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About the Book


Matthew and Hannah were just playing in the woods, a little way from home.


But now he’s tying Hannah to a tree. And she has never been so terrified.


Patrick is there too, hidden, watching. He can’t move.


He can’t take his eyes off Matthew’s gun.


Years later, in New York City, living adult lives they never would have imagined, the three will meet again. With even more devastating consequences.


GRIST MILL ROAD is a chilling, complex thriller, that calls in to question friendship, family and revenge.




By Christopher J. Yates


Black Chalk




Praise for GRIST MILL ROAD


‘Dark, intense and disturbing . . . Highly recommended’ Krysten Ritter


‘A sinister, plot-twisty tale . . . Intelligent’ Oprah.com


‘Twisty’ People magazine


‘Exhilarating and unsettling’ Booklist


‘Arresting . . . sophisticated . . . elegant’ New York Times


‘A dark, roving psychological thriller . . . Irresistibly readable’ USA Today




To my mother, June, 
for all my first stories




 






‘Scent of pine, you know how I feel’


– ‘Feelin’ Good’










PART I




PATCH


I remember the gunshots made a wet sort of sound, phssh phssh phssh, and each time he hit her she screamed. Do the math and the whole thing probably went on for as long as ten minutes. I just stood there and watched.


I don’t know when I realized I was counting. Eight, nine, ten. For a long time it seemed as if all sensation, everything but my eyesight, had been switched off. But once I realized I was keeping track of the shots—eighteen, nineteen, twenty—it felt like something I could cling to because my sense of balance had been switched off along with everything else. I was standing on the nauseating brink of something I didn’t want to fall into, a world beyond comprehension.


Twenty-six, twenty-seven, twenty-eight.


This wasn’t real life, this was a show. And this show wasn’t for me, I wasn’t even allowed to stay up late enough to watch this sort of show. No, none of it made any sense, a silent movie with Russian subtitles.


And yet I watched.


What does it mean to watch? When a crime takes place in front you, what is watching? Is it a failure to act or is it simply keeping your eyes open?


I was twelve. I was twelve years old.


Forty-one, forty-two, forty-three . . . although the newspapers reported Hannah had been shot only thirty-seven times with my Red Ryder BB gun, so maybe Matthew missed a few times, or more likely some of the pellets simply glanced off the ropes. He had used so much rope, I imagine he had to be taking careful aim at the gaps. We were both pretty good shots by then—I could plunk a soda can one-handed from thirty steps and Matthew no doubt thought himself a better shot than me. No way, José.


I figured everything was winding down now. Hannah’s screaming was slowly becoming less and less. And between the screaming there was crying and that also was becoming less and less.


Until—


When Matthew pulled the trigger the forty-ninth and final time, there was only half a scream, a sharp yelp that died quickly in Hannah’s throat. And that yelp was a sickening enough sound on its own but it is the absence of the second half of her scream that rings loudest in my memory.


I can still picture it as well, the way Hannah’s head twisted despite the rope tied around her neck, a reflex that had come absurdly too late.


The woods fell ever more silent. It felt like the moment in a storm when you see the flash of lightning and wait for the thunderclap. Is it closer?


And then Hannah’s head drifted back. And her chin dropped to her chest. And her long dark hair fell over her face.


Matthew stayed as still as a lead soldier and I did the same, fused to a plate of the earth, not even breathing, just trying to exert some small measure of control over my life for a few final seconds. The world at that moment was reduced to a thin sort of strip like a newspaper cartoon, a ribbon of life that started with Matthew, the butt of the rifle wedged at his shoulder, and ended two frames later with Hannah, motionless, tied to a tree.


But then came a sound that snapped us both out of it, something small scurrying through the undergrowth, Matthew’s head jolting and his body coming alive. He leaned the gun carefully, almost respectfully, against a rock and began to creep forward, stopping an arm’s length away and peering in at Hannah like she was darkness in a cave.


He picked up a stick and prodded her arm.


Nothing.


He jabbed again, Hannah’s flesh like dough, a small crater of skin filling itself back in. Raising the stick higher, he hesitated a moment. What kind of a world might exist beyond the curtain?


And then Matthew parted her hair. That’s when I first noticed the blood dripping from Hannah’s chin, soaking the neckline of her T-shirt, its pink collar crimsoning.


I spun around and spat on the ground, my eyes beginning to scope the woods, looking to see if anyone else might have witnessed it all. When I turned back, Matthew still had his stick under her hair, standing there with his head to one side, as if reading spines in a bookstore.


Hey, come take a look, he said.


I pressed the heel of my hand to the bridge of my nose, trying to push out the gathering sense in my forehead, a new universe exploding.


The BB’s gone right through her eye, said Matthew. Straight into her brain. She’s stone-cold dead.


I couldn’t rub my forehead hard enough to make the pressure go away so I started to hit myself instead, thump thump thump. Still to this day the heel of my hand fits perfectly into the hollow between my nose and my brow.


I said come here, said Matthew, turning to me. We haven’t got the whole damn day, Tricky.


It was only Matthew who called me Tricky. To everyone else I was Patch or Patrick, or sometimes Paddy or Paddyboy to my dad. But Matthew was Matthew to everyone, me included. He’d never let you shorten his name, would even correct adults if they tried on a Matt or a Matty to see if it fit. My name’s Matthew, he would say every time, very calm and straightforward.


Sniffing, I started to move, feeling like old kings must’ve felt taking their final steps to the executioner’s block—which is a selfish way to think of it but that’s just how it was at the time. I walked as steadily as I could toward the two figures connected by a stick and when I stopped, Matthew pulled me closer, positioning me at the perfect spot. What do you think, Tricky? he said.


Swallowing hard, I ran my eyes along Hannah’s measled arms, up to the circle of rope burn like a choker around her neck. And then, not turning to face her, but with grimacing eyes, I peeked beneath Matthew’s stick. There was nothing but blood and mess and some of the blood was already congealing. Blackness and wetness and skin. Hannah’s left eye socket looked like it was housing a dark smashed plum.


