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For Richard Gallagher, with gratitude and admiration






And what rough beast, its hour come round at last, Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?

—William Butler Yeats

“The Second Coming”







PROJECT PROPOSAL

Date: April 18, 1983

Class: American Studies 301

Instructor: Professor Tyree

Group Members: William Anderson, Troy Carpenter, Melody Wise

Roadside Memorials: A Study of Grief and Remembrance

We’ve all seen them. On our way to the grocery store or the post office or a faraway vacation destination. Keeping a lonely vigil on the side of the road. Stark white crosses, surrounded by candles and photographs; stuffed animals and flowers; ceramic angels and red or yellow ribbons. We slow down to take a look, shake our heads in regret, and then continue on our way—and they’re forgotten.

Roadside memorials not only honor the accidental death of a loved one, but they also play an important role in the grieving process for surviving family members and friends. They often form a connective thread of remembrance and help survivors to maintain an emotional bond with the departed.

Roadside memorials originated in the early 1800s, most prominently in the American Southwest, especially in what is now Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas. Many Latin Americans placed such memorials to mark the location where their loved ones died. The first documented memorial to appear on the East Coast was in Connecticut in 1812.

Now, in 1983, there are thousands of such memorials scattered around the nation’s bustling highways, suburban streets, and remote backroads. So many, in fact, that there is talk of legislation and regulation in some states/towns/counties. Even outright bans. But for now, these emotionally charged shrines remain a relatively new and increasingly controversial development.

And behind each of them is a story.

Our group proposes to travel by automobile throughout central and northwestern Pennsylvania on a five-day road trip. Utilizing a variety of visual mediums (still photography, film, and video), we plan to create a sixty-to-seventy-five-minute documentary entitled “Roadside Memorials: A Study of Grief and Remembrance.” This visual presentation will be supplemented by dramatic commentary, as well as personal interviews with family members and close friends of the accident victims.

We will begin our journey on the campus of York College and then travel north via I-83 and a network of backroads, following the shoreline of the Susquehanna River. On our first night, we will stop in Sudbury, Pennsylvania, the hometown of group member Billy Anderson, where a very personal roadside memorial dedicated to his late mother and father still stands.

From there, we will navigate a winding path to the northwest, venturing deep into the heart of Pennsylvania’s Appalachian region. We will drive without a preplanned route, wandering with a purpose, searching for roadside memorials and attempting to discover the heart-wrenching stories behind them.






VIDEO FOOTAGE

(8:43 a.m., Friday, May 6, 1983)

The sound of muffled voices over a dark screen.

After a moment, the lens cap is removed and we are greeted by blue sky and bright sunshine. The camera angle shifts and we see an orange Volkswagen van with black side panels parked at the curb. The rear double doors are standing open. Off to the side, on the nearby sidewalk, is a jumbled heap of what appears to be camping gear: knapsacks, a fishing pole, a rolled-up tent, a pair of lanterns, and folded-up lawn chairs. There are also two large Coleman coolers and a half-dozen brown paper grocery bags filled with packaged food.

A young woman——olive skin, dark eyes, long brown hair tied back in a ponytail, wearing a yellow sundress and white high-top Chuck Taylor All Star sneakers——emerges from the back of the van. She appears out of breath. A sheen of perspiration glistens on her bare arms. The camera zooms close. She sees it——and sticks out her tongue.

“Camera equipment’s all loaded,” she says. “What do you think? Food next, then the gear?”

“I think Billy should put down the camera and help pack the van,” an off-screen voice says. “We’re already behind schedule.”

A young man carrying two grocery bags appears in frame. Brown-skinned and diminutive, he’s dressed in tan khaki shorts and a matching button-down shirt. A red bandanna is tied loosely around his neck. He’s wearing thick-framed glasses and his hair is styled in a large Afro.

From behind the camera, a cheerful male voice announces: “Meet Troy Carpenter, ladies and gents! Say something, Carp!”

Troy places the bags in the back of the van and glances over his shoulder. Adjusting his eyeglasses, he frowns and says, “Something.”

The man holding the camera groans and slowly pans to the roadside where their female companion is leaning over to pick up a grocery bag. “Your turn, Mel. Introduce yourself to our adoring audience.”

She spins around, her face lighting up into a million-dollar smile. Her teeth are very white and perfectly straight. We see a scattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks as she gives the camera a flirty wave.

“Hello, adoring audience! My name’s Melody Wise. I’m here in York, Pennsylvania, on this beautiful Friday morning with the grumpy ‘Boy Wonder’ Troy Carpenter…” She gestures at the camera. “… as well as ‘Billy the Kid’ Anderson, our esteemed camera operator. As soon as we finish loading up the van, we’re hitting the road in search of life’s——and death’s——eternal truths.” Her smile fades and she shrugs. “That’s all I got. I’m still half-asleep.”

“You did great,” Billy replies, and we see his blurry thumbs-up surface in front of the lens.

And then the screen goes dark and silent.
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Later, when the trip went bad, I would remember the bleeding man on the bicycle and wonder if he was a sign of things to come.




2

The van—a Volkswagen Westfalia pop-top camper that, from the moment I first laid eyes on it, reminded me of the Mystery Machine from Scooby Doo—belonged to Melody’s sister.

Tamara Wise was six years older than Melody and more of a mother figure than a sibling. She’d bought the van used from an old stoner who manned the ticket booth at a drive-in movie theater in Richmond, Virginia, where Tamara worked as a secretary in a real estate office. It was the first vehicle she’d ever owned and she was very proud of it. Once she managed to accumulate enough vacation days, she and her boyfriend planned to hit the road and explore the coastline of New England, something she’d dreamed about doing ever since she was little.

After a lengthy and at times rocky negotiation, Tamara agreed to rent the van to us for the princely sum of $300. I’d bitched and moaned about unfair price gouging, but after Troy pointed out how much money we’d be saving by not having to pay for nightly hotel rooms, the numbers didn’t look so bad. In the end, we each agreed to chip in a hundred bucks and share the cost of gas.

To add insult to injury, Tamara’s rental agreement came with a handwritten list of rules and regulations:


No smoking cigarettes or weed inside the van (Tamara was, of course, allergic);

No eating food of any kind inside the van (can you see me rolling my eyes?);

The van must be returned within seven days with the exterior washed and the interior vacuumed (reasonable enough);

Photocopies of both my and Troy’s driver’s licenses must accompany cash payment of the rental fee (just in case the entire trip was an elaborate ruse to kidnap and murder Melody);

And last but certainly not least, Melody Wise—and only Melody Wise—was authorized to drive the van (no sweat off my back; I had no desire to drive that toaster on wheels).



At the bottom of the lined sheet of notebook paper upon which the rules were listed, Tamara had scribbled her name. Directly below, she’d neatly printed each of our names and drawn lines next to them. Melody and Troy had dutifully complied with their signatures. I had not. In a gesture of silent protest, I’d scrawled William Shatner in chicken scratch. For as long as I could remember, Star Trek had been my father’s favorite television show. Either no one noticed what I’d done or they decided not to say anything. Not that it really mattered.

Unbeknownst to the other group members, our photocopy of the rental agreement was currently crumpled into a ball roughly the size of a half-dollar and crammed inside the van’s back seat ashtray.
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“I think we should take the Brookshire Road exit,” Troy said from the passenger seat, a Pennsylvania state road map spread out across his lap. He squinted at it and traced a zigzagging route with the tip of his finger. “I like our odds better on the backroads.”

“Quality over quantity?” Melody signaled to change lanes and sped past a pickup truck hauling an open trailer loaded down with lawn equipment. The driver—beard, sunglasses, faded green John Deere baseball cap—gave the van a double take, no doubt wondering how it came to be that such a pretty young woman was chauffeuring around a Black teenager. Probably thinks it’s a kidnapping in progress, I thought. Watch the idiot pull over at the next rest stop and call the cops.

“Precisely,” Troy said. Oblivious to the truck driver’s stare, he began refolding the map. “The interstate’s too much of a crapshoot. Half the accidents on 83 involve out-of-state victims. No way are we tracking down those families—not in a week, anyway.”

Melody glanced at the rearview mirror. “Exit’s coming up. You okay with Brookshire, Billy?”

“Fine by me,” I said, trying to disguise the fact that my mouth was full of Hot Fries. “Backroads are a lot more camera-friendly, anyway.”

Camera-friendly. Now that was an odd way to put it.

Not for the first time, I wondered if what we were doing might be an exercise in poor taste. No matter how we framed it—and no matter how well intentioned we might be—I had to admit the whole thing was a bit morbid. Maybe my Aunt Helen was right, and it was better to just leave the dead alone. After all, didn’t they deserve their peace? As with the other times doubts had surfaced inside my head, I kept my mouth shut and didn’t say a peep. The documentary had been my idea in the first place, and besides, it was too late to turn back now.

