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      Prologue

      
      Where does a story truly begin? In life, there are seldom clear-cut beginnings, those moments when we can, in looking back,
            say that everything started. Yet there are moments when fate intersects with our daily lives, setting in motion a sequence
            of events whose outcome we could never have foreseen.

      
      It’s nearly two A.M., and I’m wide awake. Earlier, after crawling into bed, I tossed and turned for almost an hour before
            I finally gave up. Now I’m sitting at my desk, pen in hand, wondering about my own intersection with fate. This is not unusual
            for me. Lately, it seems it’s all I can think about.

      
      Aside from the steady ticking of a clock that sits on the bookshelf, it’s quiet in the house. My wife is asleep upstairs,
            and as I stare at the lines on the yellow legal pad before me, I realize that I don’t know where to start. Not because I’m
            unsure of my story, but because I’m not sure why I feel compelled to tell it in the first place. What can be achieved by unearthing
            the past? After all, the events I’m about to describe happened thirteen years ago, and I suppose a case can be made that they
            really began two long years before that. But as I sit, I know I must try to tell it, if for no other reason than to finally
            put this all behind me.

      
      My memories of this period are aided by a few things: a diary I’ve kept since I was a boy, a folder of yellowed newspaper
            articles, my own investigation, and, of course, public records. There’s also the fact that I’ve relived the events of this
            particular story hundreds of times in my mind; they are seared in my memory. But framed simply by those things, this story would be incomplete. There
            were others involved, and though I was a witness to some of the events, I was not present for all of them. I realize that
            it’s impossible to recreate every feeling or every thought in another person’s life, but for better or for worse, that’s what
            I will attempt to do.

      
      This is, above all, a love story, and like so many love stories, the love story of Miles Ryan and Sarah Andrews is rooted
            in tragedy. At the same time, it is also a story of forgiveness, and when you’re finished, I hope you’ll understand the challenges
            that Miles Ryan and Sarah Andrews faced. I hope you’ll understand the decisions they made, both good and bad, just as I hope
            you will eventually understand mine.

      
      But let me be clear: This isn’t simply the story of Sarah Andrews and Miles Ryan. If there is a beginning to this story, it
            lies with Missy Ryan, high-school sweetheart of a deputy sheriff in a small southern town.

      
      Missy Ryan, like her husband, Miles, grew up in New Bern. From all accounts, she was both charming and kind, and Miles had
            loved her for all of his adult life. She had dark brown hair and even darker eyes, and I’ve been told she spoke with an accent
            that made men from other parts of the country go weak in the knees. She laughed easily, listened with interest, and often
            touched the arm of whomever she was talking to, as if issuing an invitation to be part of her world. And, like most southern
            women, her will was stronger than was noticeable at first. She, not Miles, ran the household; as a general rule, Miles’s friends
            were the husbands of Missy’s friends, and their life was centered around their family.

      
      In high school, Missy was a cheerleader. As a sophomore, she was both popular and lovely, and although she knew of Miles Ryan,
            he was a year older than she and they hadn’t had any classes together. It didn’t matter. Introduced by friends, they began meeting during lunch break and talking after football games, and eventually
            made arrangements to meet at a party during homecoming weekend. Soon they were inseparable, and by the time he asked her to
            the prom a few months later, they were in love.

      
      There are those, I know, who scoff at the idea that real love can exist at such a young age. For Miles and Missy, however,
            it did, and it was in some ways more powerful than love experienced by older people, since it wasn’t tempered by the realities
            of life. They dated throughout Miles’s junior and senior years, and when he went off to college at North Carolina State, they
            remained faithful to each other while Missy moved toward her own graduation. She joined him at NCSU the following year, and
            when he proposed over dinner three years later, she cried and said yes and spent the next hour on the phone calling her family
            and telling them the good news, while Miles ate the rest of his meal alone. Miles stayed in Raleigh until Missy completed
            her degree, and their wedding in New Bern filled the church.

      
      Missy took a job as a loan officer at Wachovia Bank, and Miles began his training to become a deputy sheriff. She was two
            months pregnant when Miles started working for Craven County, patrolling the streets that had always been their home. Like
            many young couples, they bought their first home, and when their son, Jonah, was born in January 1981, Missy took one look
            at the bundled newborn and knew motherhood was the best thing that had ever happened to her. Though Jonah didn’t sleep through
            the night until he was six months old and there were times she wanted to scream at him the same way he was screaming at her,
            Missy loved him more than she’d ever imagined possible.

      
      She was a wonderful mother. She quit her job to stay home with Jonah full-time, read him stories, played with him, and took
            him to play groups. She could spend hours simply watching him. By the time he was five, Missy realized she wanted another baby, and she and Miles began trying again. The seven years they were
            married were the happiest years of both their lives.

      
      But in August of 1986, when she was twenty-nine years old, Missy Ryan was killed.

      
      Her death dimmed the light in Jonah’s eyes; it haunted Miles for two years. It paved the way for all that was to come next.

