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To Mom, because without you, there would be no Ceola, no Bunny.




Why print this picture anyway of three American boys, dead on an alien shore? The reason is that words are never enough. The eye sees. The mind knows. The heart feels. But the words do not exist to make us see, or know, or feel what it is like, what actually happens …


—Life magazine, September 20, 1943




PART I




 


February 6, 2000


Washington, DC


Dear Ceola,


I thought I might begin this letter by reminding you who I was, but that would be pure pretense, and I know you wouldn’t stand for it. I would like to say I’m writing to reminisce, to recall those “halcyon days” of our childhood in Royal Oak, but knowing you as I once did, I suspect you would prefer I just get to the point.


It’s been fifty-five years, but I still recall your last words to me and the terrible look on your face. Your eyes were bright and wet, and you had blood on your lips—no longer the face of a girl, but something fiercer and finer—and you said to me, “Bunny, you’re a murderer.” To this day, I believe it. I really do.


Someone, it seems, wants me to remember that time in our lives. Two days ago I received one of Jay Greenwood’s photos of Lily. It arrived in the mail with no return address, no clue to its origin. I need to know—did you send it to me? If you didn’t, do you know who did?


I must admit, as horrible as it is to say, I still see beauty in the photo—or perhaps allure. That’s really the word for it. I’m looking through his eyes when I’m looking at her. It’s what he saw in her poor broken body that makes it extraordinary.


If you are willing, please write to me or phone me as soon as you can. I’ve enclosed my home address and number. I would be so grateful to you.


With sincerest regards,


Bunny Prescott
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1


CEOLA





There we are, Robbie, at the train station seeing you off. It’s July 1943, and you’re headed to Bainbridge, Maryland, for basic training. Mama, in that dim way of hers, suggested Papa shoot it. She’s clutching you tight to her, her arm around you, her fingers squeezing you through your striped shirt, digging into the cotton and pulling the fabric tight across your body. You’re staring at the camera with a blank, hot look on your face, your anger boring back through the lens and piercing the surface of the photo. And I’m standing away from you a little, my small hand around two of your lanky fingers, like I’m trying not to let go.


I’m sure I was sad at the time, but all I remember is your anger at Papa, at Mama, and—although I hope it wasn’t true—at me. Two days before, you came to me with that same look: eyes bright, cheeks flushed, turbulence roiling underneath. You asked me if I wanted to go to Hersh’s, because the new Dime Detective might be in. I said yes, punching as much good cheer into my reply as I could muster. We made our way to town, mostly in silence. You were withdrawn, your hands buried deep in your pockets and your shoulders high and tight. Like a barometer before a storm, I could feel the pressure of your emotion. I wanted to touch you, but I didn’t dare. Even at that age, barely ten, I could tell how distraught you were.


Our narrow wooded road gave way to open stretches of rolling farmland and then the paved streets of Royal Oak. The town, just a cluster of well-appointed brick buildings, fanned out from the county courthouse with its impressive columns and wide steps. The First Presbyterian Church, the tallest building in town, sat across from it, both its counterpart and its challenger: God’s law versus man’s. As we passed by, the American flag over the courthouse lawn swished against its pole and fluttered a weak salute.


We went to Hersh’s Pharmacy and found only old issues in the magazine stand. You cursed at it several times. The buxom models, grim politicians, and handsome soldiers on the covers of Life, Harper’s Bazaar, and Photoplay all seemed a little startled and flustered to me, like they didn’t understand why you were angry at them. It wasn’t like you to be so short tempered.


We turned to the counter for a consolation prize, two vanilla malts. With our drinks in hand, we sat on the bench outside, sucked on our straws, and nursed our disappointment, watching an afternoon thunderstorm edge its way over the mountain ridge. You’d cooled off, but you remained distant, fidgety. I began to believe your mood wasn’t so much about the war as about me.


“Cee,” you said, after tossing your empty cup in the trash and sitting beside me again, “I want to tell you that I …” You looked out across Main Street, studying something, maybe our blurry reflections in Brickles’ wide windows, or the chipped plaster mannequins staring back through the plate glass. “There’s something I need to …”


You looked at me, your face strained, your left knee bouncing up and down. “Jesus Christ,” you said, shaking your head and standing again.


“What?” I said, feeling the swell of the rich ice cream in my stomach.


You rubbed your forehead, smoothed your hair back, and gave me a long hard stare, like I was the Sphinx and had just told you some impossible riddle. “It doesn’t matter. Forget it,” you said, and began to pace the sidewalk.


“What is it?” My stomach gurgled.


“Just forget it.”


“Come on!”


You stopped and gave me a hot look—part agitation, part humiliation, and part fear. Suddenly your eyes lost their intensity and your expression caved in. Something was very wrong, but I had no way to nudge it out of you. At least that’s what I recall now, as I hold this photo of you, Mama, and me.


“Let’s go,” you said, turning to the street. “This was a waste of time.”


As we made our way home, I remained silent. You walked loosely and quickly, leaving me a few paces behind you, struggling to catch up. I felt like an afterthought, like I was being punished, making me wonder if I’d somehow been to blame for your fickle mood. The air grew heavier, closer, and by the time we reached our driveway, my head was throbbing and my stomach was doing somersaults. I took a step or two toward the house and heaved, and out came my malt: a frothy white streak across the dirt, soon to be washed away by the storm. You guided me down the drive, and as we walked together, your arm loose around me, I felt like we were moving in different directions, that by the time we reached the porch, you’d be gone.


Two days later, the train swept you away for real, and all I had was this photo. It has hung above my desk for years, shaping how I remember you; that look on your face is what I think of when I remember the days leading up to you leaving. Photos have that power. Photographers have that power, whether they realize it or not. Papa didn’t understand that, of course. He was just commemorating you at the threshold of manhood—a proud occasion, in his view of things.


Unlike Papa, Jay Greenwood did know what he was doing when, two years later, after you went to war, after you died in the Pacific, he showed us the photos of that murdered woman. Like any good photographer, he saw everyone and everything as open to interpretation, as in need of interpretation. Even his own demons, God love him.


