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When there’s DARKNESS ALL AROUND . . . some memories are best forgotten


Within the span of one harrowing week, Risa’s alcoholic husband, Sean, disappears, and her best friend, Carol, is brutally murdered. Eleven years later, Risa has seemingly put her life back together again, comforted by the love of her new husband, who is a local politician, and the knowledge that Carol’s killer has been convicted. But then just as suddenly as he had disappeared, Sean resurfaces—sober, plagued by horrific recollections of Carol’s murder, and convinced he was the real killer.


Sean’s startling claim buzzes through their small Pennsylvania community, and Risa is left to wonder if the man she still loves actually committed the grisly murder. Her growing belief in his innocence sends her on a treacherous search for the truth: a search that reveals ugly secrets that her new husband and the town’s law enforcement community are hiding.


Part murder mystery, part love story, Darkness All Around is a gripping exploration of the depths of the criminal mind, the fine line between the truth and a lie, and the bravery of the human heart.









Praise for DOUG MAGEE


“Magee’s book is a tantalizing puzzle that plays with your mind. Killer suspense with twists and turns and surprises until the last piece is in place. Wow. I loved it.” —R. L. Stine


“Magee’s got the writing chops, and he knows how to weave a good story.” —Kirkus Reviews


“Magee proves himself to be a powerful new voice who separates from the pack by paying as much attention to human relationships as he does plot twists.” —Michael Koryta, author of So Cold the River
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As consciousness grew clearer, so memory, full memory, a now terrible memory, came with it. . . . The murder, the deed, lost to memory before, now stood before him in vivid, almost hallucinatory detail. Uncontrollable reminiscence welled up and overwhelmed him—he kept “seeing” the murder, enacting it, again and again. Was this nightmare, was this madness, or was there now “hypermnesis”—a breakthrough of genuine, veridical, terrifyingly heightened memories?


 


Oliver Sacks, “Murder,” in The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat


Showed me light out of the tunnel


When there was darkness all around instead.
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It’s a body. That’s all I know.”


The woman’s voice coming through the phone was still new to him. He had met her only once, after she had hired him, in a rushed introduction to the central offices of the paper in nearby Docksport. She had been uninterested in him, insisted on calling him Hank when he said he preferred Henry, said he really didn’t need to know anything about the central office in “this fucking computer age,” hacked up a gob of phlegm that she then swallowed and would probably chase with a cigarette as soon as she could, and dismissed him swiftly when news came that a school supply storage shed in Upton had burned to the ground. He could barely remember her name: Doris Whiting.


“You got a car yet?” she asked now.


“Not yet. I’m . . .”


“Well, pedal your ass out there and let me know what’s up. Find the sheriff. Armey. Jack Armey. Townies are going to be standing around fucking lost. Jack’s a Nam vet. He’s seen a dead body or two. And don’t take any ‘no comment’ shit from him. Get him to grunt something. That cell phone we gave you might not work out there. Go to The Ding Dong and ask Walt if you can use his phone.”


She hung up. He looked out the gable window of his single-room apartment over the Rumskis’ one-car garage and saw that a gray day had dawned. He was cotton mouthed and hungover, and shuffled through a couple of crushed beer cans to his cramped half bathroom, thinking he was going to throw up. But after standing in front of the toilet for a couple of minutes he realized he wasn’t going to heave then. That would come later, he guessed. When he saw the body.


He was pedaling hard uphill against a light wind, a little spitting rain blurring his vision, when he realized he didn’t have his helmet or his notebook. Or a pen. He looked down at himself to make sure he was actually wearing clothes. He had covered mock murders before, mock accidents, one just weeks ago, before graduation, but this was the real thing. What kind of real thing, he didn’t know. “It’s a body.” A body in a wooded area off a two-lane country road. Doris had said there were some details on the scanner, but she didn’t trust them. She wanted eyes and ears on the ground. A week and a half on the job, a couple of nights getting shitfaced with a new friend. Was he ready for this?


He crested the hill and saw a long flat stretch of road and a cluster of cop cars and an ambulance in the distance, about a quarter of a mile before The Ding Dong, the roadside tavern he’d helped close down two or three nights ago. What was the sheriff’s name? He fished a piece of paper out of his pants pocket. Armey. The light rain stained the writing. Hadn’t there been some kooky congressman from this part of Pennsylvania named Armey?


He put the paper back in his pocket and realized he had a pen after all. He braked quickly when he saw a flattened paper bag by the side of the road. He was ready now. He had his tools.


After he got off his bike and moved in the direction a couple of cops were heading, a trooper held out his hand. Henry showed his newly minted press ID and the trooper scowled, looking down at his parked bike.


“You workin’ on a reporter merit badge or something?”


“I’m new.”


“You goin’ up there to see the body?”


“Yes.”


“You won’t be new for long.”