Stealing a peek at the mirror to make sure Melody wasn’t watching, I snuck another handful of Hot Fries into my mouth and began chewing as quietly as possible. The bootleg Van Halen T-shirt I’d bought last summer from an Ocean City boardwalk vendor was covered in a bib of bright orange crumbs. I leaned over and casually brushed them onto the floor, getting rid of the evidence.

Earlier this morning, standing outside Melody’s apartment, she’d flipped a quarter to determine which one of us got to ride shotgun. Troy called heads for the win, and although I’d initially been disappointed, I now believed I’d gotten the better end of the deal. Even with all the gear squeezed into the rear of the van, there was still plenty of legroom to spread out and, best of all, tons of snacks within easy reach. Not to mention, from my vantage point in the back, I didn’t have to serve as copilot and take charge of giving directions.

“For chrissakes!”

As if reading my thoughts, Troy flung the wrinkled mess he’d made of the road map onto the dashboard. “Fifteen-eighty on the SATs and I can’t even fold a fucking—” The wind grabbed at the map and tried to suck it out the open window. “Son of a—” Troy snatched it in midair, crumpled it against his chest like an accordion, and hurled it onto the floorboard, where he pinned it with the heel of his shoe. Before I could manage to get out a word, he spun around and wagged a finger in my face. “I don’t want to hear it, Billy!”

Melody smirked at the rearview mirror and steered off the exit, leaving behind two lanes of northbound traffic on I-83. I leaned forward in my seat, ready to have some fun at Troy’s expense, but at the last moment decided against it. It was too early in the trip to start poking the hornet’s nest. There would be plenty of time for that later. Instead, I replied, “Not saying a word, my friend.” And then I sat back and closed my eyes.
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At eighteen years old, Troy Carpenter was the youngest of the group—last spring, he’d graduated high school a year early—and also the smartest one in the room. While technically still a freshman at York College, he was already pursuing a double major in accounting and English, and on pace to earn a degree in just three years. If he didn’t end up in the hospital with a bleeding ulcer first. To say that Troy Carpenter was wound up tight was a little like saying the summit of Mount Everest offered a fairly decent view of the surrounding countryside.

I’d once watched Troy practically suffer a nervous breakdown because of a five-dollar parking ticket left on the handlebars of his moped. On another occasion, I’d talked him out of sending his Literature and Sexuality professor a rage-filled, borderline threatening letter because the man had had the audacity to give Troy an 88 on his midterm essay. And I know that being twenty points shy of a perfect SAT score absolutely gnawed at his soul. He drank Mylanta like it was water and chewed antacids as if they were breath mints. He rarely got more than four or five hours of sleep at night. And sometimes, he went all day without bothering to eat.

I genuinely worried about the guy—and yet I had to admit he made an easy target for my hijinks. It was virtually impossible to spend an extended period of time in Troy Carpenter’s company and not be amused and entertained by his idiosyncrasies. He went through more mood swings than a pregnant housewife carrying twins. His bad taste in music (country and western, for God’s sake, the twangier the better) was only rivaled by his horrible fashion sense. He was a die-hard conspiracy theorist, not to mention a passionate believer in both Bigfoot and the Loch Ness Monster, and had little patience for those who weren’t. The most recent rabbit hole he’d disappeared into involved the rumored existence of a sophisticated network of underground tunnels running all the way from Baltimore City to Washington, DC. Troy insisted that government officials were using these hidden tunnels for nefarious purposes involving the urban drug trade. He’d left numerous messages for reporters at the Baltimore Sun and Washington Post newspapers but had yet to hear back from anyone.

Despite all of this, Troy and I had grown closer as the spring semester progressed. I found myself teasing him less and less, and actually feeling protective of him. Almost like a big brother. He may have been a tornado of anxiety-ridden, hormonal adolescence, but he was also the most authentic and nicest guy I’d ever met. There was no hidden agenda with Troy Carpenter. For better or worse, he was just Troy. And once he finally let me in and I really got to know him, it wasn’t difficult to understand why he acted the way he did.
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“How long… the Appalachians?”

“Depends,” Melody said. “… tomorrow night… don’t stay too long in Sudbury.”

“… the mountains?”

“… grounded in truth… those folks can be odd…”

As I dozed in the warm wash of sunlight slanting through the van window, I overheard snippets of broken conversation. Like listening to a radio station with a weak signal.

“… not dangerous?”

“… talked about that… be fine…”

“… seen a Black person.”

As usual, Troy was worried. After reading a handful of articles discussing the backwoods stereotypes of the Appalachian people, he’d developed an intense dread regarding how we’d be accepted by the locals. “Just look at us,” he’d quipped, staring at our reflection in the grocery store window as we’d stocked up on supplies for the trip. “Toss in a blonde chick, and we’d look like a Benetton ad.” It also hadn’t helped that we’d recently rented the movie Southern Comfort, in which a group of Army Reserve weekend warriors conducting maneuvers deep in a Louisiana swamp are stalked and killed by rifle-toting Cajuns with bad teeth.

“… just in case.”

“… of those are rumors…”

“That doesn’t… me feel better…”
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Although he would freely admit to being terrified of snakes, cockroaches, rats, ghosts, and any other number of potential dangers, there existed two great fears in Troy Carpenter’s life. The first was losing his scholarship. As a high school student, he’d attended the prestigious Calvert Hall School thanks to a pair of academic grants provided by the Maryland State Board of Education and an independent alumni council. How else could a third-generation Cherry Hill kid graduate in the top 5 percent of his class from a private Catholic institution with a five-figure annual tuition?

Now, at York College, he was once again riding the scholarship train. Despite only needing to maintain a 3.0 GPA to keep his full ride—and never once coming within spitting distance of dropping below a 3.85—he shuffled his way around campus enveloped within a brewing storm of impending doom. Either he succeeded and made something of himself or it was back to the mean streets of Baltimore, where half the guys he’d grown up with were either dead or in prison. The daily pressure of such thoughts was enough to paralyze even the most emotionally balanced of students—something my friend clearly was not.

His second great fear was disappointing his parents. Troy’s father, Raymond, a decorated Vietnam vet and former assembly-line worker out on long-term disability after losing most of his right foot in a factory accident, was the one who’d taught Troy the wonders of literature. Their Hanover Street row house may have been filled with secondhand furniture purchased at parking lot flea markets and the local Goodwill, but the numerous bookshelves lining the walls overflowed with literary treasures—stacks of hardcovers and paperbacks, most of them picked up at various library sales. There was everything from Hemingway to Bradbury, Faulkner to Haley, Joyce to DuBois. The complete works of Langston Hughes and James Baldwin and those from Toni Morrison thus far held special places of honor. A narrow shelf in the second-floor hallway was dedicated to the works of the world’s great poets. Keats and Cummings, Shakespeare and Poe, Whitman and Frost. There was even a crate of old comic books—or “picture books” as Mrs. Carpenter called them—tucked away in the bottom of Troy’s bedroom closet. Star Wars and X-Men; The Incredible Hulk and Classics Illustrated; Tales of the Unexpected and Troy’s all-time favorite, The Fantastic Four. Most of them were missing their covers, but Troy didn’t care. For him, it was the words that mattered the most.

Troy’s mother, Claudia, worked in the cafeteria at nearby Union Memorial Hospital. She was the disciplinarian of the family. All about strict rules and consistent boundaries and tough love—but always with an emphasis on the love. According to Troy, she gave the world’s best hugs. The kind that made you feel safe and strong and like you could fly. Regardless of how old you were. The summer before he’d left for college—while his father was busy playing his weekly game of hearts with friends from the neighborhood—Troy and his mom spent nearly every Saturday evening camped out on the sofa, watching whatever movies happened to be on television. If they were in the middle of a game, they took turns on the Scrabble board during the commercials. In preparation for those nights, they’d stockpile candy from the corner store—M&M’s and strawberry Laffy Taffy for Troy, Hershey’s Kisses and SweeTarts for his mother—and pop a bag of an amazing new snack invention: popcorn nuked in the microwave. Sometimes, if the movie was a long one, one bag wouldn’t be enough, and they’d spoil themselves with a second. Heavy on the butter. Troy didn’t talk about home very often, but when he did, you could really tell how much he missed those Saturday nights with his mom.

