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			DANNY

			COME QUICK BEFORE HE starts looking for you!” my grandpa hissed in a frantic whisper from below my bedroom window, where he stood on an overturned wheelbarrow with outstretched arms while my father roared drunkenly downstairs.

			All I could see were a pair of enormous hands with palms lined in black grime and speckled in blue scars reaching out of the darkness. I closed my eyes, scrambled over my windowsill, and lowered myself into their comforting grip.

			“Shhh!” he said needlessly as we raced across the backyard out into the street and headed past the row of silent houses identical to my own, filled with occupants who had decided long ago to ignore this strange ritual of ours and the cause behind it.

			Even in the dead of winter I’d never remember to put on my shoes, and by the time Tommy and I reached his house my stockinged feet would be wet and freezing. In summer my bare feet would be scraped and stinging. We’d arrive each time on his front porch, huffing and puffing, and would both take a moment to gaze down the hill at the distant rooftop of my father’s house and the dark window to the right. Earlier a lamp had glowed there with my mom’s favorite floral-printed scarf draped over the shade. This is how I signaled him for help on the nights when my father’s usual inability to notice my existence turned into the keen liquor-fueled observation that I should have never been born.

			We crept through Tommy’s small front room past shelves and stacks of books, and the picture of my great-great-grandmother Fiona with her haunted eyes that followed me everywhere, and the mounted deer head whose antlers were hung with every kind of bric-a-brac until we arrived in the kitchen where we finally allowed ourselves to turn on a light and relax.

			Tommy’s kitchen wasn’t any bigger or cleaner than the one in my father’s house or supplied with better food. It contained a lot of smells, but none of them were the appetizing kind. The overwhelming odors were those of something burning and a powerful lye-based soap favored by coal miners and mechanics that made my eyes water and the back of my throat ache. But despite these shortcomings, it was my favorite place in the world.

			Without saying a word yet he’d take the milk bottle out of the fridge and fill a battered saucepan sitting on the stove. He’d keep watch over it, humming to himself, until it reached the required temperature, then he’d slop it into two mugs. Mine he’d fill all the way and add a generous amount of Hershey’s syrup. His own he’d fill only halfway and make up the difference with whiskey and a dollop of maple syrup.

			On this night, after he placed my cup of cocoa in front of me, he told me a story I’d never forget. I’m sure this wasn’t the first time I had heard the tale. In fact, I’m sure he had told it to me when I was still in the womb, when he held me as a baby, when he sat in a lawn chair nursing a beer, watching me play in the driveway with my Hot Wheels—but tonight was the first time I really listened. The first time I remembered it.

			“Boys, they were. The lot of them. Not much older than you the day they were hung,” he began.

			I knew he was talking about the Nellie O’Neills. Men executed in the middle of our town was horrifying enough, but the thought of a bunch of first-graders swinging in the wind was too much to handle.

			“They were six years old?” I squeaked.

			He noticed my distress and gave my hand a reassuring pat.

			“I’m sorry, Danny. At my age, a twenty-two-year-old seems like a child. They were young men. Very young men.”

			“Like Rafe?”

			“Like Rafe.”

			He took a drink from his cup and continued.

			“So there they were. Standing hunched and damp on the gallows in a drizzling rain, their wrists in manacles, gazing out at the shifting black sea of umbrellas shielding the spectators come to see their deaths. Decent folk, the newspapers called the onlookers, the kind who said their prayers and pinched their pennies and turned a blind eye to the sufferings of anyone not exactly like themselves.

			“Nearly two hundred of these leading citizens dressed in their appropriately somber finery were packed inside the prison courtyard along with dozens of reporters and the families of the condemned, while outside the walls, a crowd of several thousand gathered in a shabby, sodden bovine mass of morbid curiosity and dumb bloodlust.”

			“What’s bovine?” I interrupted him.

			“They were like cows.”

			“What’s sodden?”

			“They were like wet cows.”

			He sighed.

			“Listen, son, I’m not going to talk down to you and use baby words, but you can’t keep breaking in on a man when he’s telling a story.”

			I nodded and vowed not to ask any more questions. I’d make a mental list and look up the words tomorrow in the dictionary at school.

			“This happened almost a hundred forty years ago. The government had abolished public executions, but private ones were still allowed. Bankers, merchants, lawyers, politicians, and businessmen of every stripe along with their wives and daughters were there by invitation only holding tickets that everyone had tried to get. They were a pretty pale blue in color and adorned with a small gold seal and the signature of Walker T. Dawes, the man himself.”

			Everyone knew Walker Dawes. He owned all the mines and lived on a mountain outside of town in a mansion covered in windows that glittered on sunny days like the earth had been slashed open revealing crystal underneath instead of more black coal.

			I wasn’t sure how he could’ve been alive back when the Nellies were around and still be alive today. I chalked it up to the superhuman longevity of fairy-tale villains and comic book evil geniuses.

			“Hanging was the cruelest way to kill someone. Too many things could go wrong. It wasn’t like a firing squad, where the victim could take comfort in the certainty that at least one of the bullets would prove instantly fatal, or even the guillotine, where his fate wouldn’t rest on the competence of a rope knotted by the unsure hands of men but in the dependable precision of a blade.

			“If the Nellies were lucky, they’d been told, their necks would break and they’d lose consciousness and wouldn’t be present for their own deaths. If they were especially lucky, they’d die of shock the moment the trap door fell open and they wouldn’t have to endure even that much. But if they weren’t so lucky they would be slowly strangled while their hearts continued to beat and their heads continued to know, and luck was something they’d been short on lately.”

			He stopped suddenly. My heart was racing and I was hanging on his every word. No one told these kinds of stories to little kids except for bigger kids and the ones around here were too dumb to make up anything this good.

			“You know why they were being hung?” Tommy asked me.