He had folded the paper bag and stuffed it in his back pocket, hoping when he had to take notes he could do so surreptitiously. He caught up with the cops, who he thought were town cops, introduced himself, asked for Armey. Both of them were close to his age and looked as nervous about what they were about to see as he was. They said Armey had gone up about five minutes earlier. He asked what the cops knew as they tramped through brown weeds and then brush leading to a stand of hardwoods. They shrugged, not with indifference but with something like fear.


A trooper surprised them, running out of the woods, barking into a walkie-talkie. They parted and he ran through them without acknowledging their presence. The younger of the two cops stopped and shook his head, giving his partner a defeated, pleading look.


“He said we didn’t have to do this. I ain’t gonna do it.”


“Don’t pussy out on me. This is real shit.”


“You take the nightmare. I got enough.”


He turned and walked back down the incline. The other cop had a moment of decision, flipped his cohort the bird, and kept walking. He was mumbling and about to say something coherent when they looked up to see a small gaggle of troopers and cops in a clearing ahead.


Though the cop with him slowed at the sight, Henry kept moving. In the days and months later, when he told the story, when he wrote about it, he couldn’t say what it was that hooked fingers in his nostrils and hauled him forward, that made him think he wasn’t going to throw up, that had him reaching for his flattened-out paper bag notebook. A reporter’s curiosity? The clarity that comes when a hangover lifts? A sense of duty? He didn’t know, he didn’t care. He simply went up to a spot where he could see all as the technicians and the ME and the cops hovered and worked and photographed and jabbered. He stood with his pen and his paper bag, but he made no attempt to take notes.


“Who the fuck are you?”


Henry had not yet glimpsed the body when the gravelly voice barked at him. He turned to see a man in his fifties, wearing a faded Eagles T-shirt over a sizable paunch, shorts, flip-flops, and a seed cap that said SHERIFF on the front. Henry held out his ID.


“Henry Saltz. I’m the new—”


“Yeah. Don’t touch anything, okay?” He started to walk away.


“Sheriff?”


“What?”


“Can I get a comment from you?”


“Sure. Tell Doris to lay off the fucking exclamation points and report the fucking facts. I guess that goes for you too, Wet-Behind-the-Ears.”


“Okay. What are the facts?”


Armey gestured toward the body. “Take a look.” He moved away.


Henry waited until the ME and a photographer weren’t blocking his view. He then took a couple of steps forward, as if he were approaching a casket at a wake. He heard a voice to his right say, “. . . waitress at The Ding Dong.” Henry knew then what he was looking at. But he didn’t make a note as he took another step. Then as he came close to the body, as he saw its features, something kept him from seeing the corpse as dead. He both lost focus and saw things with utter clarity. He looked through the body to something deeper.


She had been pretty and alive, but that had been days ago, when she walked and laughed. Now she was part of the earth, a fallen log across the trail, gravity and the elements working to make her one with the soil. She was no longer whole, but she was recognizable, her hacked, cubist features hinting at the woman she had been. He could see that woman in sunshine, with white teeth and shiny legs, with glistening hair curving over an ear. He could see how untouchable she had been, a perfect specimen of grace and form. The more he looked, the deeper he went. He knew her now, in a way no one could ever have known her in life. To the cops she was a broken body, a case, a puzzle, but to him she was elemental existence. Whatever had happened had closed off one thing, closed off time and space for her, but it had opened him to new life. As contradictory as all this was to any rationality, he didn’t question it. He felt it with ever more assurance. The cops were looking at an endpoint. He was looking at a commencement.


There was a small commotion and a trooper came into the circle gingerly holding a curving machete between his latexed thumb and forefinger. The blood-caked metal made sense to the cops. They could see how it had been used, how it explained the beauty pageant ribbon of open flesh from her shoulder to her hip. But to him it was an intrusion, an ugly mechanism that explained nothing, that was all surface. He would write about it, but in the first flush of its appearance it had the effect of pulling him back from the fuller picture. He wanted to stay in the presence of this creature, lifeless as she was, to know in his bones and his heart that all was over for her, that all was over for him. These weren’t things you could write about. You could barely feel them. But here they were now. He only wanted to stay.


Then the sheet came over her, and as it fluttered down on what he would later call the remains, it was as if a curtain had been dropped on a stage, on a play. The end. That’s all, folks. He raised the flattened paper bag, but he knew he had nothing much to write. He didn’t need to make notes. He would never, ever forget any detail of what he saw.


Nor could he ever write the strange yet certain sentence forming in his head now, billowing like blood from a wound, giving him finality and assurance despite the almost depraved incongruity of the words. He fought against letting the sentence have life, but the battle only agitated him more. Blood soaked through the sheet and he saw again the macheted flesh. Henry was at war with himself now, working to keep the sentence at bay. But finally it burst through from nascent words to something whole. Then, as if the sentence were a physical manifestation, Henry turned, took two steps back, and covered a photographer’s open camera bag with a spray of vomit. But that couldn’t stop the words from surfacing. As the photographer protested, Henry only looked back at the draped body.