Yeah, I said, trying not to cry. She’s dead.


Matthew dropped the stick.


We didn’t check for breathing. We didn’t feel for a pulse.


I stood there for a moment and then Matthew tugged me, not unkindly, hooking his fingers in the back of my shirt to break the spell.


We didn’t make the sign of the cross. We didn’t pray for her soul.


There are layers of rock piled high everywhere in the Swangum Mountains like stacks of pancakes. Our failures were mounting as well. We didn’t even cut her down.


I DON’T KNOW WHAT AN ideal childhood is, but I know until that Wednesday, one hot yellow day of 1982, I believed I was living it. Believed my parents were happy, that I was growing up in the best place on earth, probably still believed in ghosts, UFOs, tarot cards and the purity of major league baseball.


My hometown was Roseborn, ninety miles north of New York City, far enough away from that inferno that we felt safe from its everyday dangers of casual pornography, recreational murder and heroin on tap. Best of all we had the Swangum Mountains, a ridge of blazing white rock like a wall at our town’s northern edge, the world’s greatest backyard for an adventurous boy.


There were pitch pines up there and blueberry bushes and turkey vultures overhead. And sometimes you might get a hiker come by but mostly you wouldn’t see anyone, not on weekdays at least. I loved it best in the dog days of summer vacation, heat stippling the air, incessant shrill of insects.


My favorite place was the lake. I told Matthew it was the ice caves but really it was the lake. The smooth water made the air feel loose, especially when the sun was out and the world with a breeze.


I remember our time up there all bleached like old photos, the sky more bright than blue, rocks with a hazy glare and our bicycles two different shades of baked orange. The year before we had ridden them up there, three panting miles, the whole summer long.


Beneath the wide mountain skies we could be whoever we wanted—Luke and Bo Duke, Starbuck and Apollo, the Lone Ranger and Tonto—playing our parts without inhibition, inventing our own boyhood games away from the critical gaze of adults. Rifle Range, Deer Patrol, Houdini. We were free to roam wherever we wanted—in my case, so long as I was home and scrubbed up in time for dinner—but also we had our own base, a secret spot you reached by pushing through a thicket of mountain laurel. That was where we built our secret fort, mostly from stuff we scavenged from the abandoned blueberry pickers’ huts. We kept supplies there and plunked soda cans with my Red Ryder BB gun, an air rifle named for that comic strip cowboy, designed to look like a Winchester rifle. The same kind of gun you see in the movie A Christmas Story, the one Ralphie dreams about—You’ll shoot your eye out, kid!—only mine didn’t have a compass in the stock or a thing to tell the time.


The Red Ryder was our weapon of choice for Deer Patrol but as well as the BB gun we had a hunting knife with a scrimshaw handle and a Swiss Army knife. One time we crafted a spear from a piece of bamboo we took from Effy Scott’s yard, the tomato plant collapsing under the weight of green fruit. We used rubber bands and a big nail we found at one of the old cement works. We took everything up to the Swangums to piece our weapon together and spent a lot of time making intricate adjustments, weighting the thing with small stones inside for the right sort of balance, ensuring the nail was tight enough to the bamboo that it wouldn’t deflect when it met with its target. We wanted to be sure the point of the spear would embed. It took us an hour or more but the conclusion of the whole episode was over in just a few seconds.


Matthew had hold of the spear when we agreed it was ready and he told me to run, just that one word barked out like I’d made him angry for no particular reason.


What?


Run! he repeated, higher-pitched this time.


He had started to get a sense of the spear’s weight, holding it lightly at his shoulder and feeling for the right sort of grip, fingers fluttering as if playing the flute.


I find it hard now to believe his intention took me so long to discern. I stood there awkwardly, unsure what to do, while Matthew closed one eye and started to line me up along the shaft of the spear, this spear we had made together. I really do think it took me three or four seconds before everything finally clicked.


And I ran.


I ran, not looking back until I heard the rippling sound it made pushing its knuckled length through the air, turning just in time to glimpse the spear a moment before it sunk its nose into my calf. When it dug in, it dug in far enough that it stayed there for seven or eight paces as I started to slow, the tail of the spear rattling on the stony ground below.


Now comes the hardest part of the story for me to relate to in adulthood and yet I’m certain this actually happened. I turned and picked up the spear, which had now disengaged from my leg a few yards behind me, and took the thing back to him. Like some kind of bird dog.


Matthew, looking immensely proud, reached out with both hands, palms facing skyward. Closing his fists around the shaft, he flexed the thing, gave it a slight and single shake. It was a good spear. It had flown true. Twenty, thirty yards.


He rested our weapon against a tree, gripped me by the shoulders and turned me around while whistling one of those long dying notes like when you read how much money some lucky guy has just won on the lottery.


When I twisted to peer over my shoulder, down past my shorts, I saw the hole in my calf and the blood. Not so much blood but enough to trickle down into the heel of my sneaker.


Cool wound, he said.


I looked over at the spear. The nail at its tip was pretty rusty and I don’t remember if I knew about tetanus back then but I knew I should probably tell someone what happened. Although I suppose the reason I didn’t speaks volumes about me as a kid. I would never have said anything because I felt ashamed, worried it was me who would get in trouble. So instead of telling anyone, I wore long pants for a week and fretted over how I would answer the question if somebody asked me why. Although why anyone would have asked me why I was wearing long pants, I have no idea.


OK, stay put a minute, said Matthew, moving for the spear again, me twitching like I might break into another sprint. Hey, I said don’t move, Matthew shouted, pointing his finger.


Run. Run. Stay put. Don’t move.


I began to notice the sting in the hole in my leg.


Matthew took off his T-shirt and I swear I thought he was going to bend down and smear himself all over with mud or the juice of crushed berries. When he picked up the spear, I closed my eyes.


