is green. Seafoam. That’s the word Becca used. “It’s seafoam,” she said, and I said, “It’s green,” and she said, “You have no romance in your soul, Josie Falk,” and I laughed, because Becca has enough romance for both of us and because she was right: I don’t.

I have a sketchbook with a torn page. I am thinking about this now, about the torn page, about what was on it and where it is. The thought is urgent but the urgency can’t reach my body. It’s like screaming in a dream. The scream is real but the sound isn’t, and my father is still talking in his quiet voice and the nurse is still answering and somewhere in this building there are forms being filled out that will describe what happened to me in words I didn’t choose.

Found unconscious. Contusions. Possible concussion. Evidence of—

No. Stop. The dress.

I bought the dress because I wanted one thing—just one—that looked like it belonged at that dance. Not the shoes, which were my mother’s and a half size too big and which I stuffed with tissue paper at the toes. Not the earrings, which were cubic zirconia from the Dollar General and which I told Becca were my grandmother’s because even in friendship there are things you don’t admit. The dress. The dress was mine. I chose it and I paid for it and when I put it on in Becca’s bathroom with the good mirror, I looked like a girl who had a right to be at that dance, a girl whose address didn’t determine her invitation, a girl the east side of Miller Road would look at and see instead of look through.

The blood on the dress is mine. I know this because I remember the moment it started—not the hit, not exactly, but the feeling after, the hot wetness above my eyebrow and the taste arriving in my mouth before the pain did, like my body delivered the news in the wrong order.

It happened outside. On grass. I remember the grass because it was wet and because I could feel it through the fabric of the dress and because I thought: I just bought this. I thought about the fourteen dollars. I thought about the Goodwill. I thought about Becca saying “That’s the one” and I wanted to cry, not because of the blood or the pain or the hands—

The hands.

I can’t see them. In my memory, the hands don’t have a face above them. They are just there: on my arms, pulling. Not the way you pull someone to hurt them. The way you pull someone to move them. To relocate them. The way you’d drag a piece of furniture you didn’t want anymore to the curb.

My father’s voice again: “The Connolly boy.”

And I want to scream. I want to open my mouth and scream because it wasn’t him, it wasn’t Brett Connolly, it was—

The ceiling pulses. The light shifts. The clip on my finger beeps, steady and indifferent, and I fall back into the dark like a coin dropped in a well, spinning toward a bottom I can’t see.

Check the shed.

Please.

Check the shed.
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The Arrangement

The Harrow Booster Club met on the first Wednesday of every month in the back room of the Elks Lodge on Chestnut Street, and they drank Budweiser from cans and sat in metal folding chairs and discussed the athletic future of Harrow High with the seriousness of men planning a military campaign. Dean had attended exactly one meeting, in his first month on the job, and had left with the understanding that he had been invited not as a participant but as an audience.

The Booster Club was twelve men and one woman, though the woman—Carol Mears, chair of the school board—attended so infrequently that her membership functioned more as a title than a practice. The men were fathers, mostly. Fathers of current athletes and fathers of former athletes and fathers who had never played anything but who liked the proximity to glory. They raised money. They bought equipment. They paid for the scoreboard upgrade and the new wrestling mats and the travel expenses for the baseball team’s spring trip to Myrtle Beach. They were, by any measure, generous, and they expected, in return, a degree of influence that Dean had spent two years trying to politely refuse.

The president of the Booster Club was a man named Russ Whitley. Russ owned the car dealership on Route 33—the only one within thirty miles—and had a handshake that lasted exactly one second too long and a way of standing that suggested he was always posing for a photograph. His son had graduated two years ago, but Russ stayed on because Russ liked rooms where people listened to him, and the Booster Club was the last room in Harrow where that was reliably true.

Dean’s phone rang at 10 a.m. It was Russ.

“Dean. Russ Whitley. How are you holding up?”

The question was shaped like concern and weighted like a test. Dean recognized the construction; he’d been hearing versions of it for two days. How are you. Meaning: how compliant are you. How much do you understand about your position. How close are you to the door we’re holding open for you.

“I’m fine, Russ.”

“Glad to hear it. Listen, I wanted to reach out personally. We’ve got some concerned folks in the club. Parents, you know. They’re hearing things. Rumors. The kind of talk that doesn’t help anybody. And I thought, rather than let that talk get louder, maybe you and I could sit down. Quiet. Off the record. Just to get aligned.”

Aligned. Dean had learned, in his time in Harrow, that this word meant something specific. It didn’t mean agreeing. It meant understanding who you were agreeing with and what the cost of disagreement would be. It was a word used by men who had never needed to threaten anyone because the architecture of their authority made the threat implicit.

“Aligned on what, Russ?”

“On the messaging. On what we’re telling parents, what we’re telling the press. The Courier’s already run one piece—you saw it?”

Dean had seen it. A four-paragraph item in the police blotter section: “Juvenile female found unconscious behind Harrow High School following school-sponsored event. Investigation ongoing.” It had the studied neutrality of a press release written by a lawyer, which, Dean suspected, it was.

“The Courier was restrained,” Dean said.

“The Courier is local. I’m worried about Columbus. I’m worried about Dayton. I’m worried about some blogger with a grudge and a Twitter account turning this into a thing. And I’m worried, Dean—and I say this as a friend—that some of your decisions in the next few days could make that more likely.”

“Which decisions?”

A pause. Dean could hear Russ breathing through his nose, the way he did when he was recalibrating. “The camera footage, for one.”

“What about it?”

“Word is you’re asking questions about it. Calling around. Making noise about the hard drive. And I get it—you’re the principal, you feel responsible. But Dean, the police are handling this. Dale Pruitt is handling it. And Dale doesn’t need a school administrator running a parallel investigation. It muddies the water. It suggests we don’t trust our own law enforcement. It creates—”

“Optics.”

Another pause. Longer. “I was going to say complications.”

Dean sat in his chair and looked at the server closet key on his desk. He had put it there that morning, separate from the ring, like a test he was administering to himself. “Russ, a girl was found unconscious behind my school. Camera footage that might show what happened is missing. A hard drive was physically removed from a locked room in my building. I’m not running a parallel investigation. I’m doing my job.”

“Your job is to run a high school. Not to play detective.”

“My job is to make sure my students are safe. All of them.”

He heard Russ shift. A squeak of leather—Russ was calling from his dealership office, with the big chair, the desk with the model cars. “All of them,” Russ repeated. “Including Brett Connolly. Who is also a student. Who has not been charged with anything. Who has a right not to be convicted in the hallways of your school before a single fact has been established.”

“I haven’t mentioned Brett’s name.”
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