“Whatever happened to her,” he said to himself, “maybe she deserved it.”
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The drunk would remember nothing of what was about to happen to him. But that wasn’t unusual. He couldn’t say who he was, couldn’t say where he came from. When strangers asked, he’d simply nod or mumble or give any answer he thought might get him away from them, with enough money for a bottle.


He woke this morning with the hunger, the ever-present hunger, competing with a biting cold for his attention. When he was upright and able to make out shapes in the frozen, brick-strewn basement, he could see his fingers as bluish blobs at the ends of his hands. Some primal instinct launched him out of the basement, out into a wind-whipped street. Those bluish fingers meant something, like storm clouds to a farmer. There was some danger lurking. He had no memory, but his brain stem could still react.


Subway. Warmth. He tried to move his feet, but they seemed foreign, rooted, blocks of ice. Then they began to move, as if on their own. People wrapped tightly against the wind rushed by him. He tried to follow them, something told him to follow them, but he couldn’t keep up and the wind blared in his face.


Then suddenly there was a hole in the ground and stairs and legs and feet running up and down the stairs and sounds of scraping metal in the hole. He limped down the stairs, one agonizing step at a time, until he was at the bottom and out of the wind. There was a ticket booth and the ratchet noise of turnstiles. Something gigantic, an express train, filled the cavity of the station with a deafening thrum for a full minute before it disappeared.


He was able to fling open a door between him and the platform. An alarm sounded, a scratchy loudspeaker voice shouted at him. He shuffled toward the tracks and the warmth as people on the crowded platform parted for him. He heard a sharp voice, saw the woman cop’s blue uniform stretched over large breasts. Knowing this sign as he knew the blue in his fingers, he turned to walk the other way, but the turning was too much. The platform tilted heavily to the right, though the passengers waiting were unfazed. He tried to right himself, but then the platform fell out from underneath him and he dropped to the hard bed of rails and ties.


He was still conscious, but the screaming that was going on above meant little to him. The metal his hand rested on was warm, the ties not uncomfortable. Maybe this had been his destination after all, not the train car with the angry eyes where all moved away from him, but the tracks. He would rest. He closed his eyes.


Then the screaming became the screeching of brakes, and a piercing light grew in his head. Sure hands yanked his collar, choking him, rolling him to the center gutter of the tracks. The screeching became unbearable, drowning the woman’s voice in his ear. He fought to get her off him. She flailed at his wild arms. He got his head off the concrete, and as he did, a huge shadow raced over them, sparks from the rails showering the undercarriage, giving him a brief glimpse of the strut that clobbered him into oblivion.


The blow set off a riot of change in the drunk’s brain. Massive subdural hematomas exploded on both sides of his frontal lobes, cascading blood and swelling and destructive pressure to the tissue and gray matter beneath. The synapses and neurons in memory centers began winking out like city lights in a fast-spreading blackout. Childhood, adolescence, and yesterday shut down as the nerves that carried their messages became pinched and blood soaked. Then one by one the major, never-to-be-forgotten memories, the ones grooved so deeply they could never be touched, were found by the flooding brain and engulfed. The birth of his son went. His father’s limp, hanging body. His wife’s shining eyes.


And then the last one, the one he had spent years trying to poison out of his brain. It was the dark, bleak vision of a lifeless body, only a foot from his face, almost unrecognizable as a body. And with this came a close-up of the unmistakable instrument of that body’s destruction: a curved, bloody, murderous machete.


And then nothing.




 


 



3



Warren, I’ve gotta close up for a few hours. You’re going to have to go outside.”


Warren Mastic, still dapper, still firmly planted in his spot at the bar, still twirling the glass of club soda in front of him, looked across the polished wood at Risa Tuvic and smiled the smile of the lost.


“Peggy?”


“That was my mother,” Risa responded, knowing most of the lines that would follow.


“You’ve got great legs.”


“Should have told her that when you had the chance, Warren.”


“It might rain.”


“It might, but not likely. Look outside. Hot day. No clouds. Perfect weather for Scrimmage Day. It’s Scrimmage Day, Warren. Everybody’s over at the stadium. I’ve gotta close up. Your daughter’s coming to get you. I’m going to put you on the bench outside.”


Warren smiled and sipped his club soda. He was the last patron left in The Kitchen, a large, light-filled one-room bar-restaurant Risa’s father had opened forty years earlier, a place Risa had, reluctantly at times, called home her entire thirty-nine years. A thin woman with sandy hair, calm cheekbones, and green eyes that were both inviting and watchful, she had been a town darling since the days she, as a six-year-old, used to waitress for her father and mother, taking a good five minutes to precariously get a glass of ice water to a table without spilling it.


“I’ll just have another,” Warren said, indicating his club soda, which was only half empty.


Risa looked at the clock. It was three forty. No matter how much she rushed it, she was going to be late. She looked at Warren and in a second the urgency that had been pushing her the last hour, the need to get the afternoon’s loose ends tied up, to get The Kitchen closed, drained from her, and she wanted nothing more than to refill Warren’s glass and stay where she was.