A few seconds later I heard a tearing sound. Opening my eyes, I saw that Matthew had the arm ripped off his tee and was using the tip of our spear to make a notch in the cloth. Next he tore the thing into a strip and beckoned me turn. And then Matthew spat into his hand and wiped the blood from my calf, me wincing when his spittly fingers stung the raw wound. Once my leg was clean he bandaged it with the cloth, stretching it taut, wrapping it twice and tying a firm knot at my shin. When he was done, he pulled on his lopsided tee.


Let’s go find some deer, Tricky, he said.


THE SWANGUM SHOOTING, AS IT came to be known, took place almost exactly a year after Matthew stuck me with our spear. We’d spent every day of that previous summer together. But in 1982, things went a little differently.


First of all, six weeks before the shooting, there was the accident, news of which spread around Roseborn the day before July Fourth. I was bummed because for a long time after that I didn’t get to see Matthew, my parents having told me that I had to give him some space, that Matthew needed time to grieve with his family. So the next time I saw him, Wednesday, August 18, it felt like we’d lost a whole summer together.


Before heading up that morning, I’d arrived at our usual meeting spot only to see a girl alongside Matthew, Hannah Jensen straddling her bike. She was in dark jeans and a pink T-shirt with a cartoon ice-cream cone on the front. I suppose I thought her being there must’ve had something to do with the grieving, maybe Matthew needed the emotional support of the female sex or something like that. To be fair, I wouldn’t have been much help on that front. And although Hannah was also in seventh grade, she wasn’t in our class, so her being there didn’t exactly make sense to me. Anyway, whatever the exact reason for her presence, I felt pretty sore about Hannah’s intrusion.


I assumed the plan was to show her the usual spots and do the usual things. It was the first time we’d taken anyone with us, let alone a girl, and probably we wouldn’t find any deer and then we’d show her our secret fort and plunk some soda cans and maybe Matthew would try to make out with her. Because although we were just kids, Matthew was a country mile further along that snaky path toward manhood than anyone else in seventh grade. Me especially.


For several weeks after his arrival in Roseborn, the major talking point for everyone in our class was that Matthew had grown up in New York City. But it wasn’t only his big city upbringing that made him seem more grown up than the rest of us, he actually was more grown up, having been held back a year before moving upstate. And so being an older kid—over a year and a half older than me—when Matthew got dropped into our class at the beginning of sixth grade, he landed with an almighty splash. It was as if a stone giant had been thrown among us, not just a street-fighting kid from Gotham but a taller, stronger, more developed creature. Matthew could easily have passed for sixteen, even eighteen maybe, and for weeks everyone was too intimidated to talk to him, this hulking brute from another world. Eventually, when I did begin to befriend him, I would realize that Matthew wasn’t just factually older than me, he was light years ahead of my curve, perhaps light years ahead of everyone in Roseborn Middle School, possessed of such a single-minded fearlessness that perhaps my initial suspicion that a stone giant had been cast into sixth grade wasn’t all that far off.


But, of course, this is easy to say looking back twenty-six years. At the time, Matthew just felt like an older brother to me—even more so than my actual older brother. I feared him and loved him in equal measure.


I suppose we’d never really discussed girls in any sort of making-out sense but I think Matthew had had sex already, probably more than once. If I’d asked, I’m sure he would’ve told me. But I didn’t ask, the whole thing made me feel incredibly uncomfortable. For several months I’d seen him looking at girls in a way that would slowly become familiar to me—if I’m being honest with myself, I probably resented that.


So it didn’t surprise me much when, not long after we’d trekked to our secret spot with Hannah, Matthew sent me away on my own. It’s a new game, he said, called Reconnaissance. And then Matthew tried to sell it to me like I was a spy and now I’d get to sneak around and if I spotted anything, like deer or a hiker, I should report it when I returned.


Oh and Tricky, he added, just as I was leaving. Take your time, OK.


So I skulked around for thirty or forty minutes, making it as far as the trailhead for Sunset Ridge, not seeing any hikers or deer. But I did almost step on a huge black rat snake, a dark flurry whipping over the fiercely lit rock, at which point, figuring I’d been gone long enough, I started to head back, feeling proud to be returning with something cool to report. Maybe Matthew would suggest a game of Snake Hunt and we’d go back to the spot with our entire arsenal of weapons. Also I was thinking about the look of shock on Hannah’s face when, with my arms spread wide, I would hiss the word snake, six feet long and as thick as my arm.


Perhaps at the time it should have occurred to me that, the same as with cats, when a black snake crosses your path it’s an omen. And what if I’d taken such a hint? What if I hadn’t returned through the mountain laurel back to our secret spot? Then I’m certain that, twenty-six years on, my story would now be heading toward a different end. Not that I believe my being there, my being a witness, made any difference to what Matthew did that day. But certainly it changed me, changed me in such a way that the conclusion to my story now seems like an inevitability. So much so that the right ending has come to feel like my purpose.


Pushing my way through the last of the branches, I broke onto the scene and there they were, already in position. I remember being amazed at how much rope Matthew had used. It reminded me of old silent movies, the victim mouthing screams as she lies on the railroad tracks, already cocooned by the caped villain.


Matthew fired his first shot. Hannah cried out in pain. Everything was rolling now.




NEW YORK, 2008


His wife is already in bed.


Patrick swirls the last inch of Jim Beam in his glass, the ice barely smaller than when he poured himself the large shot. Lights off, TV on, sound off. Letterman swimming onstage in his huge suit, the monologue in mime. It looks twice as phony without any sound and he turns it off.


Now the room is lit only by the white blaze of the city. He walks his drink over to the high windows for the wide-screen view, the nebulous glow of Times Square hanging low in the sky to the north. And then Patrick’s gaze pulls to the east, the Empire State Building lit up tonight like a Popsicle, its tip colored cherry and lemon.


It never gets old, he whispers.


No, but you do, Paddyboy.


One last gulp to ease him sleepward, his reset button at the end of another jobless day. Thirty-eight years old and cast out.


In the kitchen, dark beyond the city light, he cracks the fridge door to see what he’s doing, ditches the ice, leaves the glass in the dishwasher and heads to the bathroom. Brushes and flosses. Swooshes the mouthwash extra long, bourbon-free, minty fresh.