      
      So, as I said, this is Missy’s story, just as it is the story of Miles and Sarah. And it is my story as well.

      
      I, too, played a role in all that happened.

   
      
      One

      
      On the morning of August 29, 1988, a little more than two years after his wife had passed away, Miles Ryan stood on the back
         porch of his house, smoking a cigarette, watching as the rising sun slowly changed the morning sky from dusky gray to orange.
         Spread before him was the Trent River, its brackish waters partially hidden by the cypress trees clustered at the water’s
         edge.
      

      
      The smoke from Miles’s cigarette swirled upward and he could feel the humidity rising, thickening the air. In time, the birds
         began their morning songs, the trill whistles filling the air. A small bass boat passed by, the fisherman waved, and Miles
         acknowledged the gesture with a slight nod. It was all the energy he could summon.
      

      
      He needed a cup of coffee. A little java and he’d feel ready enough to face the day—getting Jonah off to school, keeping rein
         on the locals who flouted the law, posting eviction notices throughout the county, as well as handling whatever else inevitably
         cropped up, like meeting with Jonah’s teacher later in the afternoon. And that was just for starters. The evenings, if anything,
         seemed even busier. There was always so much to do, simply to keep the household running smoothly: paying the bills, shopping,
         cleaning, repairing things around the house. Even in those rare moments when Miles found himself with a little free time on
         his hands, he felt as if he had to take advantage of it right away or he’d lose the opportunity. Quick, find something to read. Hurry up, there’s only a few minutes
         to relax. Close your eyes, in a little while there won’t be any time. It was enough to wear anyone down for a while, but what
         could he do about it?
      

      
      He really needed the coffee. The nicotine wasn’t cutting it anymore, and he thought about throwing the cigarettes out, but
         then it didn’t matter whether he did or not. In his mind, he didn’t really smoke. Sure, he had a few cigarettes during the
         course of the day, but that wasn’t real smoking. It wasn’t as though he burned through a pack a day, and it wasn’t as if he’d
         been doing it his whole life, either; he’d started after Missy had died, and he could stop anytime he wanted. But why bother?
         Hell, his lungs were in good shape—just last week, he’d had to run after a shoplifter and had no trouble catching the kid.
         A smoker couldn’t do that.
      

      
      Then again, it hadn’t been as easy as it was when he’d been twenty-two. But that was ten years ago, and even if thirty-two
         didn’t mean it was time to start looking into nursing homes, he was getting older. And he could feel it, too—there was a time
         during college when he and his friends would start their evenings at eleven o’clock and proceed to stay out the rest of the
         night. In the last few years, except for those times he was working, eleven o’clock was late, and if he had trouble falling asleep, he went to bed anyway. He couldn’t imagine any reason strong enough to make him want
         to stay up. Exhaustion had become a permanent fixture in his life. Even on those nights when Jonah didn’t have his nightmares—he’d
         been having them on and off since Missy died—Miles still awoke feeling … tired. Unfocused. Sluggish, as if he were moving
         around underwater. Most of the time, he attributed this to the hectic life he lived; but sometimes he wondered if there wasn’t
         something more seriously wrong with him. He’d read once that one of the symptoms of clinical depression was “undue lethargy, without
         reason or cause.” Of course, he did have cause …
      

      
      What he really needed was some quiet time at a little beachfront cottage down in Key West, a place where he could fish for
         turbot or simply relax in a gently swaying hammock while drinking a cold beer, without facing any decision more major than
         whether or not to wear sandals as he walked on the beach with a nice woman at his side.
      

      
      That was part of it, too. Loneliness. He was tired of being alone, of waking up in an empty bed, though the feeling still
         surprised him. He hadn’t felt that way until recently. In the first year after Missy’s death, Miles couldn’t even begin to
         imagine loving another woman again. Ever. It was as if the urge for female companionship didn’t exist at all, as if desire
         and lust and love were nothing more than theoretical possibilities that had no bearing on the real world. Even after he’d
         weathered shock and grief strong enough to make him cry every night, his life just felt wrong somehow—as if it were temporarily off track but would soon right itself again, so there wasn’t any reason to get too worked
         up about anything.
      

      
      Most things, after all, hadn’t changed after the funeral. Bills kept coming, Jonah needed to eat, the grass needed to be mowed.
         He still had a job. Once, after too many beers, Charlie, his best friend and boss, had asked him what it was like to lose
         a wife, and Miles had told him that it didn’t seem as if Missy were really gone. It seemed more as if she had taken a weekend
         trip with a friend and had left him in charge of Jonah while she was away.
      

      
      Time passed and so eventually did the numbness he’d grown accustomed to. In its place, reality settled in. As much as he tried
         to move on, Miles still found his thoughts drawn to Missy. Everything, it seemed, reminded him of her. Especially Jonah, who looked more like her the older he got. Sometimes, when Miles
         stood in the doorway after tucking Jonah in, he could see his wife in the small features of his son’s face, and he would have
         to turn away before Jonah could see the tears. But the image would stay with him for hours; he loved the way Missy had looked
         as she’d slept, her long brown hair spread across the pillow, one arm always resting above her head, her lips slightly parted,
         the subtle rise and fall of her chest as she breathed. And her smell—that was something Miles would never forget. On the first
         Christmas morning after her death, while sitting in church, he’d caught a trace of the perfume that Missy used to wear and
         he’d held on to the ache like a drowning man grasping a life preserver until long after the service was over.
      