			This was long before I’d read about the Nellie O’Neills in history books, before I’d visit their museum in Nora Daley’s attic, before their alleged ghosts would star in paranormal reality TV shows, but it was impossible to live in Lost Creek and not know something about them even as a young child. The town was full of their descendants, and the gallows where they had perished were still standing next to the little brick jail where they had spent their final days. I’d never been inside the prison courtyard, but the crossbars could be seen rising ominously over the crumbling stone wall, their shape and meaning not exactly clear to me, yet they filled me with a sick dread nonetheless. Like the first time I saw my mother standing by the kitchen sink, her eyes as empty as those of a corpse, softly, methodically stabbing holes in a raw chuck roast with a screwdriver, I knew I should be afraid but I didn’t know why.

			“They murdered someone,” I answered him.

			“They murdered two someones,” he corrected me. “Two of their bosses. And they cut off a man’s ear and cut out the tongue of a priest and were also responsible for a lot of random head bashing.”

			“Why did they do all that?”

			“Back then the conditions in the mines were horrible. Beyond imagining.”

			A clammy invisible hand began tickling the base of my spine then traveled to the back of my neck where it grabbed hold and slowly began to choke the air out of me. The mines frightened me much more than a gallows ever could. I was claustrophobic and afraid of the dark, and the thought of toiling in cramped tunnels deep inside the earth gave me violent nightmares. I had never told Tommy what my dreams were about because I was ashamed, but I used to share them with my mom. She tried to comfort me by telling me I wouldn’t have to work in the mines because I was smart and smart people could go to college and get good jobs. I clung to this assurance, but at the same time it didn’t make complete sense to me. Tommy was smart and he had worked in the mines his entire life.

			“The Nellies were a group of miners who tried to get conditions in the mines changed, but they were pitted against one of the richest and most powerful men in the country who didn’t want anything changed. They tried peaceful methods at first, but things turned violent on both sides. Some people say the Nellies were right to act the way they did. Others say they were wrong. Some say they were saints, the American labor movement’s first martyrs. Others say they were thugs, unpatriotic union organizers who turned to murder to further their cause.”

			“Who’s right? Were the Nellies good guys or bad guys?”

			Tommy shrugged.

			“One man’s hero is another man’s terrorist. You’ll have to make that decision for yourself someday when you’re older.”

			“But they killed somebody. They had to pay for their crimes,” I pointed out.

			His blue eyes flashed the way they always did when he had a secret, their youthful sparkle as happily unexpected in the crags of his face as finding something shiny on the side of an old dirt road.

			“Yes, but not all of them were killers. Ten men were executed. Only two were guilty.”

			“How could that happen?”

			“Walker Dawes controlled everything. The police, the courts, the press, some say even the governor. He could do whatever he wanted and no one could stop him. By killing all those men without even proving that they were guilty, he showed everyone how much power he had and made sure no one would ever stand up to him again.

			“James ‘Prosperity’ McNab, Peter Tully, Kenny Kelly, and Henry ‘Footloose’ McAnulty were the first to go that day. Does the name McNab sound familiar to you?”

			I didn’t answer fast enough.

			“It’s my name,” Tommy went on. “He was my grandfather. Do you know what that means? He was your great-great-grandfather. Do you know what that means?”

			He glanced in the direction of the living room. I knew what this meant. Fiona was Prosperity McNab’s wife.

			This was too much for me to absorb all at once. Tommy seemed to sense this and plunged on with his story rather than give me time to start asking the dozens of questions that were forming in my head.

			“They wore black suits, and they carried crucifixes. Peter Tully, who was the youngest, only nineteen, also carried a lace handkerchief his mother had made for him and given him the night before when she came to say good-bye.

			“They knelt and Father Daley read the prayers for the dying over the sobbing of the mothers, while the fathers worried their hats in their dirty hands and let their bewildered stares wander anywhere but to the gallows. The priest placed his hand on their bowed heads, blessing and absolving them, and ordered them to rise. They kept praying while the ropes were placed around their necks and the hoods were pulled down over their faces, and they were still praying when the floor dropped open. People said their lips could be seen moving beneath the hoods.

			“My grandfather was still alive when they cut him down. This fact on its own was nothing astounding. Of the ten they hung that day, four were fortunate enough to have their necks broken after the drop was sprung. The other six were left swinging, their chained wrists jerking up and down and their bound feet kicking, while the ropes slowly choked the life out of them.

			“Prosperity’s heart was still beating after twenty minutes, the longest of any of them. When they laid his body on the wet ground and the sheriff took off his hood, they say his eyes bulged and his tongue stuck out of his mouth much to the terror of the superstitious Irishmen crowded around him. Some said his swollen lips moved as if he were trying to speak. Some claimed he did speak. Some heard him say, “Fi,” some heard “vengeance,” a word in English he probably didn’t know. Regardless of what he said or if he spoke at all, the legend of a not-­entirely-dead Prosperity McNab was born.

			“Fiona was there that day and she made their son, Jack, come along, too. Everyone told her not to bring him because he was so young, but she insisted he must know the truth in all its ugliness. He must see the murder of his father so he would never forget it.”

			“How old was he?” I asked.

			“Now,” Tommy answered, shaking a finger at me. “He was your age and already a breaker boy. Just a few months earlier Prosperity had taken him to the breaker room for the first time and sat him down among thirty other filthy lads silently separating coal from the slate that flowed past them in a black stream down a chute. How it must have broke his heart to do that to his little boy. He knew never a laugh or a smile or a single word would ever pass between them as they picked away their little lives, hunched over until their spines began to curve and their fingers began to look like the claws of a crow. They never had a chance to go to school or know anything of the world. They had no games. They never played. When their workday was over, they were too tired for that. Their bodies and minds were acquainted with nothing except the difference between slate and coal.”

			I glanced away from Tommy, trying to come to grips with this latest revelation. Jack and I were the same age and more than that we’d both lost parents. My mom was still alive, but it didn’t matter much since she was locked up. Some days I’d tell myself I wouldn’t know the difference if she was dead or not, but I knew this wasn’t true, because if she was dead, I wouldn’t have to worry about her all the time. My pain would be smooth and easy to hold, having been polished by the finality of irreparable loss, not surrounded by the jagged edges of possibilities.