When he creeps into the bedroom, his wife is asleep. Patrick undresses quietly in the dark, peels back the covers and tries to drift down like a feather. But as he lets the mattress take the last few pounds of his flesh, it happens, the very thing he was trying to avoid. And although not unexpected, it comes out loud enough that he jumps.


His wife screams.


He spins and hits the switch on his bedside lamp. Turning back he sees her fighting the sheets, her body twisting and bucking, a sense of arms pinning her down in her shrieks.


Shh, he says, it’s me, just me. It’s Patch, there’s nothing wrong.


As he touches her shoulder she screams again, harder, arms scrabbling free of the bedclothes. Now he knows to be careful, she’s trying to fight her way out. Only once before has it gone that far, once before when she screamed about a man holding a gun to her head, ran to the kitchen, pulled a knife from the rack and started to prowl. That night he had stayed pressed to the bedroom wall calling out to her, It’s Patrick, hun, Patch, honey, holding a pillow doubled up at his chest. It had taken her five minutes to wake. Murmuring, shivering, pacing. Where am I? she said to him when she returned to the bedroom empty-handed.


He found the knife stuck in the backrest of the leather armchair, a long gash spilling fluffy white guts. He had used it that day to debone and butterfly a half leg of lamb.


And that night, the night on which she had eviscerated the armchair, Patrick’s mistake had been to reach for his wife too hard. So tonight he knows he shouldn’t grab, he has to whisper her loose from the dream without becoming part of it.


And now she’s halfway free, legs kicking the covers.


It’s Patrick, shh, it’s Patch, just Patch.


She pushes the sleep mask onto her forehead, wincing at the lamplight.


What is it? she asks, quieter but still terrified.


It’s me, honey, nothing happened.


What did I do? she says.


Nothing—he strokes her arm—you did nothing.


She flinches but doesn’t recoil, her jaw rigid, her good eye wide and blinking. Nothing happened? she says. What did I say?


Nothing, he says, soothing her, shushing her.


She frowns and pulls down her sleep mask. There was a pen, she says, I lost the pen.


We’ll find the pen tomorrow. There’s nothing to write now.


No, the pen for the rabbits, silly, she sighs. Too much snow.


Shh, he says, stroking her hair, go to sleep.


Don’t let him hurt me, she says, pulling herself under the comforter. You promise you won’t let him hurt me?


Shh, he says, shhhh.


Mornings after, she remembers only the screaming, not the words. But even so he can’t lie to her. Because how can Patch make a promise to his wife that he’s already broken?


Go to sleep, Hannah, he says, stroking her hair. Shhhh.


THURSDAY, FIRST THING, THEY DON’T speak of it, weaving themselves between each other’s mornings, talking weekend plans when they cross. She doesn’t remember and he doesn’t want to remind her. Not today. Because there is something else she has forgotten but he will wait for her to bloom with the sunlight. Every new day for Hannah begins with a gradual unfolding, forty minutes of groggy, the fog of night slowly fading.


Her morning grog, he calls it, like living with a drunken sailor. Stumbling about, swearing at stubbed toes, spilling coffee, dropping things that bounce under the bed or skid beneath the sofa.


And then, transformed, Hannah outshines the day.


Patrick maintains the same routine, the same apartment patterns as a month ago, before he got fired.


Let go, Patch.


Sorry, Hannah. Before I got let go.


Once he hears no more splashing from the shower, he starts to make coffee. When he takes the mug to the bedroom she is sitting at the edge of the bed, wrapped in a towel, brushing her dark hair. And yet not dark, he supposes. Because it is bright. Hannah’s hair shines like brown glass.


She smiles as he lowers the coffee, droplets of water on the ridges of her shoulders, in the scoops of her collarbone. He likes her like this, freshly misted, free of makeup.


Hannah reaches for the eyepatch and pulls it over her head, lifting her hair up and over the elastic. Thank you, she says, adjusting the patch, a glossy black satin. For a moment it makes him think of a mussel shell. A shell cupping her absence.


Sipping her coffee, she looks up at him with her good eye. Mmm, she says.


Bright blue eye, dark-but-bright hair. Married for exactly four years and still she surprises him, not only with her beauty, the unique blend of her, but most of all with her presence, the improbable fact of her close to him.


Patrick pulls his hand inside his sweatshirt sleeve and dabs his wife’s wet shoulders. The card is tucked behind him in his waistband. Happy anniversary, Hannah, he says, producing the envelope.


For a moment she looks disappointed, gripping the towel at her chest and accusing him with her fierce eye. And then he realizes that her look isn’t disappointment in him.


It doesn’t matter, he says. You can get me one later. Or, you don’t have to.


Yesterday Hannah worked the crime scene of a triple homicide in Chinatown, three women gunned down in a nail salon at lunchtime, the shooter’s ex and two customers. She spent the afternoon gathering the facts, trying to speak to Detective McCluskey—who always slips the best details to Hannah—filing her copy for the newspaper by five. And when she came home, she started to cry, one of the deceased three months pregnant. So is he supposed to feel hurt that Hannah didn’t find a spare half hour to track down a card store and trawl through its colorful racks?


Anyway, this has become an annual tradition of sorts, her forgetting their wedding anniversary. Three times out of four. Almost quaint.


No, it’s not OK, she says, sucking her lips into her mouth.


Don’t worry, he says. Open it, then.


The flap is glued down only at the tip. She works her finger in and pops it up without tearing. She even saves the envelopes.


Hannah takes out the card, reads the words to herself. Closes it. Holds it to her chest.


You’re so sweet, Patch, she says.


Don’t tell anyone.


They already know.


She beckons him down and they kiss.


I have a dark side, he growls.




PATCH


Walking away from Hannah, her blood already fading to brown, I remember thinking that I had just seen my first ever dead body.


How did that make me feel, having watched a girl tied to a tree and shot forty-nine times? Flesh, blood, death?


What if it thrilled me? Oh God, what if it thrills me?