      
      He held on to other things as well. When they were first married, he and Missy used to have lunch at Fred & Clara’s, a small
         restaurant just down the street from the bank where she worked. It was out of the way, quiet, and somehow its cozy embrace
         made them both feel as if nothing would ever change between them. They hadn’t gone much once Jonah had been born, but Miles
         started going again once she was gone, as if hoping to find some remnant of those feelings still lingering on the paneled
         walls. At home, too, he ran his life according to what she used to do. Since Missy had gone to the grocery store on Thursday
         evenings, that’s when Miles went, too. Because Missy liked to grow tomatoes along the side of the house, Miles grew them,
         too. Missy had thought Lysol the best all-purpose kitchen cleaner, so he saw no reason to use anything else. Missy was always
         there, in everything he did.
      

      
      But sometime last spring, that feeling began to change. It came without warning, and Miles sensed it as soon as it happened.
         While driving downtown, he caught himself staring at a young couple walking hand in hand as they moved down the sidewalk. And for just a moment, Miles imagined himself as the
         man, and that the woman was with him. Or if not her, then someone … someone who would love not only him, but Jonah as well. Someone who could make him laugh, someone to share a bottle of
         wine with over a leisurely dinner, someone to hold and touch and to whisper quietly with after the lights had been turned
         off. Someone like Missy, he thought to himself, and her image immediately conjured up feelings of guilt and betrayal overwhelming
         enough for him to banish the young couple from his mind forever.
      

      
      Or so he assumed.

      
      Later that night, right after crawling into bed, he found himself thinking about them again. And though the feelings of guilt
         and betrayal were still there, they weren’t as powerful as they had been earlier that day. And in that moment, Miles knew
         he’d taken the first step, albeit a small one, toward finally coming to terms with his loss.
      

      
      He began to justify his new reality by telling himself that he was a widower now, that it was okay to have these feelings,
         and he knew no one would disagree with him. No one expected him to live the rest of his life alone; in the past few months,
         friends had even offered to set him up with a couple of dates. Besides, he knew that Missy would have wanted him to marry
         again. She’d said as much to him more than once—like most couples, they’d played the “what if” game, and though neither of
         them had ever expected anything terrible to happen, both had been in agreement that it wouldn’t be right for Jonah to grow
         up with only a single parent. It wouldn’t be right for the surviving spouse. Still, it seemed a little too soon.
      

      
      As the summer wore on, the thoughts about finding someone new began to surface more frequently and with more intensity. Missy was still there, Missy would always be there … yet Miles
         began thinking more seriously about finding someone to share his life with. Late at night, while comforting Jonah in the rocking
         chair out back—it was the only thing that seemed to help with the nightmares—these thoughts seemed strongest and always followed
         the same pattern. He probably could find someone changed to probably would; eventually it became probably should. At this point, however—no matter how much he wanted it to be otherwise—his thoughts still reverted back to probably won’t.
      

      
      The reason was in his bedroom.

      
      On his shelf, in a bulging manila envelope, sat the file concerning Missy’s death, the one he’d made for himself in the months
         following her funeral. He kept it with him so he wouldn’t forget what happened, he kept it to remind him of the work he still
         had to do.
      

      
      He kept it to remind him of his failure.

      
      A few minutes later, after stubbing out the cigarette on the railing and heading inside, Miles poured the coffee he needed
         and headed down the hall. Jonah was still asleep when he pushed open the door and peeked in. Good, he still had a little time.
         He headed to the bathroom.
      

      
      After he turned the faucet, the shower groaned and hissed for a moment before the water finally came. He showered and shaved
         and brushed his teeth. He ran a comb through his hair, noticing again that there seemed to be less of it now than there used
         to be. He hurriedly donned his sheriff’s uniform; next he took down his holster from the lockbox above the bedroom door and
         put that on as well. From the hallway, he heard Jonah rustling in his room. This time, Jonah looked up with puffy eyes as
         soon as Miles came in to check on him. He was still sitting in bed, his hair disheveled. He hadn’t been awake for more than a few minutes.
      

      
      Miles smiled. “Good morning, champ.”

      
      Jonah looked up from his bed, almost as if in slow motion. “Hey, Dad.”

      
      “You ready for some breakfast?”

      
      He stretched his arms out to the side, groaning slightly. “Can I have pancakes?”

      
      “How about some waffles instead? We’re running a little late.”

      
      Jonah bent over and grabbed his pants. Miles had laid them out the night before. “You say that every morning.”

      
      Miles shrugged. “You’re late every morning.”

      
      “Then wake me up sooner.”