			“After they cut down Prosperity,” Tommy went on, “Fiona turned and walked toward a group of men in top hats and velvet-trimmed black coats standing off to one side behind the gallows. She walked up to one man in particular who wore a small white rose in his buttonhole and a single ruby stud in his shirtfront and stared him directly in the face.”

			“Walker Dawes,” I whispered.

			“What she was doing would have been unthinkable to most of the people there, but it was a day already filled with the unthinkable and Fiona was a woman who thrived on such situations.

			“She pushed little Jack forward. He was terrified and sick to his stomach but he went. He craned his neck back and took in the tall, dark figure that loomed above him and regarded him without pity, kindness, or even the instinctual affection adults usually feel for children. He would tell me many years later that on the day he watched his father hang, Walker Dawes looked at him with amusement.”

			“You talked to Jack?” I asked him, confused and a little excited by the idea.

			He reached across the table and ruffled my hair.

			“He didn’t stay a little boy forever. He grew up. Jack McNab was my father.”

			“Did he try to get revenge?”

			“No. Nothing like that. On the contrary, he worked for Lost Creek Coal for the rest of his life. It was Fiona who never stopped talking about revenge. According to her, Prosperity never killed anyone or committed any crime as crime was known to be in this country or any other. She saw it only one way from beginning to end: her husband had stood up to Walker Dawes and for that he was murdered. The mortal sin and legal iniquity aside, she was not the type of woman who allowed others to mess with her own.

			“Most people eventually came to regard her threats as the ravings of a deranged old woman, but some bought into the story that she had turned to the Devil to get what she wanted and had become a powerful witch.”

			“Was she? Was she a witch?”

			“Truth be told, the only black art she ever practiced was the burning of the pot roast every Sunday, yet I trusted her predictions. I was certain injustice would be avenged. But not because I believed in curses or kismet.”

			“What did you believe in?”

			“For the longest time I wasn’t sure. I couldn’t put a name to it. It was just a feeling I had that our family would get back a little of our own someday. But now I know.”

			He stood up from the table and walked out the kitchen door onto his back stoop. It was a warm night in late September with just a tinge of autumn chill in the air. I joined him and followed his gaze past the roofs of the row homes to the worn-down mountains crouched on the horizon. Soon they’d be a riot of color when the leaves changed. Tonight, bathed in the glow of a full moon, they were the deep dark purple of a fresh bruise.

			It was an amazing story, terrible and wonderful at the same time, like my mother’s love, like these precious, poisoned hills that were the source of our survival and our ruin. I didn’t want it to end.

			“What, Tommy?” I asked again. “What do you believe in?”

			He didn’t look down at me but said to the sky, “I believe in you, Danny.”

		

	
			
			one

			
					[image: ]
				

			I WATCH THE CORRECTIONS OFFICER with his back to us standing outside the Plexiglas-encased interview room. The fingers on his right hand hanging next to his pepper spray occasionally flex the same way a dog’s paws twitch while he dreams of chasing a rabbit. I wonder if he’s asleep.

			Over the years I’ve come in contact with a countless number of men in law enforcement, a phenomenon that began when my mother was first incarcerated. I’ve developed great respect for some, but most have proven to be variations on a theme, adult versions of the boys who tortured me when I was a child, with the same no-neck bulldog compression of head to torso, the same tightly wired yet somehow easy manner that would enable them to crack open a few skulls then go home and eat a bologna sandwich.

			“You seem distracted,” Carson Shupe says. “Thinking about your trip?”

			I pull my attention away from the guard and focus on the convicted killer of four young boys sitting across the table from me.

			“How are you feeling?” I ask him.

			“I’m fine. I’m good.”

			He looks at me with his strangely jaundiced brown eyes, the color of watery beef broth, and as usual I don’t find anything there except normalcy. Despite what he’s done, this has always been a relief to me because it confirms my faith in the mentally ill. They are rarely violent. On the contrary, the desire to harm others is deeply rooted in the psyche of the sane. We’re all capable of killing someone, although everyone isn’t capable of killing just anyone.

			Carson unclasps his fingers and tries to spread out his hands and raise them in a sign of acceptance, but his restraints shackled to a bolt in the metal tabletop keep him from doing this.

			I glimpse his mutilated fingertips, shiny and pink with smooth scar tissue. Since he was a child, long before he began his career of unspeakable crimes, he’s been obsessed with removing his fingerprints. He’s tried rubbing them off with sandpaper, coating them with Krazy Glue and peeling them off, slicing them off with a razor. Even here in a ­maximum-security prison he’s been able to get hold of matches and lighters and burn them off. The few times he’s been in solitary, he’s gnawed his fingers with his own teeth. His compulsion has nothing to do with a desire to conceal his identity, but originated from a wish to erase the one thing about him that made him unique from others. Carson has always desperately wanted to be like everyone else.

			“Are you coming?” he asks me in a casual, pleasant tone, as if he is inviting me to dine with him instead of watch him die.

			“Do you want me to?”

			He shrugs.

			“It would be nice to have a friend there.”

			My mind wanders back to my childhood again at the mention of the word “friend” and my complete lack of one. In all fairness to the boys who bullied me, they couldn’t help themselves. My very existence practically begged for it. I was tall, spider-limbed skinny, skittish, bookish, pale, with a shock of almost black hair and equally dark eyes smudged with purple exhaustion that gave my face an otherworldly appearance.

			Kids who called me anything called me the Ghost. I liked to think the nickname was meant as a compliment to my athletic prowess, referring to my ability to disappear on a cross-country course as much as my pallor, but I knew this wasn’t the case. I was spooky. I had murder in my present and my past and someday in my future I’d choose to make the study of it my profession.

			“I’ll do my best,” I tell him, “but I can’t promise. I don’t know how long I’ll be gone.”