We ducked out through the thicket and by the time we hit the trail, I was already twenty yards behind Matthew, too dazed to keep up as we headed back to Split Rock, where we always hid our bikes. All I remember of the trek out that day is the sight of Matthew moving farther and farther ahead of me, hauling me along in his wake.


He waited for me near the bikes, standing with one foot on the rock, looking like a dad snuck off for a smoke at a church picnic. When I got close, he unslung the bag from his shoulder.


EVERY TIME WE HEADED UP to the mountains, we took these two bags with us. We’d found them the summer before going through my dad’s junk in the garage, old fishing bags for two-piece bamboo rods, made of camouflage-patterned canvas. Wearing them over our shoulders we felt like soldiers out on patrol.


It was Matthew’s idea. He said one of the bags would be perfect for hiding my Red Ryder BB gun, although if anyone had looked closely enough, the gun was actually an inch too long for the bag. Matthew knew this might look suspicious, so he worked out a plan in case anyone ever stopped us.


We saved up enough money and cycled thirteen miles over to New Paltz, where there was an art supply store. Matthew had been right, I could see it was perfect as soon as he showed me the carry tube made of clear plastic. We bought the tube along with some good paper to roll up inside and also a tin of pencils. The plan was that if anyone stopped us in the mountains we’d tell them we liked sketching the scenery and I’d roll down the top of my bag and show them the tube full of paper, maybe even pull out the pencils.


Well, it turned out to be an excellent plan because one time we did get stopped by an old guy who worked for the Conservancy—the same old guy who sometimes came to our school to give us talks on geology and trees, all the good stuff kids find so fascinating. He called out to us, hurrying over and pointing at the bags, Boys, boys, you know there’s no fishing in the lake.


I’d already slipped the camo bag from my shoulder and was pulling at the string that cinched the opening. When the old guy got closer I began to scrunch down the canvas to show him the clear tube full of the good drawing paper. It’s OK, I said, we’re not fishing.


And then Matthew said, Tricky likes to sketch the lake, sir. Tricky’s really good with water, it always looks like it’s moving.


By now I’d pulled out the tin of pencils and started rattling them softly to keep all the attention on me, in case the dark inch of muzzle peeking out from Matthew’s bag caught the Conservancy guy’s eye. He seemed to be buying into our whole act, was even smiling at us like we were an unexpected pleasure, scratching at his half-white beard.


Shouldn’t you be home playing Atari? he said. That’s all my sister’s boys ever do these days. No, sir, I prefer to draw, I said. So you like to sketch water? he said. Yessir, I said. You ever sketch Jakobskill Falls? he said. All the time, sir. Well I guess you can’t come to much harm, he said. No, sir, I said. Just remember, though, said the old guy, half turning away already, no fishing in the lake, boys. Yessir, said Matthew.


After that we’d see the old Conservancy guy occasionally. Matthew even made me sketch Jakobskill Falls and then we had to carry the drawing around with us. One time we showed him my sketch and he pretended to like it. And when he came into school to give one of his talks he seemed to deliver most of the words in the direction of Matthew and me, as if we were the only kids who cared about this stuff. I couldn’t have cared less. But anyway, I suppose it was better to have the old guy on our side rather than chasing us away from the ridge. I’d say it’s a fair guess we probably broke several Conservancy rules while we were up in the mountains playing our games.


MATTHEW REACHED INTO THE CAMO bag, pulled out the gun and tossed it over to me. Instinctively, I caught it.


It has your fingerprints on it too, Tricky, he said.


I looked down at my hands, one curled around the stock, the other on the barrel. Of course it had my fingerprints on it, it was my damn gun. Only something about holding it right after the crime made it feel worse, as if mine were the fresher of the two sets of prints they might find.


So now we need a plan, said Matthew.


God, we always needed a plan. We need a plan might as well have been Matthew’s mantra. We couldn’t ride our bikes around aimlessly, there had to be a final objective, our time in the Swangums always having to come with a list of activities. Rifle Range, Trail Race, Lake Swim, Lone Ranger . . .


Plus it was always Matthew who made the damn plan.


And I was always Tonto.


Shouldn’t we tell someone what happened? I said, not daring to look at him.


Are you fucking stupid? They’ll put us both in jail for ever.


We could tell them how we were playing a game, I said. Maybe it was all just an accident.


Matthew’s tongue was slipping from one side of his mouth to the other, his eyes somewhere else. Right, he said, this is what we do. First we ditch the gun. But the lake here’s too obvious, they’ll dredge. And nowhere in these woods. We should cycle over to Mannaha, we’ll throw it in the lake over there or bury it somewhere.


Mannaha was another one of the skylakes in the Swangums and also the name of the state park surrounding it, seven miles farther down the ridge. Sometimes we cycled over there even though it wasn’t so different from our own skylake and our own stretch of the mountains but there were days when we just wanted to loosen our legs, pedal hard down a different road.


I started to feel faint, dropped the gun next to our bikes and sat down on the rock. Tipping my head back to take in some air, I was half-blinded by sunlight and as I screwed up my eyes, a dark blot passed overhead. I knew what it was right away even though I couldn’t make it out properly—and in that instant, I knew exactly what it was I had to do.


Come on, Tricky, let’s get going, said Matthew, pulling me up by my hands.


And then I saw it again, farther down the road. Sure enough it was a turkey vulture, wings spread wide and its body flat, as if it were sliding over plate glass. I remember back then how I used to think of those turkey vultures as the vampires of the air, their gaunt bodies cloaked in plumage, prowling the skies on the lookout for their next taste of blood.


Blinking up at the sun, I pictured one of the vultures swooping down on Hannah, the thin stalk of its neck turning its red wrinkled head and its pale beak parting her hair, just like Matthew’s stick.


Hannah’s split eyeball was the path of least resistance and now I could see the turkey vulture going at her, its beak dragging out strings of flesh like snapped rubber bands, gobbling up wet dabs of brain, the vulture’s hooked beak penetrating her over and over . . .