It all began on another summer day not so different from the day you boarded the train. The weather was swampy and thick, and I was stretched across that slab of cool limestone near the Greenwoods’ pond—you know the spot, near the weeping willows, a little down the hill from the Greenwood house—swatting mosquitos with my bare feet, reading “A Date with Death” for the umpteenth time.


I’d just come across the lines, She heard the door open behind her and felt someone approach. A man., when a shadow flitted over me. I sat up like a spooked rabbit.


Jay loomed above me, his long bangs swept forward, shading his eyes, his strong chin tilted down, and the collar of his loose linen shirt twisted out of shape, catching the sunlight behind him. He seemed vague and uneasy, like he couldn’t quite maintain his balance and needed his cane. He was only twenty, but he seemed so much older.


The war had done that to him, knocked him off-center, but I didn’t fully understand that at the time. That spring, he’d returned to Royal Oak, honorably discharged from the army because of his wounded leg and physically changed, a bony and blue-veined ghost of himself. His civilian clothes were loose around him, his hands always shoved deep in his pockets and his posture bent, like he was avoiding looking directly at anyone. With a little rest, some decent food, and sunshine, he’d begun to resemble the young man who’d been your best friend, if skewed.


He had started coming around earlier in the summer, when I was outside escaping Mama and Papa’s den of despair. He’d talk about you and tell me about the fun things you did, like exploring the old quarry, or fishing in the lake, or sneaking into the Sunday matinee at the Lincoln to see creature features or detective dramas. He’d tell me what you were like—how you were funnier than most people realized, or how you could quote movies after seeing them only once, or how you could make up ghost stories on demand. Of course, I already knew most of those things, but I liked hearing him tell them. It brought you back, if only for a moment or two. We had even taken to reading your pulp magazines together. We pored over Bradbury and Wellman tales and whatever was in Dime Detective and Weird Stories that month—and of course, there was “A Date with Death.” He liked it more than I did.


“I just saw something, Cee,” he said, ending the awkward, wavering moment. “I’ve witnessed something, something terrible.” He stepped into the sun and offered me his hand. His blue eyes lit up, glossy and intense. He looked shaken.


“What was it?” I said, as I took his hand. He faltered a little—in pain from his injured leg—then pulled me to my feet.


I softened my voice, a little guilty that I’d been the cause of his pain. “What’d you see? Are you going to tell me?”


“I’ll tell you when we get there,” he replied, standing straight again, seeming to ignore his leg. “Let’s go.”


We crossed his family’s overgrown pasture, as forgotten and unkempt as their huge farmhouse, tore through a haze of pesky gnats, and hoofed it to the oak-lined drive that curved up the hill to his home. When Jay and I were only several yards from the drive, he stopped short and tilted his ear up. I heard it, too: the faint grind of a motor. A sedan rounded the bend and barreled down the road, kicking up streamers of dust, its windshield glinting in the sun. He grabbed my arm and we rushed toward a large oak, knobby and twisted. Before we could duck behind it, a gloved hand popped out the driver’s side and waved us down.


Jay dropped his shoulders and, through his teeth, hissed, “Jesus Christ.”


The dark green, chrome-trimmed Oldsmobile rolled to a stop a few yards away. The engine idled and died, and Bunny Prescott, in all her glory, leaned out the window.


“Hello, you two!” she called, removing tortoiseshell sunglasses with pitch-black lenses and squinting at us. I knew what she was thinking—Ceola Bliss is such a tomboy. Look at those dirty cheeks. That grass-stained sailor’s middy. That sloppy ponytail. I wasn’t a bit interested being girly, but all the same, she made me feel dumpy.


“I apologize for all the dust,” she said, “but Mother has sent me on a very important errand. I’m to deliver not one but two pies to you, Jay. A cherry-vanilla thing she made this morning. Really, it’s quite good. And the lemon pie—your favorite.”


I could smell the warm crusts wrapped in cheesecloth on the seat beside her.


“Leave them with Grandma,” Jay said, a rough edge to his voice.


“Oh, do I have to? She hates me. She really does. Can’t I just leave them with you? Besides, they’re for you, not her.”


“We’re in a hurry,” I said. “We’re on our way to see something.” I wanted her to go away. Vanish.


“Oh, all right.” She frowned, then leaned toward us, parting her waxy lined lips. “What sort of something?”


“Got to go,” he said, taking my arm and spinning me around. My feet sent a little cloud of dust across the road. Over his shoulder, he tossed out, “Tell your mother thank you for the pies.”


“Hold on!” The heavy door of the Olds swung wide, its hinges squeaking and popping with the weight of the steel. Bunny’s footsteps crunched on the gravel behind us, moving toward us with a determined gait.


Despite Jay’s bum leg, we kept up our pace, but it didn’t matter. When I felt Bunny’s grip on my elbow, I whirled around like I’d been stung by a wasp.


“What are you up to?” she demanded to know.


“Damn it, Bunny,” he said, his face flushed. “Just leave us alone.”


“Why are you being so cagey? Both of you?”


“You really don’t want to know.”


“Of course I do.”


“You don’t.”


“Jay.”


They regarded each other for a moment. Tinged with sweat, her silky makeup glowed in the midday sun, and even as a rush of humid air swept across the drive and rattled the branches above us, her chestnut curls didn’t budge. With that practiced posture of hers, not to mention the professional tailoring of her strawberry-red halter dress, she could’ve passed for one of those mannequins in the windows at Brickles’. I wanted to topple her over to see if she’d look as polished and manicured on the ground. If I’d known then how much you hated her, Robbie, I would’ve done it.


All summer long, she had been our shadow, wagging her finger at Jay and me and chirping criticisms. She would find us sitting out in front of the courthouse having ice cream, or perched on the library steps reading, or getting malts at Hersh’s. “You two,” she’d say, “do nothing but lay around, soak in sunshine, and use up oxygen.” She thought she was being funny, I guess.