			“This sick grandfather you’re going to take care of . . . Is he the one who watched his father hang?”

			“It was his father who watched his father hang.”

			“I guess a lethal injection is better than hanging. Anything is better than drowning,” he adds when I don’t comment.

			I know where this observation comes from. He found his mother passed out drunk in the bathtub when he was ten years old. This fact alone didn’t traumatize him nearly as much as his own decision not to try and help her. He walked down the stairs of their apartment building, out into the moist Miami sunshine, and took a bus to the nearest public beach, where he sat in the searing sand and watched the hypnotic ebb and flow of a much larger body of water bringing dead fish to shore.

			He pictured his mother as he had left her and was amazed by her resemblance to them: her mouth dangling open and her skimpy sequined cocktail dress clinging wetly to her skin, giving her the same opalescent sheen as their scales. He knew when he returned he might find her in the kitchen, raw and shaky, wrapped in a faded, tattered aqua bath towel making a Bloody Mary; or he might find her submerged in the bath­water glassy-eyed and bloated like the fish. Either way he had made the conscious decision to no longer interfere. Leaving her alone in the tub had been his participation in the act of natural selection. Since then he’s become almost obsessed with the concept and convinced that it doesn’t work.

			His thoughts continue down their expected path.

			“Have you had any luck contacting my mother?” he asks me.

			“I’m afraid not.”

			“There has to be an address where her publisher sends all those royalty checks.”

			“Apparently the money is electronically transferred to a bank account in her name, but she’s no longer at her last known physical address.”

			He presses his fingertips together and begins to flex the digits like a bellows.

			“Do you want her to be there?” I ask.

			“No. If she’s there she’ll embarrass me.”

			“Then why is it so important that I find her?”

			“I want her to know. That’s all. I want her to be reminded.”

			It’s a difficult question for me to ask but one I feel I must for both of us.

			“Do you blame her?”

			His lips twitch slightly while he considers my question, pursing and relaxing as though he’s contemplating blowing a smoke ring. He’s a calm, quiet man, intelligent, personable, compact, fastidious about his appearance and almost prim in his outlook on life; the kind of man the neighbors will defend on the six o’clock news even after the facts begin to come to light.

			A pained expression passes over his face and he leans toward me across the table. His eyes darken and he lowers his voice to a lewd whisper that makes the hairs stand up on the back of my neck.

			“Everything bad that happens in this world is the fault of someone’s mother,” he says.

			“Time’s up, Doc,” the guard announces, entering the room along with an almost identical version of himself. “He’s gotta go.”

			I stand and so does Carson, who waits patiently while they unfasten his handcuffs from the table and his ankle chains from the floor. His lips begin their nervous puckering again. Perspiring scalp glimmers beneath the thinning hair on top of a head that looks too heavy for the thin neck straining forward from a pair of soft, hunched shoulders in a flesh-colored prison jumpsuit he somehow remarkably manages to keep spotless and wrinkle-free. Beneath the harsh glare of the fluorescent overhead light, he casts the pitiable shadow of a turtle outside his shell.

			I stop in front of him. He bobs his head toward me. Before the guard intervenes and jerks him backward he’s able to blow on my shoulder.

			“Lint,” he says.

			“Thank you,” I reply, brushing at the sleeve of my navy Ralph Lauren suit jacket, originally worn years ago during my first appearance on Larry King Live at the height of the Wishbone Killer trial. It’s since been relegated to prison visits and weddings of people I barely know.

			“You’re the only one out there who doesn’t think I’m crazy,” he adds. “I appreciate that.”

			One of the guards glances in my direction with a smirk on his face.

			I realize this is a seemingly bizarre comment considering my testimony at his trial and ongoing expert insistence that this man is in complete control of his mental faculties is leading directly to his death.

			His lawyers mounted a vigorous insanity defense, but his heart was never in it. If they had been able to successfully convince a jury he was out of his mind, he would have been allowed to remain alive in a secured psychiatric facility, but it was obvious to me he’d rather die than have his sanity doubted.

			I know why he feels this way. I have a crazy mother, too.

			One of the officers escorts Carson back to his cell. The other walks me out.

			I watch Carson go and I’m hit with a wave of loneliness. I admit I’ve come to depend on him. I find it easier to talk to him than to anyone else I know, and his suggestions for dealing with my problems have proven to be remarkably insightful. Still, I’m not sure I could ever be comfortable having a serial killer for a life coach.

			“You coming for the big day?” the guard at my side asks me.

			I glance at his name tag: Pulanski. I remember him. The last time I was here he wanted my opinion on the legitimacy of type 2 bipolar syndrome. His wife had suddenly become afflicted with it in the middle of their divorce and was using it as the reason she couldn’t hold down a job and required substantial spousal support. He wanted to know if it was similar to type 2 diabetes and would go away if she lost weight.

			“I don’t know,” I answer him.

			“You ever seen one?”

			“An execution? No.”

			“You ever been responsible for one before?”

			“If you mean is this the first case I’ve worked on where someone has been sentenced to death and exhausted his appeals, the answer is yes,” I reply. “But I’m not responsible.”

			“The guys say you’re gonna write another book. That’s why you’ve been spending so much time with Shupe.”

			“I have no plans to write a book about him. His mother already did that.”

			“Yeah, I know. Did you read it?”

			“Yes.”

			“What was it she called you?”

			His eyes dart in my direction. I can tell by the barely suppressed mirth in the look he gives me that he knows exactly what she called me; he just wants to hear me say it out loud.

			“A pedantic buffoon and a spotlight-grabbing windbag.”

			His face splits into a broad grin before immediately returning to the humorless blank mask required by his profession.

			“I’ve never met the woman,” I tell him. “I’ve never spoken to her. And I’m sure she doesn’t know what any of those words mean. Of course, she had a ghostwriter.”

			“Maybe the ghostwriter’s an ex of yours?”

			I smile but it’s merely a nervous tic. He’s making fun of me. My means of dealing with abuse has never evolved from childhood. Whether verbal or physical, my instinct has always been to run.