Dammit, I was only twelve, this doesn’t have to mean anything. I had already failed to do the right thing. You think I haven’t regretted that ever since? I’ve waited my whole life for a chance to make amends. And at least in that moment twenty-six years ago, thinking about Hannah and the turkey vulture, I finally acted. Isn’t that what matters most of all?


We have to cut her down, I yelled at Matthew, and we have to bring her back and we have to tell someone what happened.


Matthew’s muscles tensed but for once I acted faster than him, turning side on, dropping my shoulder and charging, my speed and weight tackling him square in the chest. He went flying back, the air punching out of him as he landed on the road. And then I broke into a sprint.




NEW YORK, 2008


Hannah kisses him goodbye but then, halfway out of the apartment, she turns as if she has forgotten something. Oh, one more thing, Patrick, she says. Are you buying any food today?


He is.


Then don’t forget the cabbage, Patch, she says, blowing him a second kiss as she closes the door.


How is it that Hannah manages to come up with something new every time, playing with words as if they were plastic bricks?


Be sure to remember the sugar, sweetie.


Can you get us some veal, baby?


Buy whatever’s most expensive, dearest.


Don’t forget the rice, Paddy.


He goes to the kitchen, makes coffee and thinks about the long hours until she comes home. But at least there is one pleasant task today, their anniversary meal. He is making steak, a huge bone-in rib eye for two with sautéed potatoes. And that’s it. He won’t have a plate of steak adulterated by green vegetables. No salad, no spinach, no broccoli.


Steak and broccoli? Had Hannah actually once said that or was it just a bad dream?


But she will want something green tonight. Green means health. Hannah wants them both to live forever, or at least until flaky parts of them start to drop off.


Can’t say I find the idea wildly appealing, he thinks, lifting up the slab of beef and sniffing, the meat well aged and just high enough. He sniffs again. Green pasture with a hint of sweetness like fresh-baked meringue.


No salad, no spinach, no broccoli. Instead he will make a green appetizer, an emerald riot of health. He starts writing a list. Zucchini and sugar snaps. Asparagus, Granny Smiths, pea shoots. He’ll whisk up a lemony salad dressing. Maybe he should also buy chervil, every mouthful of salad alive with green sap.


It is a fine-looking piece of beef, aged enough to have taken on the deep red of old leather tomes, thickly edged with rich white fat.


He can picture the look she would be giving him, sitting at the kitchen table, assessing the piece of beef with a wary eye. You can always cut the fat off, Hannah, he imagines saying to her, his tone playful, half-challenging.


Fat is where the flavor is, she replies, mimicking one of his favorite sayings. And then somewhere in the back of his head, he pictures her sighing an affectionate sigh.


Patrick salts the steak and slides it into a large vacuum pouch, fetches his jar of bacon grease and smears some over the meat. He clamps the pouch in the vacuum sealer and starts the machine, which begins sucking all the air from the bag, its plastic shrinking until it wrinkles up tight to the flesh, the machine whining as it applies heat, sealing the pouches airtight.


He puts the beef back in the fridge, enough prep for now. Later he will drop the pouch in a water bath, 134 degrees Fahrenheit. There are machines for this as well, sous vide machines, but a year ago he decided he wanted to build his own. He had even wanted to make his own immersion circulator. The electronics looked simple enough but the soldering was an issue.


If they lived in the country he would have a workshop. But Hannah will never move to the country, so instead he bought himself a temperature controller and hooked the thing up to his rice cooker.


He pictures her at the kitchen table feigning a swoon. Immersion circulator? she says. Temperature controller? God, you make tonight’s anniversary dinner sound so darned sexy, Patch.


This is Hannah’s favorite way to speak to him about his more esoteric cooking techniques. Mostly sarcastic. Not wholly without love.


It’s called cooking sous vide. That’s French, Hannah. What’s sexier than French?


You’re right, Paris was so romantic. Le Jardin des Tuileries, Paul Gauguin, le Musée d’Orsay . . . Wait, sous vide, Patch? Isn’t that the thing you explained to your brother by referencing Death Valley?


OK, it was true, Patrick had explained it that way to Sean and his wife, Beth, thinking that something more muscular than gentle water bath might have appealed to his older brother.


Look, Sean, this is how it works. The highest temperature ever recorded on earth was at Death Valley, Nevada, in 1913. One hundred and thirty-four degrees Fahrenheit. And one hundred and thirty-four just happens to be the perfect temperature for medium-rare steak, exactly how you like it, right? That means you could fill up a bucket with water on the hottest day in Death Valley, wait for it to reach the ambient temperature, drop in a steak sealed in plastic and you know the water temperature’s never going to rise above one-thirty-four. You literally can’t overcook the thing. You leave it for an hour or two, take it out, brown it quickly in a hot pan. And there you are, perfect steak, one-thirty-four.


You mean, tournedos à la Death Valley? Mmm, sign me up, Patchman. Can I get a side of pommes de Sahara with that?


Potatoes have a completely different molecular structure, Sean. You’d need something like one-eighty-three. You could use a hot spring, perhaps.


Something like one-eighty-three? Total nerd! OK then, how about a little creamed spinach Kalahari, bro?


A week later Patrick had invited Sean and Beth to their house for dinner, even printed up a fake menu. He made them Tournedos à la Death Valley but he crisped the potatoes at four-sixty and called them Pommes de Venus. Sean licked his plate clean and admitted the meat was maybe the best he’d ever eaten.


Remembering all of this gives him an idea. Patrick finds his computer, brings it to the kitchen table and pours another coffee.


Meat loaf sous vide, Patrick types into the document labeled Blog Recipe Ideas and then drags his hands down his face. You’re thirty-eight years old, he says. Thirty-eight and you write a blog. Isn’t it time to grow up?


It’s temporary, Patch. Until you find another job.


He clicks through to the webpage. Red Moose Barn. His blog has a concept.


Yeah, let’s hear it for the big ideas, Paddyboy.