In a few hours, after the high school football scrimmage that gave the day its name, The Kitchen would be packed. Laughter would bounce off walls clotted with photographs, proclamations, ribbons, flags, and plaques. Over the years the homey space had been not only a bar and restaurant but also a union hall, a political club, and a common ground for the Poles, Greeks, and Ukrainians whose parents had come to dig coal and stayed to work in the postwar factories. Risa’s father, Sim, had been a uniter, a man whose goodwill and charm made people flock to his restaurant, to him, and to rub elbows with people of other ethnicities their parents had warned them about.


The crowd that would fill The Kitchen would be buzzing about the football team, but it was a far cry from the days when local politicians would be holding court in one corner, a Greek Orthodox priest would be accepting a dinner from his parishioners, and news that the Top-Co plant was expanding yet again had diners wondering just how big the truck parts manufacturer could get.


“I got back from Korea in 19 and 53,” Warren said, as if Risa had asked him.


“That’s right.” Risa knew she shouldn’t be standing there, that she should be going, but something had her rooted. Voices from the last few hours, the “see yas” and “can’t waits” and “this is going to be greats” hung in the slanted light coming through The Kitchen’s front windows along with the dust motes. Every one of those heartfelt salutations had made her wish that her presence was not required at Bulldog Stadium.


“And when you came across the old bridge,” Risa said, finishing Warren’s usual recitation, “you kissed the pavement on Market Street and said you’d never leave Braden again.”


Warren smiled. “Peggy?”


He didn’t resist being led out the front door of the restaurant. He sat on the slatted bench that accommodated the overflow on Friday nights. Warren’s daughter had asked Risa to tie Warren to the bench with a dish towel so he wouldn’t wander away, but something in this went against Risa’s nature. She was not the type to tell people what to do, and the role of jailer certainly didn’t fit. She thought maybe she’d just sit with Warren until his daughter showed up. But that was foot dragging too, and after a few minutes she secured Warren’s forearm to the armrest and patted his shoulder.


“She’ll be right here, Warren.”


“Peggy?”


“That was my mother, Warren.”


“Sim around?”


“Not really. He’s up at the cemetery.”


“What’s he doing up there?”


“Resting. I gotta go. See you tomorrow.”


Warren looked straight ahead and Risa backed away, watching to see if Warren would chafe at the dish towel shackle. He didn’t, and when she reached the corner of Third and Williams, she turned and walked forward. Now, with Warren behind her, she had to confront the problem that had been growing all afternoon. What was she afraid of? Why did she dread walking into Bulldog Stadium when anyone in her right mind would see such an entry as triumphal? BENSON FOR CONGRESS signs that shouted out her husband’s name from every shop on Third should have made her glow with pride, but they only widened the bubble in her stomach. The Bulldog souvenir shop, closed for the afternoon, of course, had the same effect, though it too should have made her swell with affection for her town, for her son.


What was going on? Whatever it was hadn’t just suddenly come to her. The whole summer had been fraught, anxious, the flooding on the Susquehanna more like something she was feeling than river water overflowing its banks. For a time she thought it was the campaign, the appearances, the handshaking and plastered smiles she knew Alan and all around her expected. That wasn’t her, but she made it seem as if it were. Was she paying the price for that sort of playacting? No, that was not fun, but it didn’t have the same sort of ominous quality as this other, inchoate feeling.


She had one foot off the curb crossing Market when the sharp blast of a bus horn made her jump back. A rush of hot wind, metal, and glass swept past her as the bus blew by. She saw her reflected image distort and wobble on the brown surface of the bus’s flank. She caught her breath and watched the incongruous machine slow and make its wide turn onto Fifth Street. She didn’t have to see the destination sign on the front to know the bus was from New York.


She looked to her left, where the bus had come across the bridge into town, down to where it left when it was heading east into the city. The valley below, the scruffy hills beyond were hazy in the late afternoon sun. That view, down Market Street to the bridge and beyond, had always been a loaded one for Risa. It was the escape route to all the things Braden wasn’t. She had taken it once, into Philadelphia for drawing classes, for the excitement of the city, for a clichéd but loving affair with a teacher. And she wished now she could be on a bus for anywhere rather than going to the stadium.


She crossed Market, shaking off any thought that what she was feeling had to do with the world outside Braden. It wasn’t that. In the middle of the block she pushed open the door to the Benson for Congress headquarters and felt the icy air within. She had strongly suggested to Lilly Barkin, Alan’s campaign manager, that a warmer temperature in the storefront, a former Verizon showroom, would save money and show the candidate to be ecofriendly. Lilly had ignored her. Risa had let it go. Now Lilly, a fiftyish country club doyenne, working hard to have her picture next to the word “imperious” in the dictionary, came toward Risa in full screech.


“What are you doing here? It’s almost four. We’re doing all the press before, Risa, before. Didn’t Alan tell you?”


“He told me.”


“Well, hop, skip. Have you got your car?”


“No.”