      
      “I have a better idea—why don’t you go to sleep when I tell you to?”

      
      “I’m not tired then. I’m only tired in the mornings.”

      
      “Join the club.”

      
      “Huh?”

      
      “Never mind,” Miles answered. He pointed to the bathroom. “Don’t forget to brush your hair after you get dressed.”

      
      “I won’t,” Jonah said.

      
      Most mornings followed the same routine. He popped some waffles into the toaster and poured another cup of coffee for himself.
         By the time Jonah had dressed himself and made it to the kitchen, his waffle was waiting on his plate, a glass of milk beside
         it. Miles had already spread the butter, but Jonah liked to add the syrup himself. Miles started in on his own waffle, and
         for a minute, neither of them said anything. Jonah still looked as if he were in his own little world, and though Miles needed
         to talk to him, he wanted him to at least seem coherent.
      

      
      After a few minutes of companionable silence, Miles finally cleared his throat.

      
      “So, how’s school going?” he asked.
      

      
      Jonah shrugged. “Fine, I guess.”

      
      This question too, was part of the routine. Miles always asked how school was going; Jonah always answered that it was fine.
         But earlier that morning, while getting Jonah’s backpack ready, Miles had found a note from Jonah’s teacher, asking him if
         it was possible to meet today. Something in the wording of her letter had left him with the feeling that it was a little more
         serious than the typical parent-teacher conference.
      

      
      “You doing okay in class?”

      
      Jonah shrugged. “Uh-huh.”

      
      “Do you like your teacher?”

      
      Jonah nodded in between bites. “Uh-huh,” he answered again.

      
      Miles waited to see if Jonah would add anything more, but he didn’t. Miles leaned a little closer.

      
      “Then why didn’t you tell me about the note your teacher sent home?”

      
      “What note?” he asked innocently.

      
      “The note in your backpack—the one your teacher wanted me to read.”

      
      Jonah shrugged again, his shoulders popping up and down like the waffles in the toaster. “I guess I just forgot.”

      
      “How could you forget something like that?”

      
      “I don’t know.”

      
      “Do you know why she wants to see me?”

      
      “No …” Jonah hesitated, and Miles knew immediately that he wasn’t telling the truth.

      
      “Son, are you in trouble at school?”

      
      At this, Jonah blinked and looked up. His father didn’t call him “son” unless he’d done something wrong. “No, Dad. I don’t
         ever act up. I promise.”
      

      
      “Then what is it?”

      
      “I don’t know.”
      

      
      “Think about it.”

      
      Jonah squirmed in his seat, knowing he’d reached the limit of his father’s patience. “Well, I guess I might be having a little
         trouble with some of the work.”
      

      
      “I thought you said school was going okay.”

      
      “School is going okay. Miss Andrews is really nice and all, and I like it there.” He paused. “It’s just that sometimes I don’t understand
         everything that’s going on in class.”
      

      
      “That’s why you go to school. So you can learn.”

      
      “I know,” he answered, “but she’s not like Mrs. Hayes was last year. The work she assigns is hard. I just can’t do some of it.”
      

      
      Jonah looked scared and embarrassed at exactly the same time. Miles reached out and put his hand on his son’s shoulder.

      
      “Why didn’t you tell me you were having trouble?”

      
      It took a long time for Jonah to answer.

      
      “Because,” he said finally, “I didn’t want you to be mad at me.”

      
      After breakfast, after making sure Jonah was ready to go, Miles helped him with his backpack and led him to the front door.
         Jonah hadn’t said much since breakfast. Squatting down, Miles kissed him on the cheek. “Don’t worry about this afternoon.
         It’s gonna be all right, okay?”
      

      
      “Okay,” Jonah mumbled.

      
      “And don’t forget that I’ll be picking you up, so don’t get on the bus.”

      
      “Okay,” he said again.

      
      “I love you, champ.”

      
      “I love you, too, Dad.”

      
      Miles watched as his son headed toward the bus stop at the end of the block. Missy, he knew, wouldn’t have been surprised by what had happened this morning, as he had been. Missy would
         have already known that Jonah was having trouble at school. Missy had taken care of things like this.
      

      
      Missy had taken care of everything.

   
      
      Two

      
      The night before she was to meet with Miles Ryan, Sarah Andrews was walking through the historic district in New Bern, doing
         her best to keep a steady pace. Though she wanted to get the most from her workout—she’d been an avid walker for the past
         five years—since she’d moved here, she’d found it hard to do. Every time she went out, she found something new to interest
         her, something that would make her stop and stare.
      

      
      New Bern, founded in 1710, was situated on the banks of the Neuse and Trent Rivers in eastern North Carolina. As the second
         oldest town in the state, it had once served as the capital and been home to the Tryon Palace, residence of the colonial governor.
         Destroyed by fire in 1798, the palace had been restored in 1954, complete with some of the most breathtaking and exquisite
         gardens in the South. Throughout the grounds, tulips and azaleas bloomed each spring, and chrysanthemums blossomed in the
         fall. Sarah had taken a tour when she’d first arrived. Though the gardens were between seasons, she’d nonetheless left the
         palace wanting to live within walking distance so she could pass its gates each day.
      