			Carson assures me this is a perfectly healthy response and probably one of the reasons why I’ve survived so nicely, but it’s not appropriate in every situation. I can’t very well take off sprinting down the sterile prison corridor, my jacket flapping behind me, the hard soles of my shoes making rat-a-tat echoes, inmates pressed against bars whooping and cheering on my flight.

			We pass through a security checkpoint. The moment I see my iPad, my BlackBerry, my neatly folded burgundy cashmere scarf, the shiny gold of my special credentials provided by the Philadelphia County District Attorney’s Office, and a hardcover copy of my latest book with my name, Dr. Sheridan Doyle, finally larger than the print of the title sitting safely inside my briefcase, my panic diffuses.

			I used to try to get people to use my full name instead of Danny, not out of any love for the former or dislike for the latter, but as a way to be taken more seriously and to distance myself from my past. But after years of listening to comments about me being named after a Sheraton Inn (i.e., “Ho-ho, is that where you were conceived?”), I finally abandoned the project.

			Outside a January gust of swirling snow hits me in the face. My car is already packed with my laptop, clothing, toiletries, running gear, and a garment bag with several suits and jackets. There will be no call for the suits, but I always like to have a few with me no matter where I go.

			When the doctor called to tell me that Tommy was being released after having been hospitalized with pneumonia, the conversation felt like a slap in the face. I never knew about his illness. I’d never considered the possibility that my grandfather could die. He may be in his nineties, but he’s still as strong as an ox, and if his health ever began to finally fail him, I’ve always been confident his stubbornness would continue to keep him alive. His father and grandfather both died young under tragic circumstances, and I’ve often thought much of his longevity has been due to his unflagging belief that Death owes him.

			I still need to swing by my office to pick up some case files and have a final meeting with my secretary, Max.

			I’ve already locked up my apartment. It’s a spacious two-bedroom with only a few pieces of carefully selected furniture and even fewer personal items. I like to think my style of decorating is a study in tasteful minimalism, but not everyone sees it this way. My cleaning woman calls my apartment the Tomb.

			I’ve lived in Philadelphia for over twenty years, beginning when I came here to attend Penn, and with the exception of doing my graduate work at Yale, I’ve never resided anywhere else. I’m not sure why. I don’t have any great loyalty or attachment to this particular city, but I do like my neighborhood. It’s upscale and trendy but not too much of either. Gentrified brownstones are interspersed with gastropubs and tiny overpriced boutiques where no more than two customers can enter at a time to browse through one rack of clothing while being snubbed by a texting salesgirl. But there’s also a seedy bodega on the corner that gets robbed weekly and a tattoo parlor across the street from me catering to pierced, shaggy-haired women I’d never approach but love to watch who come and go in a stream of tight leather, ripped jeans, and unapologetic cleavage.

			As a forensic psychologist, I do most of my work on the road, conducting clinical interviews and psychological testing in prisons, mental hospitals, and the offices of prosecutors and defense attorneys. I also spend a fair amount of time in court and in TV studios, sitting on small uncomfortable sofas in faux living rooms with thickly made-up talking heads clutching huge mugs of coffee asking me to provide commentary on cases that they never bothered to research.

			I could easily dispense with having my own physical office, but I like being able to say I have one. Years ago when I first hired Max I believed I didn’t need a secretary either, but again, I wanted to be able to say I had one.

			The first time I met him he was a woman named Stacy in her midthirties, doped up in a hospital bed, her face purple and swollen beyond recognition, arm fractured in two places, three broken ribs, having just been told by the detective who took her statement that there was a strong possibility charges would be filed against her for the death of her lesbian live-in girlfriend who she had just killed claiming self-defense by stabbing her in the neck with a pair of scissors.

			When I told her I was a psychologist, she picked up a pen the cop had left behind and wrote “fuck you” on the back of her hand, which she held up to me in a fist.

			After she regained the use of her jaw, I interviewed her once. If it was possible, she looked even worse than she did after being beaten. She was a frail, jittery mess of bony limbs, stringy striped blond and black hair, dull eyes sunk into deep pools of shadow, and cracked lips clamped on a succession of cigarettes she wasn’t allowed to light. Her case didn’t go to trial. She wasn’t charged. I had forgotten all about her by the time she contacted me almost eight years later.

			I agreed to meet her for coffee and was stunned by her transformation. A well-spoken, smartly dressed, egg-shaped man with the stare and calm implacability of an owl greeted me. His entire appearance reminded me of the bird: short spiky reddish-brown hair, large round-framed glasses, a fitted velveteen jacket swirled in shades of gray paisley. He wore a bracelet of glass beads and feathers.

			He explained that back when he was a she after her near brush with death and even closer brush with love gone bad, she did what many women do in these situations who don’t turn to God: she turned to carbohydrates.

			He then produced a picture of an extremely large woman. He explained that this had been him. She had lost sixty pounds. He still had forty to go.

			He then went on to tell me that what had finally made him turn his life around, to not only quit all addictive behaviors, but go back to school and get a degree and also change his sex, was a quote he had read in one of my books.

			I was more than a little surprised. I don’t write self-help books or anything remotely inspirational or motivational. I write about killers.

			“‘What lies in our power to do, lies in our power not to do,’” he recited to me over a skim milk latte. “That includes accepting our gender,” he added.

			I told him the quote was from Aristotle, not me.

			He said he didn’t care; I was the next best thing.

			Today he looks like a different kind of bird. With his hair shellacked in the center of his head like a crest, his eyes outlined in black, and wearing a satiny azure pantsuit, he’s the personification of a blue jay.

			We make small talk then settle down to business. He perches on the corner of my desk and opens a red suede day planner with LIFE written across it in tiny crystals.

			“We could’ve had this conversation over the phone,” he tells me.

			“I know.”

			“You wanted to say good-bye to your office.”