The posts he writes for Red Moose Barn work through the development of one dish at a time, the gradual invention of a restaurant menu, plate by plate. The blog is his test kitchen, his yays and his nays, a test kitchen for a nonexistent restaurant, the kind of place Patrick dreams of opening one day. Red Moose Barn, not a restaurant in the city but somewhere upstate among the apple orchards. Only he isn’t trained, he knows cooking but he doesn’t know restaurants, the business. So he writes fantasy menus on his fantasy blog. Creates fantasy dishes and cooks them for Hannah. Shoots them, eats them, posts them.


On his blog.


Blog. God, the word sounds so ugly, a word that should be a slang term for one of the less glamorous bodily functions.


He glances over to see the time on the stove, his appointment with Dr. Rosenstock not until three this afternoon, five hours away. He has been seeing Dr. Rosenstock since the incident several weeks ago, although he’s still not sure he sees the point.


You forgot how to breathe, Patch. Don’t you think it’s been good for you, finding someone to talk to?


Four weeks earlier, he and Hannah had been in the backseat of a taxi, on their way to meet friends for brunch, the driver with the radio on, a report about how America was in danger of suffering the worst financial crisis since the Great Depression. Patrick had sent his résumé to only three places right after losing his job, thinking perhaps he could be picky in his search for new work. Not one of those places had called him in for an interview. Not even a preliminary round.


. . . the Dow Jones has tumbled over a thousand points in less than two months, with experts warning this is just the beginning . . .


He remembers trying to swallow in the back of the taxi. Nothing. And then he had tried to breathe in. Nothing. And then nothing had followed nothing, more nothing and more.


Patrick had felt so stupid, struggling for air while Hannah checked messages on her phone, unaware that her husband couldn’t remember how to swallow, the world turning too fast beyond the taxicab windows. Breathing, one of the most basic human functions. How could anyone forget how to breathe?


And so a week later he started seeing Dr. Rosenstock, every Thursday afternoon at three. At first they spoke about his job, how he had been fired, and then they spoke about how he felt about losing his job, how he felt now.


A tightness in the chest.


That’s where the feeling is, Patrick?


Yes.


Does the feeling have a color?


No.


Does the feeling have a shape?


He would have felt rude saying, Of course it fucking doesn’t.


Now Patrick has started to wonder if he is the only person in the world whose feelings come in shapeless monochrome.


After a few weeks, the sessions had moved onto his childhood, which had been easy enough to speak about, right up until the point at which he neared the end of his twelfth year, August 18, six days short of his thirteenth birthday. That’s when he had felt his breaths starting to shorten, an inability to swallow, and he couldn’t get the words to come out.


Would you like to try writing it down for me, Patrick?


I don’t know.


You don’t ever have to show it to me. Not unless you want to.


HE OPENS IT ON HIS computer, the page blank but for a title, 1982. Every attempt to write about it has ended in deletion. A delete button cleanse, a delete button peel. He stares at the screen for a while trying to recall all of his colorless, shapeless feelings.


Nothing.


And so Patrick decides instead to describe the mountains, the pitch pines and blueberry bushes, the smooth water of the lake.


Sure, Paddyboy, start out with the stuff that really matters.


He looks away from his laptop angrily and now the only thing he can think about is the way Dr. Rosenstock’s mostly bald head reflects the light from his reading lamp.


Patrick never knows how much he should say, how much to reveal in that room with its unruly ficus and glimpses of Central Park through the window. What if Dr. Rosenstock has a duty to report him to someone?


Not that Patrick is planning to kill anyone, not exactly. And probably everyone has thought about such things. To some degree, at least. No?


Although often Patrick wonders how much potential he has, because if you think about something often enough, when does going through with it become inevitable?


He looks back at his laptop and types a line.


And again he can picture his wife sitting across from him at the kitchen table, Hannah nodding approvingly. It’s like I always say, Patch. Don’t bury the lede.


He looks back down at his computer—


I remember the gunshots made a wet sort of sound, phssh phssh phssh, and each time he hit her she screamed.


The line shocks him. His wife is right, of course.


GLANCING ACROSS AT THE TIME, Patrick sees it is nearly twelve o’clock, three hours to kill before his appointment with Dr. Rosenstock, and he tells himself not to but he knows that he will. He can feel it in his shoulders, something dragging him up. Don Trevino has started to fill the empty hours of his life. Trevino is fast becoming another hobby.


Patrick closes his laptop and goes to find shoes.


Outside, the sidewalk is strewn with salt, little manufactured pellets like crumbs of polystyrene, but the promised snow hasn’t yet fallen on the city. Patrick heads uptown and east, his route a boxy zigzag as he tries to avoid the red hands of the crosswalks, only getting caught at the curb a couple of times. He likes it when the lights fall kindly for him—recently things as small as this have become capable of almost making or breaking his days.


The traffic slides around him like blocks of a puzzle, pictures coming together and then dismantling again across the vast grid of midtown Manhattan.


As he walks, he thinks about the perfect abandoned barn he has conjured up in his imagination. He thinks about its restoration, helping out in overalls, tired limbs satisfied at the end of the day. And there it stands, finished, the words RED MOOSE BARN printed on a wooden sign that hangs by the road, the red silhouette of a moose beneath the words, the same symbol they will stamp onto menus, cards, brown paper napkins. Everything is finished, the barn freshly painted barn red with white sugar-frosting trims and white roof. Red Moose Barn, sixty, seventy miles north of the city, far enough that country food would feel right, close enough that city people would have weekend homes in the area. Country food made with modern techniques. Comfort made perfect.


Eventually they could turn the land around the barn into a vegetable garden. Golden zucchini blossoms, scarlet tomatoes, sweet green peas . . .


The voice inside interrupts him. Enough already! This is nothing but a doll’s house, Paddyboy. You’re thirty-eight years old. Listen to me—you need a good job, not a goddam blog.


The air is arctic cold and Patrick’s ears begin to burn. He puts on his watch cap as he reaches his destination, pulling it down all the way to his eyebrows.


Forty-Seventh Street, opposite the building in which he used to work, the building in which he was fired.