      
      She’d moved into a quaint apartment on Middle Street a few blocks away, in the heart of downtown. The apartment was up the
         stairs and three doors away from the pharmacy where in 1898 Caleb Bradham had first marketed Brad’s drink, which the world
         came to know as Pepsi-Cola. Around the corner was the Episcopal church, a stately brick structure shaded with towering magnolias, whose doors first opened in 1718. When she left
         her apartment to take her walk, Sarah passed both sites as she made her way to Front Street, where many of the old mansions
         had stood gracefully for the past two hundred years.
      

      
      What she really admired, however, was the fact that most of the homes had been painstakingly restored over the past fifty
         years, one house at a time. Unlike Williamsburg, Virginia, which was restored largely through a grant from the Rockefeller
         Foundation, New Bern had appealed to its citizens and they had responded. The sense of community had lured her parents here
         four years earlier; she’d known nothing about New Bern until she’d moved to town last June.
      

      
      As she walked, she reflected on how different New Bern was from Baltimore, Maryland, where she’d been born and raised, where
         she’d lived until just a few months earlier. Though Baltimore had its own rich history, it was a city first and foremost.
         New Bern, on the other hand, was a small southern town, relatively isolated and largely uninterested in keeping up with the
         ever quickening pace of life elsewhere. Here, people would wave as she passed them on the street, and any question she asked
         usually solicited a long, slow-paced answer, generally peppered with references to people or events that she’d never heard
         of before, as if everything and everyone were somehow connected. Usually it was nice, other times it drove her batty.
      

      
      Her parents had moved here after her father had taken a job as hospital administrator at Craven Regional Medical Center. Once
         Sarah’s divorce had been finalized, they’d begun to prod her to move down as well. Knowing how her mother was, she’d put it
         off for a year. Not that Sarah didn’t love her mother, it was just that her mother could sometimes be … draining, for lack of a better word. Still, for peace of mind she’d finally taken their advice, and so far, thankfully, she hadn’t regretted
         it. It was exactly what she needed, but as charming as this town was, there was no way she saw herself living here forever.
      

      
      New Bern, she’d learned almost right away, was not a town for singles. There weren’t many places to meet people, and the ones
         her own age that she had met were already married, with families of their own. As in many southern towns, there was still
         a social order that defined town life. With most people married, it was hard for a single woman to find a place to fit in,
         or even to start. Especially someone who was divorced and completely new to the area.
      

      
      It was, however, an ideal place to raise children, and sometimes as she walked, Sarah liked to imagine that things had turned
         out differently for her. As a young girl, she’d always assumed she would have the kind of life she wanted: marriage, children,
         a home in a neighborhood where families gathered in the yards on Friday evenings after work was finished for the week. That
         was the kind of life she’d had as a child, and it was the kind she wanted as an adult. But it hadn’t worked out that way.
         Things in life seldom did, she’d come to understand.
      

      
      For a while, though, she had believed anything was possible, especially when she’d met Michael. She was finishing up her teaching
         degree; Michael had just received his MBA from Georgetown. His family, one of the most prominent in Baltimore, had made their
         fortune in banking and were immensely wealthy and clannish, the type of family that sat on the boards of various corporations
         and instituted policies at country clubs that served to exclude those they regarded as inferior. Michael, however, seemed
         to reject his family’s values and was regarded as the ultimate catch. Heads would turn when he entered a room, and though
         he knew what was happening, his most endearing quality was that he pretended other people’s images of him didn’t matter at all.
      

      
      Pretended, of course, was the key word.
      

      
      Sarah, like every one of her friends, knew who he was when he showed up at a party, and she’d been surprised when he’d come
         up to say hello a little later in the evening. They’d hit it off right away. The short conversation had led to a longer one
         over coffee the following day, then eventually to dinner. Soon they were dating steadily and she’d fallen in love. After a
         year, Michael asked her to marry him.
      

      
      Her mother was thrilled at the news, but her father didn’t say much at all, other than that he hoped that she would be happy.
         Maybe he suspected something, maybe he’d simply been around long enough to know that fairy tales seldom came true. Whatever
         it was, he didn’t tell her at the time, and to be honest, Sarah didn’t take the time to question his reservations, except
         when Michael asked her to sign a prenuptial agreement. Michael explained that his family had insisted on it, but even though
         he did his best to cast all the blame on his parents, a part of her suspected that had they not been around, he would have
         insisted upon it himself. She nonetheless signed the papers. That evening, Michael’s parents threw a lavish engagement party
         to formally announce the upcoming marriage.
      