Unlike most young men in their late teens, Troy wore his love and devotion for his parents unabashedly on his sleeve. As a result, he took his fair share of mostly good-natured ribbing. At one point, his roommate, Brent—an alligator-shirt-collar-turned-up preppy from Washington, DC—had started calling him “Mama’s Boy,” but that came to an abrupt halt once Troy began tutoring him in math. Every Sunday night like clockwork, Troy called his folks collect from the pay phone in his dormitory lobby, and at least twice a week, he mailed home postcards with handwritten notes (usually updating them on his class grades and what he’d eaten for dinner that day). So, the mere thought of doing something that might cause them shame or disappointment sent Troy plummeting into an emotional tailspin. It wasn’t until recently, when Troy allowed me to read a journal entry he’d written for his creative writing class, that I finally understood why.


The road was a maze of bloody footprints. It looked like red paint. He’d been running away when the bullets struck. Once in the back of the head, and again in the shoulder. When the police arrived, they covered him with a dirty blanket and wouldn’t let me near him. They shoved me back onto the sidewalk with everyone else. They didn’t care that I was his brother. They didn’t care.



In August 1975, Troy’s eight-year-old brother, Morgan, was the victim of a drug-related drive-by shooting. He had been playing stickball in the street along with a group of friends in front of the Carpenters’ home. These pickup games were a regular occurrence in Cherry Hill, and they often drew an audience. That day, a man named Tyrone Chester—“Big Head” to most everyone in the neighborhood—sat on a nearby stoop to watch while eating his lunch. Chester was a notorious heroin dealer and the intended target of the shooting. Troy was supposed to be there—in fact, whiffle ball had been his idea earlier that morning as he and his brother shared a Slurpee on their walk home from the 7-Eleven—but he’d dozed off on the living room floor while watching TV. The sound of gunshots woke him a short time later. The incident made the front page of the Sun and all four local television news channels, but the shooter was never identified.

In life, the two brothers couldn’t have been more different. Troy was the bookworm, the showman and goofball, comfortable in his own skin. Morgan was quieter, more of an introvert, and the best damn athlete in the entire school. His death had almost broken Mr. and Mrs. Carpenter. In hindsight, if it hadn’t been for Troy, I really believe it would have. During the years following the shooting, he almost single-handedly lifted them up and gave them hope. He stayed clear of trouble in the neighborhood. He volunteered at the humane society and a nearby nursing home. At school, Bs and B-pluses turned into As across the board. He won academic awards and was offered scholarships. Slowly but surely, the sense of doom lifted and the three Carpenters began to feel like a family again.

Troy told us all of this one night at Melody’s apartment, after a breaking news story about a drive-by shooting in downtown Philadelphia interrupted the episode of Magnum, P.I. we were watching. When he was finished talking, there wasn’t a dry eye in the room. After hearing what had happened to his brother, and especially after reading his journal entry, I realized that all Troy had to do to save his family was place the weight of the world upon his skinny shoulders—at a time in his life when he wasn’t even old enough to vote or buy a six-pack of beer. The pressure he felt on a daily basis had to be staggering.

I’d tried my best on more than one occasion to get him to loosen up. There was an Eddie Murphy concert in Philly, a handful of late nights at the local college bars (try finding a fake ID for a guy who looked like the cartoon owl in the Tootsie Pops commercial), a hike at Codorus State Park, and even a rowdy frat party featuring a pair of live bands. All resulted in rather limited success—the low point coming when Troy vomited all over my brand-new Nikes after downing a single shot of tequila.

A month or so ago, I decided to give him a nickname. A timeless fraternity tradition even though neither of us belonged to one—good-natured in mindset, and maybe I thought it would help him feel more like one of the guys. Initially, I was tempted to call him “Owl”—which was the first thing that came to mind due to his obvious intelligence and the way his glasses magnified his already perpetually wide eyes—but I knew that wouldn’t be well received. Then, I thought possibly “Oscar”—after the New York Yankees outfielder Oscar Gamble, the proud owner of the biggest Afro in Major League Baseball. But when I brought it up, Troy looked at me like I had two heads and said, “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m a Baltimore boy. I want nothing to do with the damn Yankees.” Finally, I ended up settling on “Carp.” A genius move, I thought, a short and simple play on his last name. So far, though, it hadn’t really taken. Not even a little bit. Like I said earlier, what you saw was what you got. Troy was just… Troy.
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I wasn’t exactly sure how long I’d been dozing.

I opened my eyes to blinding sunlight streaming through the van window, blinked a couple of times, and then remembered where I was. Groaning, I squeezed my eyes shut again.

Day One. Morning. Or maybe even early afternoon by now. Either way, it was going to be a long-ass week cooped up inside this van. After a while, I forced my eyes open again. Squinted out the window at rolling green hills. A farm pond glistening in the distance. A copse of faraway trees surrounded by cows. David Bowie’s “Let’s Dance” was playing too loudly on the radio. I felt the itch of a headache coming on.

“Do you think he’d been in an accident?”

“Probably,” Melody was saying. “Although he was heading in the opposite direction of the hospital.”

“His bike seemed fine. I didn’t see any damage.”

“I’m just glad I didn’t hit him. Can you imagine if…”

They were talking about the man on the bicycle from earlier this morning. Once we’d finished loading the equipment, Melody went inside to say goodbye to her roommate—a very nice older woman named Rosalita—while Troy and I waited by the van. A few minutes later, she returned carrying a casserole of homemade empanadas. Even covered with Saran Wrap, they smelled delicious. With my stomach grumbling, I took the still-warm-from-the-oven dish from Melody and stowed it inside one of the coolers. And off we went.

I remembered what happened next with the slow-motion clarity of a waking dream:

As we pulled up to the stop sign, Troy swiveled in his seat and looked at me. I could tell he was nervous. His eyes, behind his glasses, were enormous. “Did I ever mention that sometimes I have pretty bad night-mares?”

Melody inched the nose of the van into the intersection. With the radio turned down, I could hear the rhythmic tic-tic, tic-tic, tic-tic of the turn signal. She leaned forward, glanced both ways, and began to make a left onto Margrove Street.

As she did, I answered Troy. “Great, you and me in the same tent. Maybe I should—”

Melody slammed on the brakes—

—as a man on a ten-speed bike zipped right in front of us, missing the van’s front fender by no more than six or eight inches.

Even though he was speeding along, I could make out his details crystal clear. The stranger with the death wish appeared to be in his thirties, maybe early forties. Tall and slender. Receding hairline. Skinny legs covered in coarse, dark hair. He was wearing navy-blue athletic shorts and a plain gray T-shirt. Dark rivulets of what I first believed was muddy perspiration streamed down his neck and chest, soaking the front of his shirt.

But it wasn’t sweat.

It looked like blood.

His face a mask of crimson.

Even his teeth were stained red.

The man was smiling, a macabre full-tooth grin.

And then in a blink—he was gone, swallowed up by the morning traffic.

“WHAT IN THE HELL WAS THAT?!” Melody had practically crawled onto Troy’s lap in an effort to get a better look at the stranger.

“I-I have no idea,” he stammered. “I don’t think… I want to know.”

“Should we go after him?” Melody asked.

“And do what?” I said, still staring out the window.

“I don’t know… maybe try to help him?”

“Yeah, that’s a big fat no from me.” Troy actually crossed his arms over his chest and shuddered. “That dude looked like the devil himself.”

Melody raised her eyebrows. “The devil on a ten-speed bike?”

Before Troy could respond, the driver behind us laid on his horn.

Melody frowned at the rearview mirror. “Yeah, yeah, hold your goddamn horses!”

She checked both ways for cars—and lunatics on bikes—and made a left onto Margrove Street, driving in the direction from which the man had come. Leaning across the seat, I searched the road for a blood trail or signs of an accident but didn’t see anything. Two blocks later, still nothing, and then Melody had to turn right on Logan and merge into a steady stream of northbound traffic. The bloody cyclist still a mystery, we were finally on our way.
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The three of us had met five months earlier in Professor Tyree’s American Studies class.

AMST301—as it was listed in the spring 1983 course catalog—was one of York College’s most popular electives. Professor Marcus Tyree, who’d recently celebrated his thirty-second year with the faculty, was highly regarded as both a charismatic and innovative educator, someone who went out of his way to connect with his pupils. His classes invariably attracted the brightest young minds on campus. Melody Wise and Troy Carpenter were exemplary students with sterling track records. They belonged in his classroom. Me, though—Billy Anderson: unheralded sophomore, recovering degenerate, and angst-filled orphan—not so much. The fact that I was enrolled in AMST301 to begin with was nothing short of a miracle.

This was how it happened:

Following a less-than-inspired freshman year—a polite way of saying I’d bombed most of my classes and landed on academic probation—I’d spent the summer of ’82 hauling concrete at a local construction site and taking a couple of night classes to hopefully boost my GPA. When I wasn’t working or going to school, I kept to myself and rarely left my studio apartment overlooking the river. I watched a lot of television that summer. I did newspaper crossword puzzles. I taught myself to play the guitar. Every once in a while, when a restless mood struck, I ventured into the city proper and caught a Phillies game from the cheap seats in left field.