“Mine’s on Market. Let’s go.”


“I’m gonna walk.”


“Oh, no you’re not.” Lilly was texting as she talked. “I can get things delayed a little. I told Coach there might be a few glitches. He’s going to”—pause for sending something on her BlackBerry—“he’s going to pull Kevin out and we’ll do sort of a family hug kind of thing, you know, the ‘go get ’em, son’ shtick with the team in the background running around.”


Though it was the myth that every soul able to walk in Braden ringed the field for the storied Braden Area High School football team’s annual rollout known as Scrimmage Day, Risa suspected that Lilly and her ilk rarely left their tanning chaises to inspect the Bulldog squad at close range, to ooh and ahh over the newcomers, to tsk at Coach’s early season decisions. If she had, she would have known that a family hug, even for a popular politician in the middle of a fairly tight race, was a no-no. The warriors parading before the town weren’t to be thought of as mortals on Scrimmage Day. They were in the clean slate portion of their schedule, and for this afternoon they were on pedestals with no space for families.


“I’m going to walk, Lilly,” Risa said, turning toward the door. “And I wish you’d turn the air down in here.”


Lilly bobbed her head up from her BlackBerry, prepared to physically escort Risa to her car. But Risa was gone.


In more ways than one. She took a quick turn up Columbia Street to avoid Lilly running after her and kept her head down as she trudged the little incline that would lead to Saffron Park and then the stadium. Kevin, she knew now, was at the center of her dread. Fifteen, about to enter his sophomore year, his name had been buzzing around The Kitchen for weeks. “This year we’re going to have some defense,” was the consensus, and the reason most often given was that Alan Benson’s stepkid, Risa Tuvic’s son, had hefted up over the winter and looked like he was going to be a linebacker the likes of which hadn’t been seen in Braden since Rick Staussen broke heads two decades earlier. Alan had treated all this cracker-barrel chatter as an adjunct to his campaign, making it clear to anyone who hadn’t noticed that it was he who had raised Kevin from his sixth year on, that it was he who had drilled him in the basics from Pee Wee ball to middle school, and even over the winter. And he made sure that Kevin’s touted toughness was seen by all as an echo of Alan and his political philosophy.


Risa hadn’t seen Kevin play football in years. The last time she had seen him, in a middle school game on a frozen November Saturday morning, he had been involved in some wild scrum over a fumble and had cracked his left index finger. She had broken all the rules by going out onto the field and helping him off, something the coaches had strictly warned the parents not to do. The finger, dangling from the second knuckle, was an image she carried with her still. Those watching the game had carried something else away. Kevin Collins, his finger clearly snapped, had asked to go back in.


Risa had made excuses since then, saying she had too much to do at the restaurant, making sure her class in Philadelphia met on fall weekends, even once feigning sickness. She heard much about Kevin’s progress from Alan and from customers and from Kevin himself, enough that she felt she knew how things were going. She knew, for instance, that Coach had deliberately kept him off the traveling team the year before, made him run opposition plays in practice, in order to “make him hungry,” according to Alan. That strategy seemed to have worked.


But in other ways he was still the gentle Kevin she had given birth to seven months after graduating from college. He was a considerate kid, thinking of others often, a good science student who also appreciated the art his mother made. When he grew taller than Risa he was fond of looping an arm around her shoulder, a gesture of affection as well as a very visible sign that he was becoming a man.


Risa entered Saffron Park as a breeze rippled the leaves of the neatly planted ginkgos, the late afternoon sun brushing the tops of the trees. She stopped, even though she knew she should be storming through the park to get to the stadium. Saffron, only a few blocks from The Kitchen, had been her refuge as a child. Instead of doing her homework at a back table in the restaurant, she would bring her books to the small, green oasis and be calmed by the little patch of nature. She wished she could sit now and just watch the dancing leaves. But she could hear the drums of the marching band coming from the stadium, and she knew she had no recourse but to go there and play her role. Kevin, that morning, had made sure she would show up by literally taking her aside, as he left for the morning practice, and guiding her into the kitchen, looking her in the eye and telling her how much the day meant to him.


“You’re not going to flake on me today, are you, Mom?”


“Of course not.”


“Dad’s counting on you too.”


“Kevin, come on. I wouldn’t miss this for the world.”


Kevin had cocked his head and given her a look that said he didn’t quite believe her. “I’m starting now, Mom. We’ve got all the elements in place. That’s what Coach says. And I’m one of the elements. Do you know what that means?”


“Hey, I’ve lived in this town a lot longer than you have.”


“Yeah, but—”


“I was a cheerleader. You haven’t forgotten that, have you?”


“No, but I still don’t believe it.” An old joke between them.


“Believe it. And you just wait. Those girls they’ve got out there now, they’ve got nothing on me. You’ll hear me loud and clear.”


She gave him a fist bump to the biceps. He pretended this hurt him, smiled, and took off. Now as she left Saffron Park, as the horns of the marching band kicked in and she could hear the buzz coming up from the ancient stadium, that mother-son moment seemed far away, hard to recapture. What was gnawing at her?