      
      Seven months later, Sarah and Michael were married. They honeymooned in Greece and Turkey; when they got back to Baltimore,
         they moved into a home less than two blocks from where Michael’s parents lived. Though she didn’t have to work, Sarah began
         teaching second grade at an inner-city elementary school. Surprisingly, Michael had been fully supportive of her decision,
         but that was typical of their relationship then. In the first two years of their marriage, everything seemed perfect: She
         and Michael spent hours in bed on the weekends, talking and making love, and he confided in her his dreams of entering politics one day. They had a large circle of friends, mainly people
         Michael had known his entire life, and there was always a party to attend or weekend trips out of town. They spent their remaining
         free time in Washington, D.C., exploring museums, attending the theater, and walking among the monuments located at the Capitol
         Mall. It was there, while standing inside the Lincoln Memorial, that Michael told Sarah he was ready to start a family. She
         threw her arms around him as soon as he’d said the words, knowing that nothing he could have said would have made her any
         happier.
      

      
      Who can explain what happened next? Several months after that blissful day at the Lincoln Memorial, Sarah still wasn’t pregnant.
         Her doctor told her not to worry, that it sometimes took a while after going off the pill, but he suggested she see him again
         later that year if they were still having problems.
      

      
      They were, and tests were scheduled. A few days later, when the results were in, they met with the doctor. As they sat across
         from him, one look was enough to let her know that something was wrong.
      

      
      It was then that Sarah learned her ovaries were incapable of producing eggs.

      
      A week later, Sarah and Michael had their first major fight. Michael hadn’t come home from work, and she’d paced the floor
         for hours while waiting for him, wondering why he hadn’t called and imagining that something terrible had happened. By the
         time he came home, she was frantic and Michael was drunk. “You don’t own me” was all he offered by way of explanation, and
         from there, the argument went downhill fast. They said terrible things in the heat of the moment. Sarah regretted all of them
         later that night; Michael was apologetic. But after that, Michael seemed more distant, more reserved. When she pressed him, he denied that he felt any differently toward her. “It’ll be okay,” he said, “we’ll get through this.”
      

      
      Instead, things between them grew steadily worse. With every passing month, the arguments became more frequent, the distance
         more pronounced. One night, when she suggested again that they could always adopt, Michael simply waved off the suggestion:
         “My parents won’t accept that.”
      

      
      Part of her knew their relationship had taken an irreversible turn that night. It wasn’t his words that gave it away, nor
         was it the fact that he seemed to be taking his parents’ side. It was the look on his face—the one that let her know he suddenly
         seemed to regard the problem as hers, not theirs.
      

      
      Less than a week later, she found Michael sitting in the dining room, a glass of bourbon at his side. From the unfocused look
         in his eyes, she knew it wasn’t the first one he’d had. He wanted a divorce, he began; he was sure she understood. By the
         time he was finished, Sarah found herself unable to say anything in response, nor did she want to.
      

      
      The marriage was over. It had lasted less than three years. Sarah was twenty-seven years old.

      
      The next twelve months were a blur. Everyone wanted to know what had gone wrong; other than her family, Sarah told no one.
         “It just didn’t work out” was all she would say whenever someone asked.
      

      
      Because she didn’t know what else to do, Sarah continued to teach. She also spent two hours a week talking to a wonderful
         counselor, Sylvia. When Sylvia recommended a support group, Sarah went to a few of the meetings. Mostly, she listened, and
         she thought she was doing better. But sometimes, as she sat alone in her small apartment, the reality of the situation would
         bear down hard and she would begin to cry again, not stopping for hours. During one of her darkest periods, she’d even considered suicide, though no one—not the counselor, not her family—knew that. It was then that she’d realized she had to
         leave Baltimore; she needed a place to start over. She needed a place where the memories wouldn’t be so painful, somewhere
         she’d never lived before.
      

      
      Now, walking the streets of New Bern, Sarah was doing her best to move on. It was still a struggle at times, but not nearly
         as bad as it once had been. Her parents were supportive in their own way—her father said nothing whatsoever about it; her
         mother clipped out magazine articles that touted the latest medical developments—but her brother, Brian, before he headed
         off for his first year at the University of North Carolina, had been a life-saver.
      

      
      Like most adolescents, he was sometimes distant and withdrawn, but he was a truly empathetic listener. Whenever she’d needed
         to talk, he’d been there for her, and she missed him now that he was gone. They’d always been close; as his older sister,
         she’d helped to change his diapers and had fed him whenever her mother let her. Later, when he was going to school, she’d
         helped him with his homework, and it was while working with him that she’d realized she wanted to become a teacher.
      

      
      That was one decision she’d never regretted. She loved teaching; she loved working with children. Whenever she walked into
         a new classroom and saw thirty small faces looking up at her expectantly, she knew she had chosen the right career. In the
         beginning, like most young teachers, she’d been an idealist, someone who assumed that every child would respond to her if
         she tried hard enough. Sadly, since then, she had learned that wasn’t possible. Some children, for whatever reason, closed
         themselves off to anything she did, no matter how hard she worked. It was the worst part of the job, the only part that sometimes kept her awake at night, but it never stopped her from trying again.
      