Mostly, I did my best to stay away from the bars. Even at the recklessly young age of eighteen—with a fake ID purchased for forty bucks tucked away inside my wallet—I’d recognized that my drinking was becoming a problem.

By the time Fourth of July weekend rolled around, the construction gig had given me a perpetually sunburned neck and thick calluses on my palms. I had some difficulty playing guitar, and my medium T-shirts no longer fit. The hard work was good for me, though, and not just because of the newly added muscle. It was good for my soul. In a way, it felt like I was sweating out my demons for eight or nine hours a day. Some of them, at least.

At the end of each week, while the full-timers peeled out of the parking lot in their pickups with paychecks burning holes in their jeans, I was too worn out to follow them into town and get myself into trouble. Weekends were spent sleeping until noon and catching up on laundry. Every Monday afternoon, during my lunch break, I walked across the street to the First National Bank and deposited my check. I didn’t need the money—the insurance payout from my parents’ accident was earning interest in my savings account—but I was proud of myself, none-theless.

I rarely felt lonely or homesick. I actually preferred being alone. It was just easier that way. Most of my old friends from Sudbury had returned from college early that summer. They’d unpacked their suitcases and settled into their old bedrooms and picked up right where they’d left off. Working part-time jobs at the mall or the swimming pool. Hanging out nights at the Scoop and Serve or the drive-in movie theater. Cruising the backroads with six-packs of beer and the radio cranked up or floating downriver on inner tubes. Fishing. Tossing the ball around. Rekindling summer flings.

Just the idea of all that felt like too much work to me. I’d moved away and moved on. I had no interest in looking back or going back—or even trying to stay in touch. Everyone in town had treated me differently after the accident. Overnight, it felt like I’d become a stranger to them. Someone whom folks had a hard time looking in the eye. When I walked into a room, there were stealthy glances and whispers. God, I hated it. I hadn’t even bothered to hook up the phone line when I moved into the new apartment. Who needed it, anyway.

As the summer wore on, my Aunt Helen paid me a number of surprise visits, usually with a back seat full of groceries to restock my pantry. It was good to see her, and a part of me was always sad when it came time to say goodbye. But another part of me—and it would’ve deeply hurt her had she known I felt this way—was filled with relief when I watched her drive away. As much as I loved her, my aunt was a remnant of my other life. A fucking reminder.

Late at night, after her visits, I often found myself unable to sleep, staring at the ceiling, my head ravaged by a tsunami of dark thoughts and bittersweet memories. Those nights felt endless and lost and even a little bit scary, and when I finally did fall asleep, long after the witching hour had come and gone, I almost always dreamed of my parents.

Still, for a while during that summer, it felt like my efforts were paying off. I managed an A- and a B in my night classes, and by the time students arrived back on campus for the fall semester, my confidence was on the upswing. At registration, I signed up for a full class load of eighteen credits. I was no longer working construction, so I had plenty of time to study. I was steadfast in steering clear of the bars. I signed up for intramural basketball. I even went to visit my Aunt Helen for a long weekend in early October. When midterm grades were posted a short time later, I was shocked to discover that I’d earned four As and a pair of Bs. I must have checked the list at least a half-dozen times to make sure it wasn’t some kind of mistake, and nope, it wasn’t.

Not long after, I ran into Mr. Skelley, my econ instructor, in the cafeteria and he suggested that I might be interested in Professor Tyree’s American Studies class that next semester. Early registration was beginning in a week, he explained with a mouth full of turkey sandwich, and he and Tyree were longtime colleagues and racquetball partners. The class was very popular and usually filled up immediately, but he’d be more than happy to put in a good word for me. Flattered, I thanked him for his generosity, and walked away not really anticipating anything would come of it. I signed up for American Studies 301 early the next week—and to my surprise was promptly accepted.

I still hadn’t made even a semblance of peace with what had happened to my parents—many days I woke up angry and sad and confused—but I no longer felt completely adrift in my life. For the first time since before the accident, I had some sort of direction and focus. I was no longer drinking and was doing a lot better at pushing away the itch. I was sleeping and eating better. Getting a little exercise. There was even a girl in my English class that I kind of liked. I actually began to feel hopeful about what the future might hold.

And then the holidays arrived—and everything went to shit.
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VIDEO FOOTAGE

(1:49 p.m., Monday, May 2, 1983)

The classroom is empty.

“Testing… one… two… three… four… five…”

As the camera swings around in a slow circle, we see a dozen rows of desks and chairs stretching from the front of the room to the rear. Five or six in each row. It’s a narrow room. The walls covered with maps and charts and indexes. A large metal desk sits center stage at the front. Behind it, a length of chalkboard covered in messy handwriting. An exit sign hangs above the only door, which is closed.

“… six… seven… eight… nine… ten.”

The image blurs and then quickly sharpens again as the camera operator zooms in on the blackboard. ROANOKE and CROATOAN and 1590 swim in and out of view——

——and then we hear a door bang open off-screen.

And a loud, boisterous voice. “Billy! I am so sorry to interrupt!”

The camera abruptly shifts to the left——and a grizzly bear of a man comes into focus. Professor Marcus Tyree is wearing a huge smile above his unmanageable beard and carrying a stack of books in his arms. He walks to the large desk at the front of the room and puts them down with a thud.

“No problem, Professor. Just giving the camera a test run. This thing’s pretty amazing.”

“The A/V department to the rescue.” He sits down behind the desk——and we hear the chair groan beneath his weight. “Glad it worked out for you.”

“Thanks to your help.”

“Happy to put in the good word… although I admit I’m still a bit worried about the three of you going on the road by yourselves.”

“Don’t be. It’ll be fun.” As Billy walks closer, we get a shaky glimpse of the professor’s tattoo-covered forearms. “Melody’ll watch over me, and I’ll watch over Troy.”

“And who’ll watch over Melody?”

“That girl can take care of herself, believe me.”

And then they’re both laughing.
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At York College, the last day of exams before Christmas break was Tuesday, December 21. I had an 11 a.m. British Lit final—and that was it. Semester officially over. I finished my blue book essay on Emily Brontë in just under an hour and walked outside to a winter wonderland. A steady, wet snow was falling from a slate-gray sky. The ground was already covered, and the mostly abandoned campus resembled a New England postcard. As I walked to my car, I listened to distant laughter and cries of joy coming from a handful of sledders on the hill in front of the library and a gang of grade-school kids waging a snowball fight across the pond. Another week or two of this frigid weather, and they would be ice-skating and playing hockey. When I pulled out of the parking lot with “Silent Night” playing on the radio, it felt like I was driving inside of a snow globe. Thrilled to be finished with my exams, I spent the rest of the afternoon Christmas shopping. Later that evening, I went out for pizza and beers with the guys from my intramural basketball team. It was the first time all season that I’d accepted an invitation to join them. When the waitress asked for my drink order, I told her a pitcher of Sprite. No one at the table said a word about it.

When I got back to my apartment later that night, I wrapped the only two gifts I’d purchased. A silver necklace and a set of carving knifes. Both for my Aunt Helen. I wasn’t sure if she’d like what I’d picked out, but I figured she could wear the necklace to church if she wanted to and use the knives to cut up the vegetables she grew in her garden. I’d agreed to spend Christmas week at her house in Sudbury and was actually looking forward to it.

I left the wrapped presents on the kitchen counter beside my keys, poured myself a glass of water from the tap, and got ready for bed. Once I was settled beneath the covers, I turned on the television. White Christmas was playing on cable. I immediately felt a lump form in the back of my throat. This was my mother’s favorite movie. Growing up, we’d watched it as a family at least a dozen times. Probably more. She always made hot chocolate with tiny marshmallows and turned off the lights so it felt like we were at the movie theater.

On the TV, in my dark bedroom, Bing Crosby and Danny Kaye, both dressed in makeshift hula skirts, began dancing across the screen, crooning about devoted sisters…

… and for just a moment—as clear and present as if she were sitting right next to me—I heard my mother’s voice singing along with them.

It should have made me happy.

It should have made me remember.

And smile.

But it didn’t.

Instead, my heart broke into a million pieces.

All over again.

And then it was as if all the hope and goodwill and progress that had been stored up inside me those past few months bled out of my body in one great arterial gush.

Leaving behind nothing at all.

Except for tears.

I lowered my head and let them come.

Before long I was sobbing—and couldn’t stop.

And still I didn’t change the channel.

I couldn’t do it.

The next few days, I left the bed only to use the bathroom.

I didn’t sleep.

I didn’t eat.

I drank only from the glass of water on my nightstand—until it was gone.