She crossed Eleventh Street and went through the open gate onto the track surrounding the football field. She couldn’t see the field itself because every inch of space around it was taken up by Bulldog supporters, an impressive crowd all clad in the blue and white school colors. She panicked for a second, wondering if she had remembered to wear blue, looked down quickly and remembered that she had slipped a Bulldog T-shirt over her white blouse. She visored her eyes with her right hand against the slanting sun and looked for Alan. Candy Simmons, a truly obnoxious little twit of a high school student who had wormed her way into Alan’s campaign, appeared out of nowhere.


“Risa, there you are. I’m supposed to take you to Alan. He’s waiting.”


“I can find him. Thanks, Candy.”


“No. I have orders. Find Mrs. . . . uh . . . Risa and get her here.”


“Who told you that?”


“Lilly.”


Risa gave in. She didn’t want to make an issue of Lilly and being hauled to her husband. She had caught a glimpse of bobbing helmets above the heads of the crowd, and her stomach had dropped. She wanted to get to a place where she could see the team, see Kevin. With Candy she moved around to the west side of the field and got hellos from several friends. They had to stop as the crowd parted and the band, all blaring and pounding, left the field and congregated in front of them to finish the Bulldog fight song, which was really the Notre Dame fight song with new words. The stomping band had raised dust, and for a minute the scene in front of Risa was hazy and spectral. Someone tapped a microphone and blew into it, and she was hit with the sound from a nearby speaker. She wasn’t sure she could continue.


But Candy was there and motioned her to follow around the back of the band and down the rows of onlookers. The high school principal was speaking about the beginning of a new era and getting little bursts of applause. Coach Martin, the young head coach who had taken over the team from a legend only three years ago, was given a rousing welcome as he made some mumbling predictions about a return to greatness. Candy pushed Risa through the people near the microphone at the fifty-yard line, and Risa found herself at Alan’s side.


He was in the tense seconds before he was going to speak, gave her what Risa had come to see as his campaign smile, the subtext of which was, “Where the hell have you been?” Coach finished and Alan took the microphone, his polished, booming voice almost a rebuke to Coach’s ramblings.


“I’m so glad Dave and Jim asked me to speak to you today. Isn’t this a wonderful time in Bulldog history?” Risa jumped when the stadium filled with “yeses!” and applause. “I come to you today not as your state senator, not as your next congressman”—he smiled and laughed at the applause that followed this—“but as a very, very proud father.” More applause now as he settled into his timing. “But I want you to know that we’re all proud parents here today. These wonderful kids, these sons of Braden, are not only terrific athletes, they are the future of our fair city on the Susquehanna. We are proud of them now for what they are about to accomplish on the field of battle, but we will be even more proud of them for what they will become as men and leaders in our community. To the team I say, we are with you all the way. Fight, Bulldogs, fight!”


As the choreographed roar went up and Alan raised his right arm, pulling Risa to him with his left, Risa worked a wan smile and caught the eyes of friends nearby. A couple, she could tell, saw the question mark behind the smile, but most saw only what they wanted to see, the perfect Braden couple in a moment of triumph.


Then Risa felt a rumble in the ground and with everybody else looked to the south goalpost to see the sixty-six padded gladiators charge down the field to the roar of the crowd. For most, Risa knew, this was a heart-stirring moment, one of pumping thighs and churning arms, but for her it was as if some dreaded event had come to pass. This must be what she had feared all day, this show of force, this atavistic charge, and what might be unleashed. She didn’t look for Kevin. She could see only the unity of the army, hear the hysteria of the supporters. Her heart sank even as Alan, hooting next to her, pulled her closer.


At the fifty-yard line the squad split like precision jet pilots, with those in home white jerseys going to one sideline, those in away blue jerseys going to the other.


“Go, Kevin!” Alan shouted, pumping his fist.


“Which one’s Kevin?” Risa asked. Alan turned to her to see if she was kidding. He gave his head a little shake.


“Defense is in blue. You know his number, don’t you?” He could see she didn’t. He pointed. “There. Number fifty-four.”


Risa looked past the white jerseys massed in front of them to the blue jerseys on the other side of the field. It took her a minute to find 54, but when she did there was no sense of recognition. There was nothing about Kevin that looked much different from the others. He seemed as solid, maybe a little taller, but, as he did little warm-up bursts of sprinting, pounded another player’s shoulder pads, had his pounded in return, there was no sense of Kevin beneath the round plastic of his helmet. Risa tracked him as best she could through the players standing on her side of the field and the distance between them. The crowd noise swelled as the opposing halves of the team lined up for a play at midfield, without a kickoff. Risa felt Alan look at her, but she didn’t want to take her eyes off Kevin, fearing she might lose him in the crowd of other players.