      
      Sarah wiped the perspiration from her brow, thankful that the air was finally cooling. The sun was dropping lower in the sky,
         and the shadows lengthened. As she strode past the fire station, two firemen sitting out front in a couple of lawn chairs
         nodded to her. She smiled. As far as she could tell, there was no such thing as an early evening fire in this town. She’d
         seen them every day at the same time, sitting in exactly the same spots, for the past four months.
      

      
      New Bern.

      
      Her life, she realized, had taken on a strange simplicity since she’d moved here. Though she sometimes missed the energy of
         city life, she had to admit that slowing down had its benefits. During the summer, she’d spent long hours browsing through
         the antique stores downtown or simply staring at the sailboats docked behind the Sheraton. Even now that school had started
         again, she didn’t rush anywhere. She worked and walked, and aside from visiting her parents, she spent most evenings alone,
         listening to classical music and reworking the lesson plans she’d brought with her from Baltimore. And that was fine with
         her.
      

      
      Since she was new at the school, her plans still needed a little tinkering. She’d discovered that many of the students in
         her class weren’t as far along as they should have been in most of the core subjects, and she’d had to scale down the plans
         a bit and incorporate more remedial work. She hadn’t been surprised by this; every school progressed at a different rate.
         But she figured that by the end of the year, most students would finish where they needed to be. There was, however, one student
         who particularly concerned her.
      

      
      Jonah Ryan.

      
      He was a nice enough kid: shy and unassuming, the kind of child who was easy to overlook. On the first day of class, he’d sat in the back row and answered politely when she’d spoken
         to him, but working in Baltimore had taught her to pay close attention to such children. Sometimes it meant nothing; at other
         times, it meant they were trying to hide. After she’d asked the class to hand in their first assignment, she’d made a mental
         note to check his work carefully. It hadn’t been necessary.
      

      
      The assignment—a short paragraph about something they’d done that summer—was a way for Sarah to quickly gauge how well the
         children could write. Most of the pieces had the usual assortment of misspelled words, incomplete thoughts, and sloppy handwriting,
         but Jonah’s had stood out, simply because he hadn’t done what she’d asked. He’d written his name in the top corner, but instead
         of writing a paragraph, he’d drawn a picture of himself fishing from a small boat. When she’d questioned him about why he
         hadn’t done what she’d asked, Jonah had explained that Mrs. Hayes had always let him draw, because “my writing isn’t too good.”
      

      
      Alarm bells immediately went off in her head. She’d smiled and bent down, in order to be closer to him. “Can you show me?”
         she’d asked. After a long moment, Jonah had nodded, reluctantly.
      

      
      While the other students went on to another activity, Sarah sat with Jonah as he tried his best. She quickly realized it was
         pointless; Jonah didn’t know how to write. Later that day, she found out he could barely read as well. In arithmetic, he wasn’t
         any better. If she’d been forced to guess his grade, having never met him, she would have thought Jonah was just beginning
         kindergarten.
      

      
      Her first thought was that Jonah had a learning disability, something like dyslexia. But after spending a week with him, she
         didn’t believe that was the case. He didn’t mix up letters or words, he understood everything she was telling him. Once she showed him something, he tended to do it correctly from that
         point on. His problem, she believed, stemmed from the fact that he’d simply never had to do his schoolwork before, because
         his teachers hadn’t required it.
      

      
      When she asked a couple of the other teachers about it, she learned about Jonah’s mother, and though she was sympathetic,
         she knew it wasn’t in anyone’s best interest—especially Jonah’s—to simply let him slide, as his previous teachers had done.
         At the same time, she couldn’t give Jonah all the attention he needed because of the other students in her class. In the end,
         she decided to meet with Jonah’s father to talk to him about what she knew, in the hope that they could find a way to work
         it out.
      

      
      She’d heard about Miles Ryan.

      
      Not much, but she knew that people for the most part both liked and respected him and that more than anything, he seemed to
         care about his son. That was good. Even in the little while she’d been teaching, she’d met parents who didn’t seem to care
         about their children, regarding them as more of a burden than a blessing, and she’d also met parents who seemed to believe
         their child could do no wrong. Both were impossible to deal with. Miles Ryan, people said, wasn’t that way.
      

      
      At the next corner, Sarah finally slowed down, then waited for a couple of cars to pass. Sarah crossed the street, waved to
         the man behind the counter at the pharmacy, and grabbed the mail before making her way up the steps to her apartment. After
         unlocking the door, she quickly scanned the mail and then set it on the table by the door.
      

      
      In the kitchen, she poured herself a glass of ice water and carried the glass to her bedroom. She was undressing, tossing
         her clothes in the hamper and looking forward to a cool shower, when she saw the blinking light on the answering machine. She hit the play button and her mother’s voice came on, telling
         Sarah that she was welcome to stop by later, if she had nothing else going on. As usual, her voice sounded slightly anxious.
      

      
      On the night table, next to the answering machine, was a picture of Sarah’s family: Maureen and Larry in the middle, Sarah
         and Brian on either end. The machine clicked and there was a second message, also from her mother: “Oh, I thought you’d be
         home by now … ,” it began. “I hope everything’s all right …”
      

      
      Should she go or not? Was she in the mood?