And then I stopped drinking.

And stopped getting up to use the restroom.

I just laid there in bed, curled onto my side, staring blankly at the wall, my face a mess of tears and snot, piss-stained blankets in a tangled heap at my feet, television on the floor, screen shattered into dozens of jagged pieces, just like my heart, listening for my mother’s voice to come again…

Until finally my landlord used his master key to let a frantic Aunt Helen into the apartment—and she got me cleaned up and whisked me away.
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“Nope,” Troy said, staring ahead at the hitchhiker. “Don’t even think about it.”

We’d crossed a one-lane bridge spanning a dry creek bed, then rounded a long, winding curve in the road—and there he was. Leaning against a 35 mph speed limit sign. Dirty blond hair hanging down to his shoulders. Cigarette dangling from his lips. James Dean cool. When he saw us coming, he snapped to attention and stuck out his thumb.

“Why not?” Melody asked, pressing the brakes. “He looks harmless enough.”

I knew she was kidding. Troy did not.

“He looks like he escaped from an insane asylum.”

Melody threw back her head and laughed, a high, cheerful sound that made my heart flutter. “You really are such a scaredy-cat.” She gave the man on the side of the road an apologetic wave as we cruised slowly past. He shrugged and grinned at her.

“It’s not about being scared,” Troy insisted. “It’s about being safe. Who wears corduroys and a long sleeve T-shirt in this weather? He’s probably hiding a hunting knife… or maybe even an axe.”

“I think you’ve rented too many scary movies,” she said.

“And you see how baggy his pants were? No telling what he’s got in there.”

She glanced at the mirror. “Whoa! Hear that, Billy? Troy’s talking about the hitchhiker’s package.” Her eyes twinkled with mischief. “He was kinda cute.”

“His what? No! Oh my God!”

“I’m not judging you,” she said, struggling not to smile. “Whatever floats your boat.”

“That’s not what I meant and you know it! I was going to say he could have a machete or even a sword stuffed down his pants for all we know.”

“Oooo, a sword, huh? A really big one?”

“Melody, come on!”

She laughed. “Maybe I should start calling you Zorro.”

Did I mention that this was going to be a long trip?
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Marcus Tyree didn’t look like a typical college professor.

At six-four and upward of 230 pounds—sporting an unruly nest of dark, curly hair atop his head, a full beard and mustache without a hint of gray, and massive forearms covered in tattoos (my personal favorite being an ultrarealistic portrait of Bob Marley)—he more closely resembled a starting offensive lineman on the Pittsburgh Steelers, or perhaps even a lumberjack. In a word, the guy was intimidating… until, that is, he opened his mouth and began to speak. Tyree’s soft, reasoned voice stood in stark contrast to the rest of him and immediately put his students at ease. As the semester began, I witnessed firsthand the reason why he was so popular on campus. Pacing back and forth in front of his cluttered desk, a toothpick jutting from the corner of his mouth, Tyree spoke with an energy and enthusiasm that was contagious. Unlike so many other by-the-book professors, he never spoke at you; he always spoke to you. His class didn’t feel like a boring lecture; it felt like an intimate conversation—between two dozen people. In no time at all, I found myself looking forward to those Monday/Wednesday/Friday 10 a.m. meetings, often arriving early with the hopes of having some one-on-one time with the professor. No matter the topic, he had a way of communicating that made you feel as if you were the most important person in the world at that moment. I could definitely think of worse ways to start my day.

In that regard, Professor Tyree was a lot like the new therapist I’d started seeing on Friday afternoons. Her name was Kathy Mirarchi, and I not only liked her right away but also trusted her. So far, we’d only met at her downtown office a handful of times, but it felt like I’d known her for years. Going to see a counselor had been my Aunt Helen’s idea. She’d first suggested it shortly after the accident in June, but I wouldn’t even consider it back then. In my mind, I didn’t need an expensive shrink to help me feel better. I’d read all about the five stages of grief in a pamphlet I’d picked up at the funeral home. I was going to be okay. I just needed more time.

But after what had happened in the days leading up to Christmas, I now knew better. I needed all the help I could get. Following my breakdown, Aunt Helen tried to convince me to skip the spring semester and remain at home with her in Sudbury. “You need to take your time getting back on your feet,” she’d pleaded. “You need to focus on rest and recuperation.” But the more I’d thought about it, the more that idea terrified me. Even then, somewhere inside my addled brain, I knew that if I didn’t drag my ass out of bed, and soon, I might never find the wherewithal to do it—whether for classes or anything else.

So when the third week of January rolled around, I shaved the uneven patches of whiskers off my chin, stuffed some extra clothes into a backpack, and returned to my quiet apartment by the river. My aunt had hired a local service to come in and clean, so the place was spotless. It even smelled good. She’d also surprised me with a brand-new television for Christmas to replace the one I’d broken. I spent most of that first evening setting it up in the corner of my bedroom and figuring out how to connect it to the cable box and VCR.

Two days later, at 9:30 a.m., I shrugged on my coat, scraped the ice off my windshield, and drove the mile and a half to campus. I parked my car behind a mound of dirty snow in Lot C. When I got out and locked the door, my heart was beating so hard it felt like it was going to break free of my chest.

From the back row of room 114, I watched the other students arrive for the first day of Professor Tyree’s American Studies class. I wasn’t the only one. Like me, the short Black guy with the thick eyeglasses showed up bright and early. Unlike me, he sat smack-dab in the middle of the front row and placed what looked like a brand-new spiral notebook on top of his desk. I immediately thought that whoever sat behind him was going to have a hell of a time seeing the blackboard over that magnificent Afro of his. A few minutes later, Raquel Welch walked into the room. Okay, not really, but that was my first impression of her. A dark-complexioned waif of a girl dressed in jeans with butterfly patches on the knees and a baggy dark green sweater with matching holes for elbows, she glided down the aisle and found an empty chair along the wall. When she smiled at the guy sitting next to her and started chatting in a friendly voice, I immediately felt a stab of irrational jealousy. With multiple strings of colored beads intertwined in her long dark hair and a refreshing lack of makeup, she looked like one of those carefree hippies I’d seen in old photographs of Woodstock and Haight-Ashbury. When Professor Tyree called out her name during attendance roll call, I somehow wasn’t surprised by what I heard. Melody Wise. Even her name was pretty; it sounded like a song title.

Two weeks later, we were assigned our project groups for the semester. When I heard Melody’s name announced alongside mine and two others I didn’t recognize, I covered my smile with my hand and pretended I had to cough. Once Professor Tyree finished going down the rest of the list, he instructed the students to get up from their desks and gather in their individual groups. Standing, I spotted Melody sitting beside a girl with red hair at the front of the classroom. I hurried down the aisle and was about to slip into the empty chair next to Melody when the Black guy with the giant Afro stepped in front of me and plopped down in it. Somehow I resisted the urge to push him and sat on his other side. We scooted our chairs into a circle and began introducing ourselves.

By the end of that ninety-minute class period, I’d learned that Melody Wise was from Fairfax, Virginia; a senior and computer science major; and set to graduate after the completion of a four-credit summer course. A job with IBM was waiting for her in September. By the time I’d walked her to the bus stop after class, I’d discovered that she was a proud third-generation Puerto Rican; worked evenings at Giovanni’s, a popular local restaurant; lived in an off-campus apartment with a roommate; and was contently single after a tumultuous breakup a year earlier.

She was also twenty-three—almost four years older than me.

And completely out of my league.

Once I came to terms with that somber reality, we quickly became friends.

An actual friend. Someone I could talk to. A first for me after nearly two years of college.

Not that I had anyone to blame for that but myself.

I’d seen girls in the hallway crying as they said farewell to their roommates for winter break. Overheard guys in my freshman dorm drunkenly promise to include each other in their weddings one day. Others sat in the cafeteria and planned summer vacations together or visits to each other’s hometowns. College had a way of doing that: creating closer than normal bonds in a remarkably short amount of time. As far as I could tell, it was the combination of sudden freedom and overwhelming vulnerability that was responsible for this pattern of behavior. It all happened so fast. On drop-off day, your parents and siblings drove you to campus, and spent the morning and afternoon unloading the car and helping you set up your room. They met your roommate and exchanged pleasantries with your roommate’s parents. Maybe, if there was enough time, you grabbed one last family dinner together at a nearby restaurant, and then they hugged you goodbye at the curb in front of your building and headed back home with a mournful toot-toot-toot of the horn—leaving you all alone for the first time in your life. As you stood on the sidewalk, waving and blinking back tears, watching their car disappear in the distance, the world suddenly felt very big and the silence in your head was deafening. You slowly turned and stared at your reflection in the glass door entrance to your dormitory and thought: Now what? Panic tightened your chest. Your head began to spin. You glanced over your shoulder, fighting back the urge to take off running in the direction your parents’ car had driven. Until, finally, you looked around and realized you weren’t really alone after all. There were others all around you wearing the same lost expression on their faces, experiencing the same roller coaster of emotions you were feeling. Others who—just like you—were about to spend the next several weeks trying their best not to lock themselves out of their dorm rooms and oversleep and be late for class and do their laundry and homework and figure out how their meal cards worked and what to do with their fleeting moments of free time. And then before long, after sharing all of these terrifying, new experiences with people who were once complete and total strangers, if you were lucky, you took another look around—and realized that you were part of a different kind of family now.