			I look around me. Unlike my home, my office reveals more of a personality, although it’s not truly mine and it’s not even entirely reflective of the personality I’ve adopted since leaving my hometown and making my way in the world.

			The walls are pale blue, the color chosen because it made an ideal background for my two Velázquez drawings and the Seurat, and the two charcoal studies of avenging angels mimicking the style of Michelangelo, as well as my diplomas and framed photographs of me posing with Larry King; Nancy Grace; Matt Lauer; Governor Corbett; the Wishbone Killer; Liza Minnelli; Johnnie Cochran; the Scranton Bomber, Senator Casey; Kelly Ripa; a half dozen feathery, bedazzled showgirls (conference in Las Vegas); Siegfried and Roy (same conference); Jane Fonda; Dr. Phil; Dr. Drew; Dr. Ruth; Dr. Oz; Dr. Sussmann (my internist); and Earth, Wind & Fire.

			The sofa and my chair are upholstered in warm rust. My desk is a reproduction of an eighteenth-century, severely male monstrosity but scaled down enough to get through the office door. A china figurine of a collie is displayed prominently next to my banker’s lamp, a reminder of the dog I never had.

			There’s a quiet flamboyance in the decoration of the room that gives the people who come here something to think about if they find it necessary to think about me at all.

			“What a strange thing to say.”

			He raises his eyebrows at me.

			“You haven’t heard yourself talking these last few days. You sound like you’re going off to war.”

			“It is hostile territory.”

			He lets the subject go. We know just enough about each other’s personal lives to realize we don’t want to know anything else.

			“Make sure you get in touch with your publicist,” he begins. “She wants to go over some details of your upcoming book tour and begin lining up interviews. Also give your editor a call to tell her how much you like the cover.”

			“I’m not sure I do.”

			“It doesn’t matter. Say you do. It’s a good author photo of you at least.”

			“I look aloof.”

			“You are aloof. We finally have a shoot date for the episode of Blood, Lies & Alibis. You’ve also been asked to be a commentator on an episode of Deadly Affairs. A stripper who had her boyfriend kill her husband then had another boyfriend kill the first boyfriend. They want an expert to explain that she wasn’t a sociopath, just someone who craved constant attention and wasn’t able to solve her own problems.”

			“You’ve just described everyone on Facebook,” I say.

			“And you’ve been asked to do an episode of Women Who Kill.” He pauses. “But I went ahead and passed on that one.”

			I nod. Another subject we don’t need to get into.

			“You have three active cases right now. The personal-history notes, test results, copies of the police statements, et cetera, are all here.”

			He pats a stack of folders sitting next to him on the desk.

			“I’ve emailed you dockets, dates . . .”

			He waves his hand in the air signifying more “et cetera.”

			“I’ve gone through your website email and there were a few requests from students I’ve forwarded on to you. As always I’ve taken care of the women and the crazies.

			He snaps the planner shut and stands up, signifying it’s time for me to go. He’s right about me not needing to see him in person. We could’ve had this conversation over the phone.

			“Are you going to be okay?” he asks me.

			“Of course I’m going to be okay.”

			“You need a girlfriend.”

			“No one needs a girlfriend.”

			“You need a friend.”

			“I have friends.”

			“Friends you actually see.”

			“My friends aren’t imaginary.”

			“That’s not what I mean. How about a pet?”

			“I have Sal.”

			“He’s your tailor.”

			He helps me into my overcoat. The thought behind the gesture is feminine, but the forceful way he shoves the garment onto my shoulders is masculine. This is typical of Max’s androgyny. Meeting him for the first time people are never sure if he’s a woman with no waistline and the hands of a meat packer or a man with a girlish smile and too much love of texture.

			“I’m fine,” I tell him.

			He takes a moment to scribble on the back of his hand with a washable marker like he did during our first meeting. It’s a private joke between us and something he always does whenever I travel.

			He holds up his fist.

			For the first time since we’ve begun this tradition the words startle me. They’re no longer a jest but advice from someone who has stumbled upon the fact that my deepest fear and deepest desire are the same.

			COME BACK is written there.

			I PROBABLY SHOULD HAVE rented an SUV. The roads can be treacherous this time of year, but I couldn’t bear the thought of making the four-hour drive in anything less than the glove-leather comfort and sealed silence of my Jag.

			I leave the wind and snow behind me. The interstate is clear of ice and for a little while, a heatless sun manages to shine through the clouds. As I approach the humped, shrugging shoulders of the rolling mountains from my boyhood, they prove to be strangely comforting, the lines of stripped trees sprouting from the pale earth reminding me of an old man’s stubble.

			It’s not until I leave the main roads and take the unmarked turn off Route 56 between Hellersburg and Coulter that the uneasiness starts to get the better of me. I speed past the scattered roadside knots of run-down homes with porches draped in Steelers black and gold and enter country so suffocating in its silent grimness, I immediately long for any sign of mankind, even the shuttered King Kone.

			The trees press too closely against the crumbling shoulders of old blacktop. The light seems to shrink. The hills crowd uncomfortably near. Even knowing the thought is nonsense, I wish they would take a few steps back.

			A little farther along and the forest begins to thin, then drops away into hillside farms in varying degrees of decay. Some with all their buildings standing. Others with only a house and the skeleton of a red-blistered barn. Still others are nothing but a weed-filled cellar or a lone chimney with snarls of fallen barbed wire lying about.

			After a sharp deadly bend marked with a cluster of small plastic crosses and artificial flowers, a collection of houses can be seen at the end of a coiled, shedding snake of a road. The usual words used to describe towns situated at the bottom of valleys—huddled, nestled, snuggled, cradled—don’t seem to apply. This one looks like it’s been spit there.

			It used to be a well-tended place back when the mines were still operating. At one time it was home to two thousand people; now only a little over two hundred reside here, not even enough to fill a single cell block in the prison I just left.