      
      Why not? she finally decided. I’ve got nothing else to do anyway.

      
      Miles Ryan made his way down Madame Moore’s Lane, a narrow, winding road that ran along both the Trent River and Brices Creek,
         from downtown New Bern to Pollocksville, a small hamlet twelve miles to the south. Originally named for the woman who once
         ran one of the most famous brothels in North Carolina, it rolled past the former country home and burial plot of Richard Dobbs
         Spaight, a southern hero who’d signed the Declaration of Independence. During the Civil War, Union soldiers exhumed the body
         from the grave and posted his skull on an iron gate as a warning to citizens not to resist the occupation. When he was a child,
         that story had kept Miles from wanting to go anywhere near the place.
      

      
      Despite its beauty and relative isolation, the road he was following wasn’t for children. Heavy, fully loaded logging trucks
         rumbled over it day and night, and drivers tended to underestimate the curves. As a homeowner in one of the communities just
         off the lane, Miles had been trying to lower the speed limit for years.
      

      
      No one, except for Missy, had listened to him.
      

      
      This road always made him think of her.

      
      Miles tapped out another cigarette, lit it, then rolled down the window. As the warm air blew in the car, simple snapshots
         of the life they’d lived together surfaced in his mind; but as always, those images led inexorably to their final day together.
      

      
      Ironically, he’d been gone most of the day, a Sunday. Miles had gone fishing with Charlie Curtis. He’d left the house early
         that morning, and though both he and Charlie came home with mahi-mahi that day, it wasn’t enough to appease his wife. Missy,
         her face smudged with dirt, put her hands on her hips and glared at him the moment he got home. She didn’t say anything at
         all, but then, she didn’t need to. The way she looked at him spoke volumes.
      

      
      Her brother and sister-in-law were coming in from Atlanta the following day, and she’d been working around the house, trying
         to get it ready for guests. Jonah was in bed with the flu, which didn’t make it any easier, since she’d had to take care of
         him as well. But that wasn’t the reason for her anger; Miles himself had been the cause.
      

      
      Though she’d said that she wouldn’t mind if Miles went fishing, she had asked him to take care of the yardwork on Saturday so she wouldn’t have to worry about that as well. Work, however, had intervened,
         and instead of calling Charlie with his regrets, Miles had elected to go out on Sunday anyway. Charlie had teased him on and
         off all day—“You’ll be sleeping on the couch tonight”—and Miles knew Charlie was probably right. But yardwork was yardwork
         and fishing was fishing, and for the life of him, Miles knew that neither Missy’s brother nor his wife would care in the slightest
         whether there were a few too many weeds growing in the garden.
      

      
      Besides, he’d told himself, he would take care of everything when he got back, and he meant it. He hadn’t intended to be gone all day, but as with many of his fishing trips, one thing
         had led to the next and he’d lost track of time. Still, he had his speech worked out—Don’t worry, I’ll take care of everything, even if it takes the rest of the night and I need a flashlight. It might have worked, too, had he told her his plans before he’d slipped out of bed that morning. But he hadn’t, and by
         the time he got home she’d done most of the work. The yard was mowed, the walk was edged, she’d planted some pansies around
         the mailbox. It must have taken hours, and to say she was angry was an understatement. Even furious wasn’t sufficient. It
         was somewhere beyond that, the difference between a lit match and a blazing forest fire, and he knew it. He’d seen the look
         a few times in the years they’d been married, but only a few. He swallowed, thinking, Here we go.
      

      
      “Hey, hon,” he said sheepishly, “sorry that I’m so late. We just lost track of time.” Just as he was getting ready to start
         his speech, Missy turned around and spoke over her shoulder.
      

      
      “I’m going for a jog. You can take care of this, can’t you?” She’d been getting ready to blow the grass off the walkway and drive; the blower was sitting
         on the lawn.
      

      
      Miles knew enough not to respond.

      
      After she’d gone inside to change, Miles got the cooler from the back of the car and brought it to the kitchen. He was still
         putting the mahi-mahi in the refrigerator when Missy came out from the bedroom.
      

      
      “I was just putting the fish away … ,” he started, and Missy clenched her jaw.

      
      “What about doing what I asked you?”

      
      “I’m going to—just let me finish here so this won’t spoil.”

      
      Missy rolled her eyes. “Just forget it. I’ll do it when I get back.”

      
      The martyr tone. Miles couldn’t stand that.
      

      
      “I’ll do it,” he said. “I said I would, didn’t I?”

      
      “Just like you’d finish the lawn before you went out fishing?”

      
      He should have just bitten his lip and kept quiet. Yes, he’d spent the day fishing instead of working around the house; yes,
         he’d let her down. But in the whole scheme of things, it wasn’t that big a deal, was it? It was just her brother and sister-in-law, after all. It wasn’t as if the president were coming. There
         wasn’t any reason to be irrational about the whole thing.
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