Which is exactly what happened with Melody and Troy and me—thanks to a better-late-than-never assist from Professor Tyree.



I mentioned earlier that Professor Tyree initially announced four members of our project group.

The fourth was the girl with red hair, Charlotte Livingston. She was painfully quiet—it always sounded like she was mumbling—and had a distressing case of acne. She told us that she was a townie who’d grown up on a dead-end street just south of campus, and she was studying to become a teacher.

A couple of days after the four of us got together for dinner at Giovanni’s—a gathering that Melody had organized so we could all get to know each other better—Charlotte dropped the class without a word of warning to any of us. We never saw her again after that.

None of us took it personally.



Melody had been waiting tables at Giovanni’s since mid-November, the shortest tenure of any of the half-dozen part-time waitresses who worked there—and because of this, she was often the recipient of last-minute schedule changes. As a result, she ended up being a no-show at two of the group’s first three meetings at the library. Although she felt terrible about her absence and apologized profusely, I didn’t really mind. It not only allowed Troy and me to get to know each other better but also presented us with the opportunity to speak freely about our beautiful new friend.

By this time, the third week of February, I had already worked through most of my schoolboy crush on Melody. Of course, somewhere deep inside, I still held on to a sliver of hope that a romantic spark might one day be kindled—but I think, even then, I knew better. It was the way she looked at and spoke to me. Like she was the adult and I was the teenager (which, at twenty-three and nineteen, I guess we were, even if it didn’t feel like it most of the time). I always expected her to pat me on the head when we said goodbye after class. Or tell me she was proud of me for raising my hand and giving the correct answer. Not exactly fuel for late-night fantasies. Still, I told myself, it was okay to admire from afar what I couldn’t have.

Troy, on the other hand, had surprisingly little to say when it came to Melody’s God-given physical attributes. When I pressed him on the subject, he agreed that she was attractive, but insisted it was her spirited and kind personality that made her so. Not one mention of her smoldering brown eyes… hourglass figure… or the way she walked in jeans. At first, I thought Troy might be gay—not that it mattered even a lick to me—but it soon became apparent that he was simply a lot more mature than I was. Something I would never admit out loud. Even now.

It’s fair to say that after spending one-on-one time with Troy in the library, I felt an immediate attachment to him. He was different from anyone else I’d ever met before. Sure, the guy was smart as a whip and laser focused on his studies—you couldn’t help but notice that right away—but it was more than that. He was odd and interesting and, most of all, immensely likable. He showed up for our first meeting wearing a puke-green cardigan sweater and carrying a scuffed-up briefcase, both of which he later told me he’d bought from a thrift store. After taking a seat, he opened the briefcase on his lap and pulled out a stack of spiral notebooks and a pair of individually wrapped Hostess Twinkies. He handed one of the cream-filled snacks across the table to me, and then pulled out a sheaf of papers and began going over the notes he’d taken earlier that morning in class. He’d even made copies for me and Melody. In so many ways, Troy Carpenter was eighteen years old going on forty.

But then some kind of internal switch would be thrown, and his eyes would swell up behind those thick glasses of his, and off he’d go on a tangent, rambling with childlike glee about UFOs and Stonehenge, Superman and Mark Twain, baseball and astrology—you name it, and Troy could speak extensively on the subject.

Not to mention the barrage of questions he carried around with him—the guy was curious about everything.

“What was it like growing up in the suburbs? Did you ever have a tropical fish aquarium? Who taught you how to drive? Did you have a vegetable garden in your yard? Do you believe in ghosts?”

It was as if all the vast knowledge and experience he kept stored inside his brain had come from words printed inside books, and no matter how wise and vibrant those words might prove to be, he was starving for the one thing they couldn’t provide: basic human interaction.

It took a while—as it usually does with me—but I eventually realized that the hunger he was experiencing was something we both had in common. And it drew us together, like moths to a flame, in those frigid days of February.

As the semester went on, Melody and Troy and I began spending more and more time together—and not just while working on our American Studies project. Soon, Troy and I began stopping by Giovanni’s on slow nights to keep Melody company. We helped her assemble a pair of bookshelves she’d purchased from a mail-order catalog. Melody taught us how to make pollo guisado, a spicy chicken stew, from an old family recipe. They both came to watch me play intramural basketball. We began doing homework together and took turns hosting game and movie nights. Most of the time, it was all three of us—at some point, Melody began referring to us as the Three Musketeers—but every once in a while, Troy was busy writing a paper or meeting with a professor, and it was just me and Melody.

On one such night, she talked about the future and the life she hoped to live. The plan was to work her way up the ladder at IBM until she was promoted to a management position. Then she’d get married and have children. Buy a big house somewhere near the beach. She never said much about her ex-boyfriend Mateo. Only that it had ended badly. Unsurprisingly, I was equally reticent about my own love life—or should I say, my complete and total lack of one. After significant probing, I finally admitted that I’d once had a high school sweetheart named Naomi, but we’d gone our separate ways shortly after my parents’ accident. And there hadn’t been anyone else since. It was a part of my past that my therapist and I were diligently working through.

On a rainy evening in early March, while I was walking her home from work, Melody told me the story of how she’d lost her mother to an accidental drug overdose. Only sixteen at the time, Melody returned from school to discover her mother’s body sprawled on the floor of their upstairs bathroom. Her face had turned blue and there was a needle poking out of her arm. Shaking and in tears, Melody had immediately called 911 and then phoned her sister, Tamara, at work. Melody’s father had long been out of the picture by then, and there were no relatives living nearby. Faced with the choice of moving closer to family in Puerto Rico or remaining in Virginia on their own, Melody and Tamara had been taking care of each other ever since.

Sharing such a painful chapter of her life story brought us even closer together. She’d known about my parents by then, so I guess she’d felt that I would understand—and know what to say and what not to say. As more time passed and the departure date for our trip approached, our relationship continued to evolve. A mutual respect and trust had been earned. Melody became the wiser older sister I’d never had, and I became the knucklehead younger brother she’d always wanted.

What happened to us later—during the trip—was the biggest regret of my life.
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“Anyone else have to pee?”

“Uh, no.” I looked up from the notebook I was scribbling in. “I used the bathroom when we stopped for gas…” I checked my watch. “… an hour and a half ago.”

“Well, so did I.” Troy peered down his nose at me. “And now I have to go again.”

Melody sheepishly raised her hand from the steering wheel. “Me too.”

Troy flashed me a smug look before swiveling around in his seat.

“At this rate, we might make it to Sudbury by…” I made a show of studying my watch again so it could be seen in the rearview mirror. “… oh, I don’t know… Sunday or Monday.”

Sudbury, Pennsylvania. My hometown. And the first overnight stop of our journey.

“Oh, hush,” Melody said, laughing. “We’ll be quick about it.”

The plan was to set up camp in Liberty Hollow Park just north of town. We’d grab a late dinner, go over whatever footage we’d managed to assemble today, and discuss the following day’s route. The only problem was, at this point, we didn’t have a single frame of video to look at.

The day had gotten off to a rough start. It was almost four thirty, and so far, we’d only run across a pair of roadside memorials, neither of which proved suitable for filming. The first one had been located at a rural four-way intersection in the town of Rockville. A huge wooden cross—at least six feet tall—surrounded by a scattering of empty whiskey bottles, burned-down candle nubs, and a water-logged leather jacket covered in patches. A dozen or so photographs had been haphazardly stapled to the cross, their contents long ago stolen by sun and rain. In the biggest of the photos, I could just make out the ghostly image of a large bald man astride a Harley-Davidson motorcycle. He was wearing a black T-shirt with the sleeves cut off. His muscular arms were covered in tattoos. Someone had printed RIP J.D. across the bottom of the photo in permanent black marker.

Right as we were leaving, Troy had accidentally nudged one of the whiskey bottles with his shoe, upsetting a nest of ground wasps that had made their home in the nearby weeds. As he spun around in circles, arms flailing, legs kicking, squealing in terror, he was stung twice—on the hand and neck. You would’ve thought the guy had been shot, the way he carried on.