She even gave us a hard time for liking pulp stories. She’d creep up behind us while we were reading and say something like, “That looks positively grisly. Your father and mother wouldn’t approve of that sort of thing, Ceola.” Jay fended her off by explaining that I knew the difference between fiction and real life. He always blocked her attacks, which I was grateful for, but I wasn’t sure how he really felt about her. I knew they’d met up several times that summer and hadn’t included me.


Jay broke eye contact with her and glanced around, concerned, it seemed, that the trees and the meadow grass might be listening in. He said, “You really want to know?”


“That’s why I’m asking,” she said.


His eyes shone. An impulse was emerging, pushing itself out. I’d seen film stars have the same dazed look moments before they blurted out declarations of love or admitted guilty secrets. I thought of Mary Astor’s pale cheeks and pleading eyes as Bogart pressed a confession out of her in The Maltese Falcon.


Jay took a deep breath and said, “I’m a witness to a murder.” In a whisper, he added, “At least, I think I am.”


I took a step back, mouth open, speechless.


“What?” Bunny said, startled into a laugh. “You’re joking, right?”


“I found her body in the woods, badly beaten.” He straightened his back and frowned at her.


She cocked her head to the side. “Are you serious?”


His still eyes and straight lips told us he was. “I’m not a witness to the act itself,” he explained, cupping his elbows in his hands, as if a chill had run through him, “but I was going to meet her to take her photo. Her name’s Lily—Lily Williams, I think—and she lives just over the mountain in Jitters Gap. I don’t know her, not really.”


“Where were you meeting her?” Bunny asked.


“You know the spot, where we picnicked a few months ago.” Again, he made a show of studying the field and the edge of the forest behind us.


“You should report it to the police,” she said, narrowing her gaze at him. “That’s what’s done in situations like this.”


He shook his head. “It’s too risky.”


“How’s that?”


“The police treat witnesses like they’re suspects. I don’t want them to come calling at the house. I know what they think of Grandma.”


“When she waves her gun at the neighbors on a regular basis, what can you expect?”


“That’s my point. They’ll say, ‘That grandson of crazy, drunk Letitia Greenwood—he must be even crazier and drunker than she is.’”


“I don’t think they’ll say—”


“That’s not all,” he interrupted, glancing to the ground.


She crossed her arms. “What else?”


“I dropped my camera, not far from the clearing. I heard something in the woods, maybe just a deer or something, but it startled me and I ran. I snagged the strap on a branch, and it yanked it off.”


“Is that why you’ve been looking around?” I said. “You’re worried it wasn’t a deer.”


He nodded. “We need to go back.” He glanced at Bunny, who gave him a stony, challenging stare. “I’m sure whoever killed Lily was long gone by the time I found her. I’m just being careful, that’s all.”


“Okay,” Bunny said. “You’ve completely baffled me. Why—even for a second—would you consider taking Ceola with you?”


“She understands these sorts of things.” He flashed a smile at me, and I smiled back. “We’ve been reading about them all summer. In Robbie’s magazines.” He cleared his throat and added, “I didn’t want to go back alone, Bunny. Would you?”


She mulled it over, blushing slightly. “I see,” she said with surprising tenderness.


I was relieved at first, glad that she seemed to understand, but her dark eyes lingered on him too long. Desire surfaced through layers of makeup. My stomach did a nervous flip-flop, and I blurted out, “Are we going to investigate the scene of the crime or not?” I emphasized “the scene of the crime.” I wanted Jay to know I really knew the lingo, that I was taking him seriously.


“I certainly hope not,” Bunny said without much force.


Jay brightened. He appreciated my enthusiasm. He raised his eyebrows at Bunny.


She planted a hand on her waist and glared at me. “I guess you’re all in, aren’t you, Nancy Drew?”


I nodded my head yes and gave an impatient hop.


She rolled her eyes. “Fine, I’ll go, but as soon as you find your camera, and we see this—this crime scene, we’ll go directly to the police. Promise me that. Both of you. Directly to the police.”


“Agreed,” Jay said. “Let’s drive to your house, Bunny, and walk in from there, the back way up the creek. If the murderer was still there, I bet he went out another way, either toward the train station or up to the road. They’re more direct routes.”


“Okay,” she said, still reticent. “I suppose the pies will keep.”
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Royal Oak was such a different place then, Robbie. From an outsider’s standpoint, it wouldn’t seem that way, I suppose; small towns change so slow, like the creeping of continental plates. But if you were here now, you’d know what I mean. The energy and pride have seeped out of the place. The downtown is a strip of empty storefronts with grimy plate-glass windows, God-awful vinyl siding slapped on in the ’60s and ’70s to give the town a “facelift,” and rusty signs, letters burned out, neon drained. It’s been sucked dry by the monster stores that sit like fat spiders by the interstate, breeding other little spiders—and no one wants to raise a hand to change things. No one cares. We don’t even talk to one another like we used to. When I walk down Main Street, I look my fellow townspeople in the eye—and usually jowly faces from drinking Big Gulps and eating bottomless bags of Doritos stare back—and I wonder, who are all these strangers?


If only you’d been here the summer before the end of the war. Royal Oak buzzed with chitchat and goodwill. Peace was on the horizon. We’d lost eleven young men, including you, and many more were still serving, but the war had pulled us together, from the dairy farmers in the valley to the shop owners on Main Street, from blue-collar men like Papa to those wealthy folks behind their hedgerows and columns. Main Street, all pleasant brick storefronts and cleanly swept sidewalks then, was a place people went to get what they needed, and to see one another and to be seen, whether it was at Kessler’s Hardware for feed; or Brickles’ wide linoleum aisles for a new hat; or Hersh’s polished chrome counter for a grilled cheese; or Elroy’s Cafeteria for a Sunday dinner of fried chicken, corn pudding, and roasted potatoes; or the Hoot Owl for a bourbon and Dixie Cola. Oh, I don’t mean to say we all loved one another. That’s far from the truth. But we understood ourselves as belonging to one another. I even belonged to Bunny Prescott, although, at the time, I would never have admitted as much.


During the car ride through town, Bunny pressed Jay for more details about Lily. “Start at the beginning,” she said. “I want to know everything.”