“It’s a proud day, isn’t it, hon?” Alan said. Risa was forced to turn to him. He was sincere and Risa thought she saw a tear forming. He was right, she thought. Think of all that was happening in front of her from Kevin and Alan’s perspective. All those games of catch she had witnessed in the backyard, the ones that could choke her up when she thought about what a saint Alan had been with Kevin. Why had she been so reluctant to come to Alan’s side today? Her son, she knew from the buzz at The Kitchen, was being cradled in the town’s arms, and he, in return, was giving the town hope in these bleak days. Alan might have been exploiting that for his campaign, but he had earned it, hadn’t he?


A cheer went up as the first play began. Risa whipped her head around to find Kevin. But all she saw was a blur of armored bodies receding, the play ending on the opposite sidelines.


“Yeah, Kev!” Alan shouted. Risa wanted to ask what had happened, but she didn’t want to get that disappointed look from him again.


She kept her eyes on the blue jerseys, found 54, then lost him when players in front of her obscured the field.


“I can’t see with these guys—”


Alan, hearing this, took a step forward and raised his voice to the players on the sidelines. “Hey, guys, down on one knee.” The players obeyed without looking back. Risa’s vision improved, but something about the lockstep way these kids blindly obeyed Alan was unsettling to her. And then the dread returned. She could see the field now, spot Kevin through the huddles and the pileups. But she couldn’t shake the sense that something dark was about to happen.


“See that?” Alan said to her and those close by, but Risa didn’t know what he was referring to. She had been staring for a couple of plays, trying to sideline the dread by losing focus, letting the blur of the action filter through her artist’s eyes, changing the specifics of bodies and pads to line and form. The next play developed to her side of the field and she had to snap back to the reality in front of her.


A thin, quick blade of a ballplayer in white, cradling the ball, had outrun a couple of tacklers and looked like he’d make the corner, be able to turn his graceful body upfield along the sidelines. The players in front, on one knee, shuffled back some, cheering. And then Risa caught sight of 54. Miraculously he seemed to be moving as fast as if not faster than the player with the ball, and just as the ball carrier was ready to make his move, 54 plowed through him like he was a stick.


The play was so close to the sidelines that Risa could not avoid seeing Kevin’s eyes through the bars of his helmet, steely and hungry, his balled fists pumping just before impact, the grunt of his voice as he sent the ball carrier’s body backward, whiplashing his neck. The pop of the pads was a sickening thud followed quickly by the hollow sound of the ball carrier’s body slamming on the turf. Kevin had so completely leveled the running back that he didn’t even land on him, and when the football popped up and rolled on the turf, he was the first one to pounce on it.


Risa’s vision froze. She couldn’t take her eyes off the running back, now squirming on the ground as a pile of players scrambling for the loose ball threatened to trounce him again. Through his mask she could see he was Jimmy Robich, two years older than Kevin, a tough kid whose mother had complained to her just a week earlier that she didn’t know how to control him. He didn’t look like any uncontrollable kid now. He was in deep pain, his shoulder clearly not sending the proper signals down to his flopping arm.


Risa looked away from this to see Kevin rise from the pile with the ball and wave it triumphantly. It was then sound came back into Risa’s world and that sound was deafening. Alan beside her was screaming Kevin’s name over and over. Coach came jogging up to Kevin, put his hand on the upraised ball as if Kevin had just won in a KO, blew his whistle, and signaled that the scrimmage was over. In seconds the field was swamped. Jimmy Robich struggled to a sitting position, then succumbed to the pain and lay back down as trainers and coaches surrounded him.


Alan rushed the field with the others, but Risa was rooted, pinned by the image of her son, his eyes ablaze, ramming through another human being. “It’s a game, Mom,” Kevin had said once when she voiced reservations about the violence, about the possibility of permanent damage. But what she had just witnessed seemed far from a game. Her instant replays, run in slow motion, highlighted all the ferocity, the raw desire to . . . to what? Not just tackle. To . . .


“He killed him, man!” she heard from someone nearby, as if completing her thought. Killed him? She looked over at Kevin. He and Alan had their arms around each other’s shoulders and were facing a cameraman from Channel 3. Other players were trying to get in the shot. The cheering around them made it seem as if they’d just won the state championship. Alan’s eyes swept the crowd, found Risa, and motioned her to come to them. She moved slowly, and when other players crowded in front of her, she stopped and let them. Alan, being interviewed by Debbie Fins now, didn’t realize she hadn’t arrived.


She may have told herself before the play that she worried for Kevin’s safety, but now she was fearful of the opposite, of his ability to wound, maybe maim. Where had that look in Kevin’s eyes come from? Do they coach that? she wondered. She was no stranger to football. You couldn’t have grown up in Braden and not known about the culture of pads and toughness, of broken bones and Super Bowl dreams. What did they say to a kid like Kevin, a soft kid, to make him bear down on a fellow player and stab him with his helmet, run over him, ignore him as he dove for the coughed-up ball? Or did the game just bring out something in Kevin she and probably he had not been aware of yet? Was he at heart a violent person?