We stumbled across the second memorial on a curvy backroad just outside of Hancock. A shallow, weed-choked drainage ditch ran parallel to the shoulder. Just beyond it, a grassy knoll separated the ditch from a stretch of nearby woods. Sometime ago, a child had died there. There was no cross, so perhaps the family hadn’t believed in a higher power. Instead, staked upon a single wooden post, leaning perilously to one side, was a poster-sized photograph of a young boy with short dark hair and big brown eyes. He was standing beside a stream, fishing pole in one hand, fat brown trout in the other. He was wearing a Pittsburgh Pirates baseball cap and a big happy grin on his freckled face. The boy’s two front teeth were missing. Below the laminated poster with its curling and discolored edges was a mound of stuffed animals—giraffes and bears, unicorns and horses. All of them filthy and rotting, the stuffing leaking out from their rain-swollen bellies. A pair of glass vases, nearly hidden in the tall grass, held bouquets of bare stems. Whatever flowers had once bloomed there were now long gone—just like the boy in the photograph.

I stood there for a long time, staring at the boy’s face on the opposite side of the ditch, wondering what his name was and if he’d played Little League baseball and whether he had any brothers or sisters. I listened to the birds singing in the trees and felt the warmth of the dappled sunlight on my face and wondered what had happened to the boy’s family. Clearly no one had been here for a while, so why had they stopped coming? Had they moved away? Or simply moved on? And what about the Harley guy with the tattoos? His memorial had appeared even longer neglected—maybe even forgotten. What had become of his family and friends? Why did they no longer visit?

Before we left each of the memorials, I snapped a handful of photos with the 35mm and Polaroid cameras. I figured I could find a spot somewhere in the documentary to include them. Melody could even record a short voice-over once we got back to campus. Maybe the man on the motorcycle and the boy with the missing front teeth didn’t have to be forgotten after all.
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While Melody and Troy used the Sunoco station’s restroom, I stretched my legs in the parking lot, sipping a Pepsi I’d taken from the cooler.

The place wasn’t much to look at. The narrow slab of asphalt where Melody had parked was scarred with potholes, and the plate glass window out front was swathed in a spiderweb of cracks, most of them patched with fraying gray duct tape. There was only one working pump—the other three adorned with OUT OF ORDER signs handwritten on crudely cut pieces of oil-stained cardboard. A phone booth stood lonely and forlorn at the corner of the lot. You didn’t have to work for Ma Bell to know that—just like the trio of defunct gas pumps—the telephone inside had long ago ceased to be operational. Scrawls of graffiti decorated what was left of the booth’s filthy glass enclosure. One particularly witty soul had written CARLY JEAN TUCKER DIGS MY BIG PECKER in bright red permanent marker. Directly below that was a clumsily drawn penis and balls next to an upside-down cross.

Still feeling the funk from the little boy with the missing front teeth, I wandered aimlessly around the parking lot, my shuffling feet sending up plumes of road dust. A plane soared high overhead, its vapor trail slicing open the sky behind it. I watched as it disappeared into the clouds. Kicking at some stray rocks, I sent them skittering into the weeds—where at least one of them struck something metal with a distinctively loud tink.

Empty beer can? I wondered, walking closer to investigate. What else did I have to do? My traveling partners were taking forever, and I had a sneaking suspicion that one or both of them were doing a whole lot more than just peeing. Most likely, the empanadas we’d scarfed down earlier had come back to haunt them. Trying not to think too much about that, I walked back and forth, nudging the tall grass with the toe of my shoe. But I didn’t find anything, metal or otherwise. A mosquito buzzed in my ear and settled on the back of my neck. I swatted it away. Spinning around in case it was circling for a renewed attack, I glimpsed a flash of bright yellow among the green and brown foliage alongside the road. At first, I thought it was a sign someone had posted. NO HUNTING or maybe PRIVATE PROPERTY—KEEP OUT. Then I realized it was a portion of yellow ribbon draped around the trunk of a tree. Walking closer, squinting now, I spotted what appeared to be the tip of a cross not far from the ribbon.

Bingo.

Draining the rest of my soda in a single gulp, I hurried along the gently sloping shoulder of the roadway. Ahead of me, two squirrels played a noisy game of chase in the branches of a towering oak. Butterflies danced in the late afternoon sunshine. Somewhere in the distance, there was the deep-throated thrum of a tractor working a field.

And then it was right in front of me.

A painted cross, so white it was almost blinding against the backdrop of trees. A name had been written on the horizontal plank: CHASE HARPER. On each side of it, a pair of painted red hearts. Bundles of cut flowers rested at the base of the cross, too many to count, none of them in vases, but most of them still relatively fresh. Someone had left a horseshoe next to a small American flag. Someone else, a baseball. Off to the side, a small hand-painted sign read: “AND THE DUST RETURNS TO THE EARTH AS IT WAS, AND THE SPIRIT RETURNS TO GOD WHO GAVE IT.” ECCLESIASTES 12:7. A child’s crayon drawing—three stick figures, two grown-ups and a child, standing in front of a house with crooked windows and a peaked roof, I MISS YOU DADDY printed over a cluster of puffy blue clouds—had been enclosed in a Ziploc bag to protect it from the weather and pinned to the base of the tree. A little higher up, just below the strand of yellow ribbon, the bark of the tree was deeply gouged and scarred.

That’s when I looked down and noticed the tire tracks in the grass at my feet. Glancing over my shoulder at the road behind me, I spotted the remnants of a messy smear of skid marks.

All of a sudden, it was very clear what had happened here.

Despite the somber display surrounding me, I felt my heart begin to race with excitement.

This was exactly what we were looking for.
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As Melody readied herself to appear on camera—brushing her hair, adding some color to her cheeks (whatever the hell that meant), and changing her earrings to something a little less dangly—I began photographing the memorial. Beginning with wide-angle shots to lend it some perspective in relation to the surrounding countryside, I worked my way in from various angles, trying to bring life to the subject. I finally concluded with a series of close-ups of each of the items that’d been left at the base of the cross. My ultimate goal was for the audience to be able to see and feel what I was seeing and feeling. The smudge of dirt on the baseball. The rough-hewn grooves along the bottom of the horseshoe. The perfect imperfections of the painted red hearts. I wanted viewers to feel like they could reach out and touch those things.

Only a handful of cars drove past us, each of them slowing down to take a closer look at what we were doing. An older gentleman in a Ford pickup came to a full stop and slowly rolled down his window. But when Troy approached him, the man reconsidered whatever it was he’d been planning to say and quickly sped away. Troy, who had minutes earlier donned a two-sizes-too-big bright orange safety vest as if he were a member of an actual road crew, gave us a shrug and returned to the shoulder of the road.

The gas station attendant—the name tag on his chest read HENRY, but I would’ve bet every last dollar in my wallet that he went by “Hank”—studied us from a distance. If the man wasn’t yet seventy, he was a birthday candle or two away. His tan face was a maze of deep wrinkles, his long-fingered hands speckled in liver spots. His slicked-back hair was littered with dandruff, and when I’d spoken with him earlier, I’d noticed a scattering of crumbs in his untrimmed mustache—and yet the baby blue Sunoco overalls he was wearing were perfectly pressed and spotless. Even his boots were shined to a shimmering gleam. All of which almost certainly meant that Henry had a doting wife waiting for him back at home. As he watched us with a sour expression on his face, he began pacing back and forth, crossing and uncrossing his arms, looking every bit like a man who believed he was witnessing a law or two being broken.

A short time later, I returned to the van, and gave the old man a polite nod as I walked past him. He pretended not to notice and quickly looked away in the opposite direction. I wasn’t surprised. Earlier, when I’d asked if we could leave our van parked in the gas station lot while we filmed the memorial, he’d merely grunted and walked away.

After returning the 35mm and Polaroid cameras to their respective cases, with a tidal wave of absolute glee surging through me—picture a six-year-old boy rushing downstairs to open his gifts on Christmas morning—I carefully removed our secret weapon from the back of the van. A boxy silver hard-shell case with gray protective foam interior, it looked like something out of a James Bond movie. I clicked the double latches and slowly opened the lid. Inside, a state-of-the-art JVC VHS video camera with all the bells and whistles. Thanks to Professor Tyree’s letter of recommendation, the camera was officially on loan to us from York College’s award-winning A/V department. The deal came with only three stipulations. One: we make a quality film. Two: we give the A/V department its proper due in the closing credits. Three: we return the camera in perfect working condition upon the completion of our trip. Go figure. The techno geeks had turned out to be a whole lot more trusting than Ms. Tamara Wise—not to mention much cheaper.