He looked back at me, eyes restless, as if tracing a fly around the inside of the cab. “I met her, Lily, on the train coming back from Washington three days ago, and we struck up a conversation, just friendly chitchat.” He gave me a brief nod, like he wanted me to know he was talking about it for my sake, not Bunny’s. “She saw my camera and asked me if I was a photographer. I told her I was, of a sort, and she told me she was trying for a modeling job in the city. She wanted to model dresses, hats, shoes, nylons—that type of thing. She wanted to be on the floor in a big department store like Woodies.” He shifted in his seat and bit his lip. “Could you drive a little faster, Bunny?”


“Yes, okay,” she said. Her gloved hands tightened around the steering wheel, the motor surged, and a cluster of colorful, freshly painted bungalows whooshed by. We were on King Street, headed to the better part of town, Bunny’s part. “Well, go on,” she said.


“I told Lily I’d meet her there, at the clearing in the woods, to take some shots for her modeling application.”


“Really? Why there?” I said.


“The light is good at that spot midmorning and the mountains make a great backdrop, and, of course, I didn’t have a studio to offer her.” His arm was stretched across the back of the seat, shirtsleeve rolled to the elbow, veins twitching as he fiddled with the raised seam of the leather upholstery. I had the urge to put my hand on his to calm his fidgeting.


“I didn’t want her coming to the house and having to explain her to Grandma,” he continued. “So when she rang up yesterday and told me she’d be passing through, I explained how to get to the clearing from the train station. It seemed easiest to meet her there since it’s fairly close to the station. After all, I was doing her a favor.” He fell silent and pulled his arm back.


“And?” Bunny prompted, taking a moment to change gears. “What happened when you went to the clearing?”


“Just wait. You’ll see for yourself.”


“I’m not sure I want to.” She scrunched her nose.


“Then why are you here?”


Creases appeared in her clean, white forehead. “I just need to be prepared. I haven’t seen something like this firsthand.”


“You can’t prepare for this sort of thing. Trust me.”


She caught my eyes in the rearview mirror. “Ceola, we should take you home. You really are too young to go with us.”


“No!” I said, grabbing the back of the seat and thrusting my head between them. “I should go! I wanna go!”


“She’ll be okay,” Jay said, shooting me a half-smile. “She may be more prepared than you, Bunny.” I knew he was talking about you, Robbie, about me losing you. He knew that loss was a kind of violence; the war was closer to me at that point than to her. A dead body was nothing compared to my nightmares about what had happened to you.


We turned onto North Street, heading west. The Prescotts’ two-story colonial was wedged between the old Bixby place and the Matthews’ home at the end of the cul-de-sac. With its white bricks and black shutters, its canvas-draped pergola, and its oversize second-story gallery shaded by a navy-and-white-striped awning, it looked like a ridiculous cruise ship; its flat lawn, a stagnant green sea.


We used to wander through that neighborhood, Robbie, with its tall oaks and elms, whitewashed fences, boxwood bushes, and fancy rose gardens, and dream about what it’d be like to live in one of those ritzy places. You’d say, “Someday, little sis, we’re going to live in a house with columns all down the front and a paved driveway in the back. We’re going to play baseball in our Sunday best and not care, not one bit. We’ll even have a butler in a tuxedo and some maids and eat off silver trays.”


Well, I never lived on North Street or ate off a silver tray, but I have a paved drive, for what it’s worth.


Bunny parked the car. We flung ourselves across the lawn, shielding our eyes from the afternoon sun, and clamored into the cool shade of the forest. After scrambling down the bank, we followed the creek upstream, the locust trees, maples, and birches bending over us, casting a tangle of shadows on the shallow water. We did our best to maintain our footing on the slippery limestone slabs and smooth river stones. Bunny sounded off frequently, a namby-pamby Little Red Riding Hood, clutching her dress close to her, shooing away mosquitos and water bugs. Jay struggled with the uneven surface, but he’d trained himself to work through physical adversity, and to my surprise, about a quarter mile in, he leaped to a stone at the center of the creek and balanced on his good leg like a circus performer in a high-wire act.


“Aren’t you worried about hurting yourself?” I said.


“Nah,” he said, grinding his teeth together. “I’m fine.”


“You should be more careful,” Bunny said. “Wounds like that take a long time to heal.”


“Yes, Mother Dear,” he said. “Now, jump. Come on.”


“Why don’t we cross over on the bridge?” she said, putting a hand to her chest to calm her breathing. “It’s just upstream a little.”


“We shouldn’t risk it.”


“I can’t believe this Lily person would’ve dragged herself all the way out here for a silly photograph. I mean—”


“It’s not that far. Come on.”


“If I fall, Jay, you’ll have to fish me out of the creek and carry me home.”


“Come on.”


“All right. Okay.”


After taking off her muddy pumps, she skipped to the rock in a bustle of red, like some enormous cardinal trying to take flight. Once she found her balance, she curtsied, pleased as punch, her cheeks pink, a film of moisture coating the ridge of her nose. She held her hand out to me, smiling like she wanted to eat me, but I waved her off. No thank you. As soon as she moved, I jumped.


“That’s the way to do it, Cee!” Jay called out.


I smiled at him.


“Let’s go,” he said. “We need to move faster.”


I sensed eagerness just under his impatience. What he’d witnessed, it seemed, had cranked something up in him, a brashness as well as an unease. I couldn’t tell if we were running toward something or away from it. I wondered if he had been thinking of you, too, of how you, with your love of detective stories, would’ve reacted to seeing a real murder victim.


You’d been beside me the entire journey, my hand in yours, pulling me along, whispering in my ear, transforming the woods into the set of a matinee thriller. I was no longer a twelve-year-old girl but a PI, a Philip Marlowe or Sam Spade sort, ducking limbs and skirting dead trees, headed to the scene of a crime and the clues that would lead us to the black-hearted killer. There was an evil out there that we would wrestle to the ground, handcuff, and bring to justice.


“That’s it,” Jay said, nodding to a bend in the trail just ahead. “That’s where I dropped it.” I took a step forward, and he held out a hand to stop me. “Let me.”