This thought chilled her. Had something been unleashed in Kevin, something genetic, inherent, something they could do little about? And then Sean Collins rose before her. Kevin’s father, gone eleven years, declared dead, half dead before he left, forgotten by Kevin. Not an overtly violent man but certainly violently self-destructive. Son of a suicide. Was he behind Kevin’s murderous eyes on the field? He hadn’t even played high school football. Had the gene skipped a generation?


She looked back at the field, the jubilant crowd having raised a scrim of dust, the late summer light giving the celebration a buttery glow. The scene that would have raised a lump in many a throat only served to deepen her sense of confusion and sadness. And her feeling of dread. The scrimmage hadn’t put any questions to rest. The dark premonition that something lay in wait for her had only increased.


“Risa, got a minute?”


She turned to see Henry Saltz, the local reporter for The Statesman, the regional paper. He was in his early thirties, still fresh faced and smiling. He had been a staple in the community for more than a decade, and Alan saw him as vital to the election. Henry had been trying to do an “in-depth” interview with Risa for weeks now.


“Not really, Henry. I gotta get back.”


“Great play, huh?”


“Yeah.”


“I noticed you didn’t go out on the field.”


“Didn’t want to get my new sneakers dusty.”


Henry actually looked down at her old sneakers before looking back up, smiling, then turning serious.


“Could I talk to you, like, later, maybe at The Kitchen?”


“Come on. You know what it’s going to be like over there tonight.”


“Can I call you later?”


Risa stopped walking and looked at him. “Henry, what is it?”


Henry shook his head. “Not here. I’ll catch up with you later.” He gave her a look that puzzled her. He seemed to have left the scrimmage and the campaign behind and was looking out from some deeper pool, asking a question at the same time he was itching to tell her something. He turned and walked into the buzzing crowd leaving the stadium, and Risa had the sinking feeling that whatever Henry had on his mind wasn’t going to be good news.


She took another look back at the field, but this time she saw a snowy night years ago, when she was in college, when she and Sean Collins had finally realized they were in love, and he stood in the knee-deep drifts and yelled to her, “This touchdown’s for you, Risa Tuvic.” Then he’d made her laugh as he zigzagged and leaped and rolled and ran toward her, an imaginary football under his arm. He dove into the snowbank end zone, jumped in triumph, arms raised, much as Alan and Kevin had just done. And then he came close, his cheeks rosy, his smile dazzling in the soft light, his happy, dancing blue eyes trumpeting his love for her, his warm kiss a promise of future beauty.


A lie. That promise had been drowned in sorrow and booze. She would have given anything to rewind to that night, to have it all play out differently. But the past, she knew, the could-have-been, was as dead as Sean Collins.
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The woman had gotten on the bus in Stroudsburg when it was crowded and sat in the aisle seat next to Sean. She was in her fifties, never introduced herself but talked nonstop, her knitting needles keeping time. In her blunt confidence and imperious manner, she reminded Sean of his sixth-grade teacher, Mrs. Ostrowski, a woman who had scared the bejesus out of him. When the bus nearly emptied in the Poconos, she stayed where she was, pinning Sean to his seat. He didn’t move.


He had only half listened to her patter, his thoughts on his destination, Braden, and what he was going to do there. When the bus left Route 80 and paralleled the Susquehanna, when he began to recognize points in the landscape, his stomach knotted and the woman’s voice faded. Until she addressed him directly.


“You’re married, aren’t you?” Sean thought about this long enough that the woman took his silence for an answer. “Course you are. Handsome, pleasant guy like you. Easy to tell you’re married. My son-in-law, one I told you about, one I’m going to see, him, you couldn’t tell. He doesn’t have that pleasant face like yours. My daughter thinks he does, but she’s in love. I’ve got the gift, though. I can tell things about people.”


Sean wondered if her gift had an expiration date. He had been married. He wished in the deepest part of him that he was still married. But he knew that his legal marriage had ended seven years earlier, when he had been declared dead.


“Sorry. I’m not married.”


The woman stopped her knitting and gave him a withering Mrs. Ostrowski look over her reading glasses. “I don’t believe that. I told you, some things I know.”


“Maybe you’re right.”


The woman watched him for another few seconds, to be sure he wasn’t taking her lightly, then went back to her knitting. “What I see is the inner stuff. Maybe you were married and that got called off somehow, but you’re still married. It’s all there to see. Now don’t bother me here. This is tricky. I gotta count these stitches.”


Sean turned to look out the window. As he did, the road curved north and the sun shone full on him, his reflected image on the window glass superimposed over the flat hills to the south. He stared at his own face and tried to calm himself. The image was that of a man in his late thirties with a full head of hair, a lined, street-hardened face that had soft touches around the eyes, and an almost invisible scar on his right temple.


Maybe she was right. Maybe he hadn’t let the marriage go. He knew Risa and Alan were married now, that Alan had adopted Kevin, and while that all made perfect sense on paper, he couldn’t quite understand it deep down, maybe down where this woman and her gift hung out.
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