The camera was a dream. Compact and lightweight, it could be used on a tripod or as a handheld. The gimmick was that it utilized a special cassette that was inserted right into the back of the camera. Footage was then recorded onto the cassette, which could later be played on a standard VHS-format VCR. You could also use a newly designed A/V cord to plug it into your television set for immediate playback without any additional equipment. But those weren’t even our secret weapon’s most exciting features. In addition to having 6x power zoom, freeze-frame capabilities, and a kickass fast lens for shooting in low light, the camera offered instant replay directly through the eyepiece—which meant I could double-check my work as I went. It also meant no nasty surprises later on in the editing process.

After making sure there was a blank cassette already loaded, I popped in a fully charged battery and ran a quick systems check. Both video and audio appeared to be in perfect operating condition, so I locked up the van and made my way back to the others. This time I didn’t even bother glancing at the old man.

As I approached the memorial, Melody looked up from the makeshift script she was studying.

“Ready to go?” I asked.

She gave me a nervous smile. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

“Just take your time and try not to talk too fast.” I led her to the shoulder of the road, maybe seven or eight feet wide of the memorial. “You’ll start here, and as you begin speaking, make your way, slowly, to this mark.”

Using blue chalk, Troy had drawn a small X on the asphalt. I would be sure to rub it away with my shoe when we were finished. It was important that we left this place exactly as we’d found it.

“We’ll open with an introductory take on roadside memorials in general, and then we’ll go again and focus on what we know about Chase Parker and his family.” We’d already been able to gather a handful of pertinent details from the numerous keepsakes left at the scene.

“What if I screw up?” Melody asked, brushing her hair back over her shoulder.

“Then we start over,” I said. “No big deal. We can do as many takes as you need.”

She nodded and took a deep breath.

I looked at Troy. “Keep an eye out for traffic. But if we’re rolling, don’t say anything out loud unless it’s absolutely necessary.” I started to turn around, but stopped. “Oh, and if you see Bigfoot stomping out of the woods, ignore everything I just said and give us a holler.”

He lifted both hands in front of him and slowly extended his middle fingers.

“I guess I deserve that,” I said, laughing.

“Can we please do this?” Melody said. “Before I lose my nerve.”

“Yes, ma’am, let’s do it.” I lifted the camera and peered through the viewfinder. Backing up a couple of steps, I readjusted the focus. Melody appeared in crisp detail at the center of the frame, fading sunlight slanting down through the trees behind her. Bathed in golden rays, she looked like an angel. “Ready when you are,” I said and pressed the record button.

Another deep breath from Melody. Then:

“We’ve all seen them. Whether we’re out running our daily errands or traveling to a faraway destination.” She began walking. I carefully sidestepped to my left, once, twice, three times, smoothly mirroring her progress. “Roadside memorials… much like this one behind me… found in the small rural town of Exeter, Pennsylvania. Once rare, these sacred displays of grief and remembrance now dot the nation’s landscape…”
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VIDEO FOOTAGE

(5:32 p.m., Friday, May 6, 1983)

“Modern-day roadside memorials serve a variety of both spiritual and practical purposes.”

Melody’s voice is strong and measured. She stares into the camera with a confident yet relaxed intensity. She’s not lecturing the viewer. She’s sitting across the dinner table telling them a story.

“They publicly honor a recently deceased loved one and, similar to a headstone in a cemetery, represent an expression of love and remembrance. Many memorials also serve as a cautionary message for other drivers, and at times, even a warning of potential danger.

“But these public displays are not without their detractors. A number of people, private citizens and government officials alike, claim that roadside memorials limit sightlines and act as distractions for rubbernecking drivers. In addition, some concerned opponents insist that over time, the memorials often become eyesores and, in some specific instances, environmental hazards.

“With a marked increase in the number of roadside memorials and a wave of mounting complaints, numerous restrictions have been put in place by many legislators. Oversized signage, wreaths, and balloons are no longer allowed in more than a dozen states. Offensive photos and messages, as well as burning candles, are also prohibited. And in certain areas, religious symbols are strictly forbidden, citing the clear constitutional separation of church and state.

“Although state and local laws often forbid the assembly of roadside memorials on public land, these bans are rarely enforced…”
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Not bad for our first shoot, I thought, checking the display window on the camera. Three takes for a total of eighteen minutes of unedited footage. And even as nervous as she was, Melody knocked it out of the park.

I knelt down in the grass in front of the memorial and placed the video camera on a towel Troy had laid out for me. Off to the side was an extra battery and a small leather pouch containing various filters. Despite the ridiculous-looking safety vest, Troy had done a fine job of making sure I had everything I needed and collaborating with Mel on her commentary. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw them both talking to the dinosaur of a gas station attendant by the van. Better them than me.

I did a quick count to make certain we didn’t leave behind any filters, and then I zipped up the pouch—and felt a sudden chill wash over me. Gooseflesh rose on my forearms. The tiny hairs on the back of my neck began tingling, like when I was a kid and I’d wandered too close to one of those big electrical substations down by the river.

And then I felt a whisper of ice-cold breath on the back of my neck.

There’s someone standing right behind me.

But before I could turn around to look, my throat swelled and suddenly I couldn’t breathe. Invisible smoke filled my eyes and clogged my nostrils. I began to cough and wheeze. Panicking, I jumped to my feet and spun around—but no one was there.

What the hell…?

And then just like that… the feeling was gone.

My throat felt fine. I could breathe again.

The spring air all around me warm and clear and still.

Not even a breeze rustled the treetops.

I glanced down the road, my heart jackhammering inside my chest. Troy was walking toward me, maybe twenty yards away. “You okay?” he asked, a curious look on his face. Behind him, I could see Melody still talking to the attendant.

I waved a hand in front of my face. “Eh, couple of pissed-off hornets. One of them almost flew down my shirt.”

He rolled his eyes, assuming I was being a smart-ass—but didn’t come any closer just in case. Rubbing the bump on his neck where he’d been stung earlier, he said, “I think I’ll just wait right here, then…”

I knelt down again and began rearranging the camera equipment. On the shoulder of the road, Troy was still talking—but I couldn’t hear a word.

All I could think was:

What in the hell just happened?
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As it turned out, our not-so-friendly gas station attendant ended up being a huge help.

While Troy and I packed up and loaded the van, Melody worked her magic. First, she offered the old guy a cold drink from the cooler, and then while he sipped his Diet Coke, she explained in great detail what it was that we were doing. At one point, their voices dropped to a whisper and the two of them strolled away from the van with their heads huddled close together. I was pretty sure she was telling him about the loss of my parents and how their memorial in Sudbury had served as the original inspiration for our project. Whatever she said, it worked. After a few minutes, they returned to the van, which Troy and I had just finished loading.

“My name’s Henry Whitaker,” the station attendant told us, rubbing at the whiskers on his chin. Ah, not Hank, I briefly thought. I was losing my touch. “Chase Harper was a friend of mine. We went to the same church. My wife did some sewing for his missus.” He stared off in the distance.

“Chase worked in electronics of some kind. Was on his way home from a business meeting in Baltimore when the accident happened. Fell asleep at the wheel is what most folks around here think.” The old man shook his head. “Not more than ten minutes from his own driveway.”

Shuffling his feet, Troy said, “I recently read an article that claimed over fifty percent of all accidents occur within a mile of the victim’s home…”

The old man stared at Troy, who was still dressed in his bright orange vest, as if the teenager had three eyes instead of two and a big green booger dangling out of his nose.

Troy’s eyes went huge behind his glasses and he quickly looked away.

“Anyway, I was saying… Chase had a wife and son. Jennifer’s a math teacher over at the middle school. Off for the summer, of course.” He glanced back and forth at Melody and me. “If you’d like, I guess I could telephone her and see if she’s willing to speak to you all for your movie.”

“That would be—”

“Lovely,” Melody said, cutting me off in midsentence. “We’d be ever so grateful if you would give her a call.” And then she took Mr. Whitaker by the arm and escorted him across the parking lot.

Just before they disappeared inside, the old man lifted his head and let loose with a loud, raspy cackle. It was a dry, sickly sound—like someone had tossed a strip of sandpaper into a blender and turned it on.

“Damn,” Troy said as soon as the gas station door banged shut. “She’s good.”

“Better than you and me, that’s for sure.”

Five minutes later, they were back and smiling.

“She’s willing to sit down with you for half an hour after supper,” he said. “She’s going to ask a neighbor to watch her boy.” He gazed fondly at Melody. “I gave the girl here the address. Should be easy enough to find.”

“We really appreciate it, Mr. Whitaker.” Without thinking, I reached out my hand. “Thank you again for all of your help.”

He took my hand and gave it a surprisingly firm shake—as he did, I once again found myself thinking about sandpaper—and then he added with a crooked-tooth grin, “You can call me Hank, son. Everyone around here does.”
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