Jay scanned the trees and undergrowth—so he did think the murderer could still be nearby!—and staggered to the spot: the rim of an old sinkhole stuffed with debris, mostly branches and rotten leaves. “I almost fell in when I was running away,” he said. He smacked the side of a spindly, leafless locust. “Here’s the tree that caused the problem.” Using it to brace himself, he kneeled and began rummaging through the leaves and twigs just over the edge. The muscle underneath the soft fabric of his pants trembled, and he recoiled in pain.


“Cee, could you get it?” he said. A foot or so beyond his reach, I spotted the ripped leatherette casing of his Speed Graphic. Without much trouble, I scooted down the incline, grabbed the shoulder strap, and dragged the clunky camera up. He took it and slung it over his shoulder. “Thanks, Cee.”


Down the trail a few hundred feet, we passed through a row of feathery pines and, still being watchful of movement in the woods, approached a small clearing about thirty yards wide, a wasteland of rocks and dry grass. A narrow path passed east to west through it. In the center was a large, igloo-shaped boulder, like the skull of a half-buried giant.


“That’s where she is,” he said, stopping abruptly. “Over there. Behind the boulder.” He looked at me, his eyes urging me on. “When I first saw her, I didn’t know what I was looking at. For a split second, I thought she might be asleep, like she’d been waiting for me and dozed off. That was stupid, of course. Blood was all over her and the ground. I stood there for the longest time. Then instinct kicked in, like I was back on the front, and I started shooting photos.”


“You took pictures of the body?” Bunny said with a little gasp.


“I feel safer behind the camera, you know, looking through a viewfinder.”


Bunny’s stunned glare dissolved into a sympathetic frown. But he didn’t like her pity, not at all, because that’s when I first saw it, or at least became aware of it—the actual shifting of his mood, like a cloud passing over the sun. His eyes darkened, his features fell quiet, and his adventurous spirit retreated, pulled back through a thick curtain of anxiety. The bone structure of his face seemed to change. His skin grew pale, his eyes flickered, his muscles contracted, pulling and pinching the flesh in his cheeks, at his temples, and across his forehead. I didn’t really understand what it meant. Was it the murder? The war? Bunny? Some blurred combination of the three?


“Go and tell me what you see,” he said.


Bunny gave me a quick glance and swallowed. Was she waiting for me to make the first move? Or was she going to object to my age again and hold me back as soon as I took a step forward? She opened her mouth but said nothing. Maybe she thought the killer was still lurking in the woods, or maybe she thought Jay was playing an elaborate joke, or maybe she was just as caught up in the moment as I was and was frightened by her own curiosity.


“Go ahead,” he said softly. “Please.”


In front of me, the boulder’s smooth, sun-warmed surface promised so much—a corpse, a mystery, a chance for me to put my detective skills to use. On the other side was something, I just knew, that would change my life, but I was confused. Jay had been protective of me, of us, and now he wanted us to go ahead of him and expose ourselves to whatever was waiting. My heart was running laps around my lungs.


“We’ve come this far,” he said in a whisper. “I need you to tell me what you see. I’ll watch out for you. I promise.”


I edged forward with Bunny inches behind me, her shadow falling over mine, gobbling it up. Was I ready for the shock, the strange thrill of the dead woman on display? Unlike losing you to the ocean, there would be a body—something real, someone to bury. Worried that Bunny would grab me, I shot ahead and clambered up the giant’s skull.


But there was nothing. No woman. No blood. Not a damn thing.


At first, I thought I hadn’t looked in the right spot. I dashed to a clump of grass at the far end like a frantic squirrel searching for nuts. I saw something white—maybe a hand?—but it was only quartz in a piece of sandstone. I swore at it.


By this time, Bunny had seen the big nothing too. “This isn’t funny,” she said.


“What is it?” Jay said, rounding the side of the boulder.


“I’m going home. It’s just a game, Ceola. A lark, to make fun of us.”


He stopped cold and furrowed his eyebrows. “She was right here. Lily’s body was right here.” He pointed to a rough mess of weeds, twigs, and rocks a few paces in front of him. His tone was flat, drained of energy. “I know what I saw. She was beaten and bloody. I’ll develop the photos and you can see for yourself.”


“Someone must’ve moved her,” I said. “Someone was in the woods.”


“The ground is damp where her body was,” he said, bending down and pressing a finger into a large, oval-shaped patch of mud. He showed us the evidence on his fingertip. “The murderer could’ve cleaned up, washed away all the blood.”


“Do you think he saw you?” I said. “If he watched you take the photos, you could be in danger.”


“I’d like to see these photos, Jay,” Bunny said. She searched his face, like she was looking for a tell, but he didn’t move, not even a twitch or a blink. I wanted to kick her in the shins and give her a shove. Leave Jay alone. But she gave up soon enough, wobbled on her heels over to the boulder, and leaned against it with a huff. She smoothed out her dress and began picking milkweed pods out of its folds, flicking them away.


I leaped to action, combing the area for clues, hoping I would find an incriminating matchbook or torn piece of cloth from a coat or dress. The matchbook would have a phone number scrawled on the inside flap, or the scrap of fabric would smell like cheap drugstore perfume that, using my bloodhound nose, I’d identify with just a whiff.


In a patch of Queen Anne’s lace near the edge of the woods, I spotted a dark, triangular shape wedged between the long stalks. As I reached down, a group of butterflies sprang to life and spiraled into the trees. When I glanced back to the shape, I saw that it was a woman’s shoe. I hooked it with my forefinger and brought it to eye level. I held it away from me, the open toe pointing toward the ground, its ripped bow hanging by a thread, its black velvet dirty. It was a classic clue. All we needed now was a smashed watch and a broken strand of pearls, and we were on our way to pulp magazine paradise.


“I found something,” I said.


Jay was sitting on top of the giant’s skull, his eyes far off, his arms crossed tight over his chest. Bunny was leaning back and holding her face to the sun like some ridiculous postcard—“Come to Royal Oak and Stay A-While!” Neither of them made a move.


I called to them again, this time louder. They popped out of their daydreams and came quick.