Let go, Patch.


He checks his watch, almost twelve thirty, so maybe he’s missed him. Don Trevino fails to keep especially regular hours. Patrick stamps his feet to ward off the chill and holsters his hands deep in his pockets.


After thirty minutes of waiting, Patrick sees him through the glass, stepping out of the elevator, alone and sprightly, gray cashmere coat and Russian-style fur hat. Don Trevino’s nose is a veinous red even before it has been slapped by the cold. He pushes through the barrier, nodding jovially to security, and marches out onto the street.


Patrick has opened his laminated tourist map, half-covering his face, but keeps his eyes on his quarry, Trevino heading right and Patrick following, fifty yards back on the opposite side of Forty-Seventh, Trevino’s head bobbing along on the yellow surf of taxi roofs.


And Patrick begins to picture it again, bumping into Don Trevino by chance on the street only a week after Trevino had fired him. He remembers the prickle in his shoulders. Even his nose had buzzed with a sense of the moment. Hit him. Hit him. Hurt him.


Hello, Patrick, Trevino had said, looking perfectly unfazed, as if he were doing nothing more than greeting a neighbor.


Patrick had said nothing, his actual assault on Trevino no more than a brief snort, a look of disgust.


Over the several weeks since, Patrick has replayed this scene in his head numerous times, picturing the details of the street, pasting them into various fantasies.


The brass poles of an apartment building’s awning. Patrick could have grabbed Trevino beneath the chin and pushed him up against the metal before making him gasp and cough with a punch to the gut.


The window of an Irish bar. He should have grabbed Trevino by the collar and driven his fur-hatted head through the plate glass, whereupon a neon sign would have shattered and crackled with approval.


A blue mailbox. He imagined smashing Don Trevino’s face into the metal studs on its side. Or sometimes he pictures the mailbox open, Trevino’s head and shoulders stuck inside, his legs wheeling away, the last desperate kicks of a flipped bug.


There are intricate variations of each scenario, some comical, some grotesque, and when lost in these thoughts, Patrick barely has to remember his actual inaction that day several weeks back—an impotent snort, his pointless disgust, another one of life’s great passive-aggressive victories.


But maybe today is the day.


Trevino turns right and Patrick skips over the street, through the knee-high fog of taxi fumes, around the corner. Patrick’s eyes follow Trevino’s hat above the jostle of Fifth Avenue. Trevino turns right, opens a door and disappears.


The same door as last week, three times. And the week before, twice. Trevino will reemerge in five minutes, his leather-gloved hand holding the string handles of a white paper bag. Sandwich, soup, drink.


But Patrick waits anyway, a little farther down Fifth Avenue, and when Trevino reappears, strolling back toward the office, Patrick follows, just in case.


Yeah? Just in case what, Paddyboy?


And the sky, now swollen, starts dispensing its snow.




PATCH


Without having to look, I knew Matthew was behind me. I could sense his rage in the heat, another harmonic alongside the electrical hum of the bugs.


The summer before, challenging each other to Trail Races, I’d managed to win most of the time. I had natural pace. And because I was smaller than Matthew, I was nimble over the rough ground. But Matthew must’ve grown an additional foot since then.


On our very first day at school, getting changed for gym, every boy in the locker room had stolen a look at the small nest of hair between Matthew’s legs, something noticeably absent from our own bodies. And now that hair was thicker still, not only between Matthew’s legs but below his knees as well. There was even a hint of mustache above his top lip, Matthew’s whole body bursting with the strength of Samson.


Which meant now I wasn’t sure whether I was faster than Matthew. I was running flat out through the stifling heat, hoping that my advantage still held, pushing my smooth hairless legs as hard as I could.


The trail to our secret spot carried you on a thin path that ran along the top of Swangum Ridge. To my right the ground fell away steeply to a valley with Sunset Ridge on the other side but that was nothing compared to the sheer drop to my left, a cliff face that ran straight down to the Hudson Valley. It must have been more than a thousand feet, the valley floor below nothing but haze.


Even walking that path was tricky, so running was downright dangerous. The topsoil was thin, the trail a tangle of tree roots, an assault course of half-buried rocks. But I sprinted as fast as I could and despite the danger and my fear of Matthew, I remember feeling exhilarated, my lungs sparkling with life, my body performing at its absolute peak for that first quarter mile, when suddenly a bad thought leapt into my head.


Maybe I could get to Hannah first but even if I won this race, what then? Matthew wasn’t going to offer me a gentlemanly handshake. You win, Tricky, well done. We play by your rules now.


Now I was thinking too hard about this problem and the overthinking was hindering my movement. My stride was losing its focus and I could feel my uncertainties mixing together, frothing up like the insides of a bottle rocket. How close was he now?


I believe I can actually remember thinking the words don’t turn around but it’s like that old thing about being told not to think of a white cat. Instantly you go ahead and think of a damned white cat.


It was only a glance, a quick peek over my shoulder, but one glance was enough. I went down hard like the sprung bar of a mousetrap.


I don’t know what it was my skull thudded into, tree or root or rock. All I remember is the sense that my head felt made of stone in the moment of impact.


EVERYTHING WAS A BLUR WHEN I awoke. And then blur turned to treetops and sky sliding by. Matthew was pulling me off the trail by my arms.


At the point where I’d tripped, the path ran maybe thirty feet in from the edge of Swangum Ridge but I’d fallen close to a spur, one of several along the way that would bring you right up to the edge of the cliff for the panoramic view. He was dragging me along one of those spurs.


Everything hurt. I let out a moan and Matthew let go of me, the pain shooting higher as my hands smashed down against rock and my head hit the ground. That’s when I noticed a sharp damp pain in the back of my head, my skull singing high notes.


Now Matthew was on me, pinning my wrists, straddling me the way he sometimes did if he wanted me to cry uncle in a play fight, threatening to make me eat grass or dirt or a live frog. As he glanced around, wiping his mouth, I thought I could see all the thoughts spinning behind his eyes like the wheels of a slot machine.
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