			The houses sag and need paint. Broken windows are stuffed with rags and driveways are blocked with disabled cars on cinder blocks. Yards are filled with every kind of junk imaginable, from discarded washing machines and bent bicycle frames to old mattresses and green Hefty garbage bags bursting with beer cans. Behind it all sit the watchful hills with a huge gaping wound of strip mining slashed across them. Some colossal earth-moving equipment is still parked there even though it’s been silent for years, a constant reminder that even the biggest machines can be bested.

			The history of the entire region summed up in a glance: Man ruins Nature; Nature ruins Man.

			I begin my descent down the hill toward a town whose infamy makes the cheerful greeting of a welcome sign unnecessary and somehow cruel. The relief a visitor feels once he leaves is how he knows he’s just been to Lost Creek.
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			TOMMY’S NOT HOME WHEN I arrive. I’m not surprised. When I told him I was coming he began ranting about how he was going to have his doctor’s medical license revoked for violating his patient confidentiality, how he was stronger and healthier than I could ever hope to be, and how the crime-ridden, godforsaken city of Philadelphia with its pedophiles, pickpockets, and pathetic excuse for a football team needed me much more than he did, but I expected his bluster.

			Twelve years have passed since I last set foot in my hometown. Once my mom began her revolving-door lifestyle with various mental health care facilities in the region before ending up at White Hospital, I stopped making my yearly Christmas visits. It wasn’t a difficult sacrifice. Holidays had never been pleasant occasions for us. For most families they’re a time to celebrate what they have; for us they’ve always been reminders of what we’ve lost.

			I still saw Tommy from time to time when I’d visit Mom. Wherever she happened to be, he’d meet me there and we’d have a meal afterward that he called dinner and I called a late lunch. The get-togethers never went well, though, and now standing on his front porch I realize I made a mistake trying to separate him from this place.

			I push open his door, never expecting for one moment that it could be locked.

			The curtains are drawn. I turn on all the lights in the small front room bursting with books. The bits of wall not taken up with shelves are covered with travel posters of Ireland and amateurish paintings of rural Irish life where every man is pink-faced and clad in some shade of green and every woman smiles beatifically at one of the multitude of children clinging to her skirts.

			In the midst of all this serene Celtic lushness, the only representation of Irish life in America that Tommy has seen fit to display is a framed photo of one of the memorial services held for the Nellies each year on the date of their execution. A group of men wearing white pillowcases over their heads with heavy nooses tied around their necks stand silently in front of the gallows. Their bound hands hold flickering candles.

			I purposely keep my back to Fiona, choosing instead to greet Tommy’s prized flea-bitten mounted deer head first. His antlers are strewn with ball caps, random pieces of string and wire, the set of house keys Tommy never uses, a Terrible Towel, and a string of twinkle lights. I stroke his velvety nose the same way I used to as a child, only then I had to stand on the couch to reach him.

			I can feel Fiona watching me, so I give up and turn around. If it’s possible, she’s grown even more fearsome.

			She stares out at me from the heavy wood frame, where she sits stiffly and primly in a straight-backed chair with her hands folded in her lap. Her once long dark curls are pulled severely to the top of her head in a wiry gray knot and her lips are clamped together in a face that’s covered in hairline cracks, as if it’s made of a fine bone china and someone’s tapped it all over with a spoon.

			In my fifth-grade geography class we learned about Aborigines in Australia who wouldn’t let outsiders take their photographs because they were convinced the camera would capture their souls. I was sure my great-great-grandmother Fi believed the opposite, that the camera was a way to preserve her soul and release it long after she was dead on members of an unsuspecting generation who were only trying to relax after school and watch reruns of Gilligan’s Island.

			I never came right out and told Tommy I was afraid of her photograph, but one day I did get up the nerve to ask him if pictures could be haunted. I should have known better.

			Of course they can, he said.

			I set down my bags and head to the kitchen. It’s an extension of the front room; the only sign one has become the other is the difference in flooring and smell. The brownish-orangey carpet gives way to pinkish-gray linoleum and the scent of musty cushions and Bengay becomes the stench of cooking grease and burnt stuff.

			The table is covered with one of the many cloths my mom used to embroider during her manic phases. This one she completed when she was hugely pregnant with Molly not long before she went to prison. I remember her sitting on the couch with the material draped over what used to be a lap I could sit on, but what had become a monstrous growth she insisted was a baby, while I was convinced it was the biggest kick ball from school that had recently gone mysteriously missing. Her fingers darted above and below the circle of fabric pulled taut in its frame, making small pings like sprinkles of birdseed bouncing off a drum.

			Her skill was impressive, but to me it was also frightening. Like everything my mom did, I knew the calm of her competence was only a prelude to a crushing fall or an explosive launch, neither of which could be controlled by anyone, least of all her. Were the stitches going to eventually slow into a week she’d spend curled up in bed staring at a wall too depressed to even wipe the drool from her chin? Or were they going to quicken into a whirlwind of activity and jabbering explanations that I’d helplessly endure until the inevitable crash into full-blown hysteria and danger?

			I run my fingers over the top of the faded blue fabric. It used to be a vivid turquoise edged with smiling suns, smirking stars, laughing clouds, winking moons, and dancing rainbows. I loved it but fought the love I felt. I had to find something wrong with it and I did. It wasn’t the human qualities she gave to the celestial bodies that bothered me, but the fact that she mixed day and night.

			The guilt comes rushing at me, and I don’t try to get out of the way. I’ve become adept over the years at keeping it at bay for long stretches of time. It used to lap at me constantly like the tiny whitecaps that whispered around my ankles after a speedboat went by while I waded in the reservoir swimming area holding my mommy’s hand. Now I save it up and let it knock me down all at once like a tsunami.

			All the times I didn’t visit her in prison. All the times I haven’t visited her since. My inability to forgive her even though I know none of it was her fault. My inability to help her then and help her now.

			As always my guilt can’t be separated from my bitterness and it comes pouring over me as well.