“See, Bunny, there’s blood on it,” Jay said, jabbing his finger at a rust-colored stain that covered up the size and make on the insole of the shoe. “I’m not inventing this.”


Bunny wrinkled her nose as if it was the woman’s foot itself and took a step back.


“Was there another shoe?” Jay asked me.


“I don’t know.”


“Where did you find this one?”


I pointed to the spot. He rooted around until he found the shoe’s mate. He gave it a quick once-over and set it on the ground by his feet. He pulled his camera strap over his head and stripped off his linen shirt, leaving him in a T-shirt with sweat stains at the armpits. He spread his shirt on the ground and wrapped his new discovery in one side of it.


“We need to keep these safe,” he said. I offered him the other shoe, still dangling from my forefinger, and he took it and folded the shirt over it.


“So you can take them to the police?” Bunny said.


“I can’t go to the police,” he said. “The body’s gone. The blood’s washed away.”


“But the shoes,” Bunny said. “You can show them the shoes. And the photos. What about the photos?”


“The photos make me look guilty. They won’t understand why I took them. I’ll just be crazy Letitia’s grandson, back from the war, murdering helpless women and taking their pictures. And the shoes. We’ve tampered with them. Cee’s fingerprints are all over one of them.”


She hesitated, sizing him up, her lips separated but motionless. “You are too frustrating,” she finally said. “You really are. The truth is, I’m not sure I believe you.”


“I believe you!” I chimed in. “I do.”


She frowned at me, her mouth a bright red boomerang.


“Thank you, Cee,” he said. “It’s nice to know someone does.”


Bunny glared at him. “You need to develop those photos, I think.”
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BUNNY





I began falling in love with Jay Greenwood at my eighteenth birthday party—oh, and what a fall it was! It was the summer of ’43, two years before Ceola and I were privy to his lurid photos of Lily.


My party fanned out from a large gazebo on the Point, a peninsula that jutted into the center of Culler’s Lake, and my mother, in her usual grand fashion, had hired a five-piece band from Roanoke to play dance music (the trumpeter was an old beau of hers). The caterers, also imports, rearranged and clustered picnic tables, draping them with linen tablecloths and topping them with gardenia centerpieces flanked with hurricane lamps. From the roof of the gazebo to surrounding trees, she had them stretch shimmering white streamers and a large, breeze-whipped Happy Birthday banner. Mother had such fine taste and she liked to show it off, but, as usual, she extended herself too far and invited half the town, including all of Father’s employees and their families.


Dixie Dew employees often welcomed my mother’s generosity, but on occasion, they resented the show of wealth, particularly during wartime. Father encouraged both my mother and me to wear simple, muted colors and avoid glitzy jewelry—no bangles or pearl-drop earrings. It was gauche to overdo it in those days; bright colors were thought unpatriotic because of the ration on fabric dyes. “Be women of grace, not status and place,” he intoned. Mother often challenged him on this. She loved color. My party was a strike of independence on her part, and though Father didn’t approve of all the folderol, he conceded for the occasion, for me.


Counted among the truly resentful Dixie Dewers were Bob and Margery Bliss. (On reflection, I can see why Ceola despised them.) Of course, they arrived early so as not to be avoided.


Margery thrust her thin hand out at me. “Happy, happy birthday,” she muttered, as I shook it lightly. She had a thin, angular nose and a wilting smile. Although her eyes drooped at the edges, they lurked nervously under the hood of her brow. She wore her hair long and close to her cheeks in an attempt to hide a red birthmark that crept from her left eye and down her jaw to her neck. I could tell she hated me, but I could also tell she was frightened of me—or at least the prospect of having to make conversation.


Bob Bliss—short, potbellied, and mostly bald, save the thin web of a comb-over—stood like a tree trunk beside her. His cheeks were firm and fat like full water balloons, and the ruddy skin of his face constantly fluctuated in intensity. He shook my hand and said, “You look very pretty tonight, Bunny.” He said it loudly so that my father, who was just a few feet away, could hear. His blue eyes remained sharp and fixed, pinpoints of concealed anger.


I smiled at him and told him to enjoy the party.


Behind them, a pace or two back, was their only son, Robbie, looking ill at ease. Underneath a wave of thick brown hair, his warm brown eyes moved restlessly, a little mischievous, a little cautious.


“Hello,” I said to him, pushing brightness into my voice and holding out my hand.


“I hope you’re having a good birthday,” he said. He was preoccupied by something over my shoulder.


“It’s wonderful. I just—”


Laughter exploded behind me. He blinked, almost flinched.


“Are you all right?”


“It’s not important.” He was still searching past me.


“Are you looking for someone?”


But he didn’t answer me. He shook my hand and walked away. As he vanished into the party, his head was lowered, and his thin arms and legs were loose in their sockets, giving his gait a gawky femininity, a wounded deer searching for shelter.


After greeting the guests, my mother excused me, and I began mingling with the crowd. I moved from circle to circle of my parents’ acquaintances, making small talk and flashing smiles, telling them how I wanted to be an actress after the war ended. One guest—I have no idea who—suggested I should begin my career immediately: “The troops need pleasant, pretty distractions.”


I was flattered, but Father needed my help at the plant, sorting large-size food cans, which would be recycled into crowns for the Dixie Dew bottles. Rationing was in full swing, making it difficult to find enough sugar for the soft drinks and enough tinplate for bottle caps. He insisted I work at the plant until the war ended. So I had to put my dream on hold, which turned out to be a blessing. Believe me, I had no business acting.


Eventually I found myself in front of my birthday cake. It was a large pink slab of buttercream icing, with “18” written across the top in bright pink. It was girlish and silly, but I hid my resentment from Mother and Father. Accompanied by the band, the crowd sang “Happy Birthday,” then I made a wish and blew out the candles. The cake was cut, and I served several pieces until my mother took over.


“Go on, Bonita,” she said, calling me by my proper name. “Have some fun.”


When I was young, instead of saying Bonnie, I said Bunny, and unfortunately, the nickname stuck. When I decided I wanted to be a writer later on, I made my pen name B. B. Prescott—the name “Bunny” wouldn’t sell many novels, especially mysteries.


I danced several songs with different partners, spinning through old standbys like “Begin the Beguine” and “Georgia on My Mind.” Then I saw Jay. He stood beside a tree, half-submerged in the shadow of the overhanging branches, and he was staring at me. For the first time, in just a blink, I saw the man in him. His facial contours were sharpening, losing their adolescent thickness; his shoulders were rounding out and his chest widening. Even his legs had filled out his trousers, shortening the hem. But I could tell by his eyes, with all their guarded passion, that he hadn’t lost the boyishness I found so appealing. The dance steps forced me to turn away, and when I glanced in his direction again, he was gone.


I excused myself and began searching for him. I found him in a small group of six adults: two women in their forties; Mr. Hersh, the pharmacist; his wife, Bernice; and on Jay’s arm, Letitia Greenwood, his grandmother. I kept my distance. Marion Hersh was pontificating on the war, and the women listened attentively, all impressed by his proclamations and prognostications, which he claimed were the result of “inside knowledge” he had elicited from a friend, a colonel in the 2nd Armored Division. Jay was shackled to the spot by his grandmother’s grip. Even in all her frailty, the woman had absolutely mythological strength.


Letitia wore an elaborately ruched, dusty green evening dress that was much too fancy for the occasion, flower petal earrings set with diamonds (most likely real), and thickly applied makeup that had cracked and collected in the wrinkles at the edges of her mouth. All around her, like a cloud of despair, hung the heavy scent of an old, acrid perfume, tinged with an underlying odor of whiskey. Father felt duty-bound to invite her to all the parties. “You must have sympathy for her,” he always reminded me. Our family, although unintentionally, had benefited from the Greenwoods’ misfortunes. Jay’s parents had been killed in a car accident when he was a young boy, plunging George Greenwood, his grandfather, into grief. He began drinking heavily and allowed Dixie Dew Bottling, which he had founded, to slip into the red. He sold the company to my father for a bargain price in 1933 and, two years later, died of cirrhosis of the liver. My father revived Dixie Dew with an infusion of Prescott money, strong work ethic, and good business sense.


As I approached the group, Letitia saw me and tightened her harpy grip. Jay’s clunky camera hung close to his side. Using my birthday-girl authority, I said, “Excuse me, everyone. May I borrow Jay? I want him to take a photograph of me before it gets too dark.”


“My dear,” Letitia said with a frown, “it’s already dark. It’ll never turn out.”


“You look beautiful this evening, Bonita,” Mr. Hersh said, nodding his head and swirling the ice cubes in his drink.


Letitia hissed, “There’s no point. It’s a waste of film. It’s nonsense.”


Bernice Hersh frowned at Letitia and touched her husband on the arm in commiseration with me. “Let him go, Letty,” Hersh said jovially. “After all, Bunny is the birthday girl.”


Letitia watched us leave, fuming, her hands locked together like a tight dovetail joint. I felt the warm flush of victory.


Peeking through the ridge that surrounded the lake, the light from the setting sun only hit the Point in triangular patches. We scouted out one of these patches, away from the party. With his back to the sun, Jay paced, paused, and studied his viewfinder, and then paced again, paused again, and studied again.


“The sun will go down,” I said.


He was gently adjusting knobs on the side of the camera. “Step to the left,” he said. “Just half a step.” I moved, and the sun was in my eyes. “Look at the top of the mountain and place your hands on your hips.” He pointed, and I looked. I didn’t like being posed.


“Drop your right arm and make it loose, then be still.”


“Maybe your grandmother had a point.”


I was aware of the warmth on my skin, the intense scarlet of the sun, and like that, he took the photograph. When he lowered the camera, the intensity of his eyes unsettled me. I glanced at the glittering black water of the lake and said, “Why were you staring at me when I was dancing?”


“I wasn’t.”


“Yes, you were.”


“You may have thought that, but I wasn’t.”


“Then who were you staring at? Jenny Sprinkle, or one of the other pretty girls?”


“I wasn’t staring at all.”


“It’s rude to stare,” I said.


He smiled and said, “You’re beautiful. You shouldn’t need validation from me or from the camera.”


“Pretty girls need the most validation,” I said. “They’ve been told they’re pretty so often, it has lost its meaning.”


From the party behind me, the band began an orchestral version of “Haunted Town.” I knew Lena Horne’s version from my mother’s record collection. The lovelorn lyrics stirred at the back of my mind. I wanted to be back under the lights and throwing myself into the tipsy clamor of partygoers. But even as the sun crept below the edge of the mountain, Jay wanted to continue. He produced a flash. I begrudgingly agreed to about a dozen more shots.


When we finished, he said, “I’ll develop these for you soon.”


“Good.” I stepped back, nearly blind. My eyes swam with ghostly spots. “I really should go.”


The warm, dark music guided me back to the party. As my vision cleared, I saw couples dancing close together, my parents among them, my mother’s fingers laced together behind my father’s head. She was a little drunk and happy. My father’s hands rested quietly, patiently, at her waist, never touching her hips, always respectable. A shift in the music—or was it the dying light?—and Mother leaned in, the elegant shape of her sculpted and set hair disappearing in a shadow. She is kissing him, I thought. I want to kiss someone.


Again I drifted from group to group, engaging in small talk about the war and making cheerful promises to have lunch or dinner.


Bernice Hersh caught me by the arm and said, “I’m sorry Letitia behaved that way. She’s really such a monster, you know. Your father is too kind to invite her.”


I nodded, smiled, and drifted on, needing a break from the chatter.


I wandered down to the edge of the water, near where Jay had taken the photographs. To my surprise, Robbie Bliss was sitting quietly on a thin band of man-made beach. I stopped a few feet away, not wanting to disturb him. He tossed a rock in the water and listened to it plop. He raised his head a little and studied the ripples as they came toward him. A pang of sympathy shot through me. He seemed so lonely.


Being careful of my white dress, I sat beside him on the gritty terrain. I remained silent for a few moments, observing him as he, again, lobbed a stone into the black water. He seemed unwilling to acknowledge my presence, so I said, “Have you had fun this evening? I didn’t see you dancing.”