			What about the times I did visit her in prison? How many little kids could handle that? And the times I have visited her since despite the inconvenience to my personal life and my career and the toll it takes on me emotionally? What about my ability to forgive her enough to have a relationship with her at all? My ability to keep her in first-rate homes and hospitals while others in her situation are left to rot in appalling institutions or abandoned to the streets?

			The battering ceases. The waves subside. My black thoughts slip from shore back into the depths of my psyche where they will wait gathering their strength again.

			Once again, bitterness trumped guilt. I wearied a long time ago asking why her? But it seems I will never be able to let go of why me?

			I look at the tabletop again and notice a bag of Wise potato chips and a bottle of Jameson whiskey sitting in the middle of it, Tommy’s idea of lunch. He’s never been what I’d call a healthy eater, but his diet used to be a little better when he also had to occasionally feed me. At this juncture in his life he subsists entirely on alcohol, salty snack food, and charred animal flesh. I suppose I have no right to criticize. He’s lived to be ninety-six. I should probably urge him to start his own fitness empire. We could call it Swill and Grill Your Way to a Better You.

			Nothing has changed since the last time I was here. Nothing has changed since I was a boy. This failure to evolve is one of the things that used to drive me crazy about Lost Creek and its inhabitants, a betrayed, conquered people enslaved by the notion the jobs may come back; a company town without a company.

			I walk to the back door and look out at the identical rooftops spilling down the hill. I couldn’t understand why people didn’t move where the jobs were. What was the appeal of this crappy little town? Or if they were determined to stay, why not try and make it better? And one of the ways to do this would be to encourage people to be smart instead of beating them up for it.

			My eyes begin to search out the roof of my father’s house and I pull them away, dropping my gaze to the floor where I find a collection of Tommy’s footwear sitting on a mat: mud-caked work boots, ratty old-man slippers, and a pair of rubber wellies. The contrast between them and the toes of my own glossy mahogany Louis Vuitton loafers temporarily immobilizes me.

			My earliest memories of my father are of his feet. Not flesh over bones, or cracked yellowed toenails, calluses, corns, blisters, bunions, random sproutings of dark wiry hair, or whatever else might have been hidden beneath his work boots, but the leather, steel, and hard rubber soles that he wore every day to do his job.

			I knew every scuff on them, every bit of unraveling stitching. I marveled at how long a pebble could stay stuck in the same piece of tread. They’d walk toward me and come to a stop inches away from my face where it was stuck to the floor with blood or vomit or sometimes just the gummy spills of a kitchen now that Mom was no longer around to clean it. I smelled mud and motor oil and, amazingly, beer. How could even his boots smell like beer?

			“What’d you say to me?” he’d always ask after I hit the ground.

			I took him literally. I’d try with all my might but could never recall what I’d said to upset him. Can I have another piece of bread? I got a star on my math test?

			He’d slowly dig his metal-tipped toe deep into my shrunken belly while I looked up and concentrated on the red, white, and blue enamel of his American-flag belt buckle that I secretly coveted, knowing if he were to read my thoughts he’d kill me.

			He didn’t believe in sharing. I often thought this philosophy was behind his dislike of me. His son was one of his possessions, and I was the boy who lived inside him and was making him be someone my dad didn’t want him to be.

			Thinking about both my parents at the same time would overwhelm me no matter where I was, but doing it here amplifies the pain. The little house suddenly feels claustrophobic. Tommy could be anywhere driving around in his rust-freckled, mint-green Chevy truck, the two of them coughing and sputtering together, looking for someone to annoy or charm depending on how you feel about him. I have no way to find him. He doesn’t have a cell phone. He could be gone for hours.

			I change and go for a run.

			I start off with the lofty intention of at least ten miles, but the day is cold and my muscles aren’t willing after all those hours sitting in a car. A couple miles out of town, I decide to loop back, my purpose for running in the first place having already been served. I don’t do it to stay in shape or clear my head or puff up my ego with my latest PR. I do it because roughly once a day I’m overcome by a fear of being caught.

			When I reach the stone wall surrounding the old jail the same human instinct that makes us all slow down and gape at car wrecks makes me slow to a jog and glance inside the entrance at the cracked walls covered in graffiti, the muddy ice patches, the disintegrating brick jailhouse, and the black specter of the gallows standing in the middle of it all.

			The structure looms, sinister in its simplicity and inexplicable permanence. The platform sits on top of a twelve-foot-high scaffold now black with age. One of the trapdoors dangles open. Two are missing altogether. Most of the steps are rotted through. A perverse bird has built a nest on one of the crossbars and no one has dared to remove it.

			With the advent of ghost town Internet sites and TV shows about the paranormal, the amount of tourists has increased sharply, but I think these particular visitors are often disappointed in what they find.

			Searchers of terror are a type of thrill seeker who crave the excitement of the discovery, the scare, the escape, and Lost Creek offers none of this. The horror here is real but it’s out in the open, in the light, and can’t be left behind once confronted. The gallows are terrifying not because they’re haunted by the dead but because they were conceived by the living.

			The prison and the courtyard are cared for by the long-suffering members of the Nellie O’Neill Society, aka the NONS, a rebel offshoot of the local historical society that has always vigorously asserted the executed miners’ innocence. They conduct guided tours on weekends, maintain a museum in Nora Daley’s attic, provide the hoods and nooses for the annual memorial service along with the baked goods, and have been trying to raise funds for a commemorative statue for as long as I can remember.

			They also employ an unpaid groundskeeper named Parker Hopkins, who works for beer and the sheer joy of riding a tractor mower. This time of year he spends most of his time in Kelly’s Kwik Shop across the road drinking instant hot chocolate laced with peppermint schnapps, lamenting the lack of money in the budget for a snowblower.

			But no one is here in the middle of a cold January weekday.

			I’m about to turn and leave when I notice something lying on the ground near the gallows. I think I know what it is but it can’t be. I have to check it out.

			I have my phone with me and instinctively think of calling Rafe. I have his number but lose my nerve. I don’t know what I’d say after all this time. I dial 911 instead and tell the dispatcher I’ve found a body.
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