“It’s a good party,” he said with little enthusiasm.


“Well, my mother insists on inviting the entire town. She calls it ‘good public relations.’ I suppose she’s right, but it always seems horribly political to me.” I paused, then said, “Don’t you think the lake is beautiful? I like the reflection of the night sky on it.”


“I’m sorry,” he said. “I want to be alone.”


“You’re not having fun, are you?”


“My birthday is next week. I’ll be eighteen too.”


“And you’re enlisting?”


“That’s right.”


“Are you frightened?”


He let my question hang in the air. “No,” he said at last. “I mean, I’m not scared of going to combat, if that’s what you’re getting at. It’s just that all this …” He looked out at the lake. “It feels out of my control, like I have no say-so in it, like I never will.”


Pushing brightness in my voice, I said, “You could be drafted anyway. At least this way, you have some control over where you’ll end up. It’s the smart thing to do.”


“Jesus, you sound like my father.”


A shadow flickered over me; someone was behind us. I turned and saw Jay’s silhouette framed by the light from the gazebo.


“What are you two talking about?” he said.


“Birthdays,” I said.


“Robbie’s going to be a warrior for Uncle Sam,” he said, and walked past us to the shoreline. He paused, then looked back: “Want to skinny-dip?” He pulled out a pack of cigarettes, selected one, fished a lighter out of his breast pocket, and lit it. Neither Robbie nor I responded, but Robbie released the stiffness in his shoulders and leaned back, uncrossing his legs. Jay asked again, and Robbie nodded and smiled.


“Mother would throw a fit if we skinny-dipped,” I said. “I simply can’t.”


“Public relations?” Robbie said.


“That’s right,” Jay said.


Robbie chuckled.


I didn’t like being made fun of. “I don’t know why I invited you,” I said to Jay.


He leaned toward me, offering me his cigarette, and said, “Keep this safe for me.”


I took it between my fingers and held it away from me. He quickly writhed out of his shirt, and Robbie jumped to his feet and began undoing his belt, but guided by a greater modesty than Jay, he stopped and retreated to the shadow of a nearby birch tree. Jay continued to strip. His pants came down, his shoes and socks came off. He was naked except for his shorts. He retrieved his cigarette from me and took a drag. The hair on his legs caught the light from the party, deep shadows delineated the muscles of his torso, and a corona of smoke floated over his head. He was mysterious in a seductive, even dangerous, way—like one of William Blake’s angels, all fiery watercolor and moody ink. I was hooked.


Since the bottom of the lake sloped gradually, Jay was able to walk out far enough to be obscured by darkness. I heard him swishing and stirring for a moment or two, the faint glow of his cigarette bobbing in the night. Then, like a ghostly bird, his underwear flew out of the void and landed beside me with a plop. From under the tree, Robbie—no longer reserved and shy—streaked into the lake, splashing and laughing, his thin, naked body vanishing as quickly as it appeared.


I glanced back at the party to see if anyone noticed. No one had.


Under the same tree, driven by some insane impulse, I unstrapped my sandals, kicking them off, and unzipped and removed my dress, carefully hooking it on a low branch. In my slip, I approached the water, which was now gently lapping against the beach, and dipped a toe in. It was tepid. I checked the party again. It seemed distant and intensely concerned with itself, as if it had nothing to do with me anymore. “Wait for me!” I called to the boys, and began inching into the lake, feeling sticks and slime on the bottom. I rubbed against something slick and ropy, and sure I was trudging through a family of water snakes, jerked away, slinging curse words at the water, realizing a breath later, it must be algae.


Once I was up to my waist, I heard the boys’ laughter yards away, somewhere in the low mist creeping in from across the lake. I cried again, “Wait for me!” but heard nothing in response. I gave in, flopped into the warm water, and began swimming. Wait for me. I swam steadily for a few minutes, frustrated by the slip’s thin fabric cleaving to my legs. I stopped and listened. I heard no voices, no splashing. Wait for me.


Lights from Royal Oak, situated a valley over, outlined the mountains, and the Milky Way stretched across the sky in a bright swath. I could no longer feel the bottom of the lake; the liquid universe below seemed as vast and endless and unknown as the night sky above. I imagined a pale, decaying hand, fingers hairy with algae, like something from a horror matinee, reaching up through the murk and grabbing my ankle. I yelled, “Jay! Robbie!” Nothing. I repeated the call. Nothing.


I might drown, I thought. I might deserve to drown. That horrible feeling, a mixture of desertion and embarrassment, was wrapping its tentacles around my heart. I listened again, more deeply. I heard music echoing in the valley. It seemed far away and I was afraid, but it gave me a sense of the distance to shore, like a bat’s sonar. I started swimming furiously toward it, toward the partygoers, toward my mother and father dancing together. Soon I hit the sludgy bottom, and the black magic of the lake receded. Then I was climbing out of the water, pushing my feet through the mud and running across grit and stones and grass to my soft, white dress, suspended in the shadows.


I sat underneath the tree. I was soiled with black mud, and my hair and my makeup were ruined. Why, why did I do this to myself? My pristine white dress hung on the branch above me, stirring in a breeze like a mobile. I knew what I had to do.


I slipped the dress over my head and zipped it up, cringing at the grime bleeding through the starched cotton bodice. I strapped on my sandals and, walking in a semicircle to avoid the party, made my way to a boating dock on the other side of the peninsula. Taking care no one spotted me, I slinked to the end of it, about thirty feet out. The lake’s glassy surface reflected the moon, and I could see the North Star, the Big Dipper, perhaps even vain Cassiopeia herself.


So when I jumped, I was jumping up, into the heavens.


As I surfaced, I screamed for help and thrashed around, doing my best impression of a damsel in distress. Eventually partygoers came to my aid. When I was on land again, surrounded by pale adult faces, I explained how I had wandered away from the party to stargaze. I told them I had been so distracted by the constellations, looking up, not ahead, that I had misjudged the end of the dock. Father propped me up, put his coat around me, and drove me home.
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