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For my parents, who taught me love of stories and of place, and for all who still remember the Arlington we lived in before the road. 


PROLOGUE

MAY 1986

By the time I came home for good that spring, the road we had fought against for so long had at last been built. The twenty-year struggle to prevent those lanes of concrete from knifing through our neighborhood, splitting our community in two, had seen us protesting in front of the White House, even petitioning the Supreme Court. Years of angry voices raised, of sobbing friends ousted from their homes by the Department of Highways, of noisy community hearings and marches and appeals, were the steady backbeat of my childhood. But I was no longer a child. And half of my family was gone.

Once, I and my playmates had run down to the tracks each day to watch the Washington & Old Dominion Railroad train rattle through, its long whistle a signal to us to leave our games and rush to make sure we didn’t miss our chance to wave at the engineer. The rumble of that train was loud, but it faded quickly, and our world would become peaceful again, punctuated only by children’s voices.

Those tracks were abandoned long ago, then taken by the government. From just beyond the inadequate sound-baffling walls that the construction workers had erected at the bottom of my street, there now lofted the never-ending thrum of traffic from the road we had not been able to stop—the road that killed my father, stole away my sister, and returned the body of Nina Farley to her heartbroken parents.

You might say I am being melodramatic, that I am attributing to a mere highway a series of events that would likely have happened, road or no road. But I know what I know. I remember how distraught, how angry, my father grew as the Highway Department worked to shut down our voices. I remember how my sister began to drift away from us after we lost Dad, lured by the wild, untethered boys who roamed the vacant lots that lay fallow during all the years of protests.

And I will never forget what happened the night that Nina was killed in that dark, hidden spot that waited only for the highway to swallow it. That memory, the guilt I carried with me for years afterward for failing to do what I should have, nearly broke me, nearly kept me from having a happy life.

The past can never be undone. We learn whatever we can from it. But it is when we try to drag it with us into the future, the heavy chain of it clanking behind us with every step we take, that we get in the way of the story we might otherwise live.


CHAPTER ONE

JUNE 11, 1986

That Wednesday morning, I was prepared for jitters. Butterflies in my stomach. Sweaty palms. But I was not prepared for panic.

A job interview is always nerve-wracking. I worried about what I would wear and what they might ask, about whether they might probe a little too deeply into why I left my last job. I was braced that day for feeling nervous and had carefully readied myself as best as I was able. But nothing prepared me for the knee-buckling dread that washed over me that morning after the interview was over.

Cathy Tenley, the English Department chair, walked me out of the principal’s office, her impeccably manicured hand on my shoulder. She lowered her blonde perm to whisper in my ear, “I think that went very well, Sara.”

I nodded. “I hope so. I’d love to teach here.” I looked around as we made our way to the front door. “Kind of like coming home.”

So much had changed since I graduated in ’76. If she had known what coming home really meant to me, the memories it stirred, the feelings of shame that still had the power to keep me tossing in bed at night, she might have thought me nuts for wanting the job. But I did. I needed it. My options were few and this was one of them.

“I can tell Mr. Jonas liked your answers to his questions,” she said. “You’ll probably hear from him very soon.” She smiled and squeezed my hand. “So lovely to have a former student follow in my footsteps.”

I didn’t tell her that she had been far from my favorite teacher. That I had seen her as stilted and hopelessly uncool and had vastly preferred the younger teachers who wore their hair long and flowing, who sat cross-legged in pants on their desktops and laughed loudly and often. But those teachers were gone now and Mrs. Tenley remained.

If I hadn’t looked into the open gym doors as we passed them, I might have slipped out the entrance and into my car, buoyed by hope that I would be hired, that I could start my life over again, that slinking home from Wisconsin with my tail between my legs would prove to be a smart decision. I would only have been forestalling the inevitable, but at least I could have held on through a summer of buoyant optimism before I started my job, before I came face-to-face with the fear and shame I wanted so much to put behind me.

But the doors were open as we passed and I heard the loud, insistent rhythm of a basketball hitting the floor, of sneakered feet squeaking across the glossy wood. I looked in and actually froze. I mean, I stopped walking right there within twenty feet of the front doors and escape, and Cathy Tenley had to backtrack to speak to me.

“You okay, Sara?” she asked.

I stared into the gym at the tall, brawny man in a gray T-shirt who was dribbling the ball down the court. The first thing that struck me, what had caused my feet to stop moving, was his hair. It was cut short over the ears, but longer on top, and was almost entirely jet black. One thick lock swept down and fell across his right eye, and that lock was shockingly, glaringly, white. It stood out against the black hair like an arrow, pointing, at the man himself.

He was uncommonly tall, at least 6’5”, and muscular, but not in the bulked-up way of someone who frequents a gym, but rather, sinewy and tough. At the top of his T-shirt, a curly mass of dark chest hair encircled his neck, and his forearms were also covered in dark hair. His hands on the basketball were huge, engulfing almost half of it each time they connected with it.

His eyebrows were heavy, black, and low over his eyes. As his knees flexed to shoot at the basket, he looked straight at me, and for a moment he paused, staring, then made his shot. The ball sank easily into the netting and bounced to the floor. He looked at me again, curiously, wondering no doubt why I was eyeballing him. Or maybe not wondering at all.

My heart hammered so hard I could feel it between my ears; my stomach flipped over with that somersault of alarm that is innate in all of us. The sudden prickly warning to the brain that means danger, high alert, get the hell out of here as fast as you can. But I stood, immobile.

Mrs. Tenley put her hand on my arm. “Sara? Is something wrong?”

I turned to the sound of her voice. “Who is that?” I asked, nodding in at the man who was now far down the court, taking a shot at the opposite basket.

“That’s Mark Raleigh. He’s our varsity basketball coach. And he teaches history. Also PE sometimes.” She cocked her head slightly. “Do you know him?”

I shook my head hard. “No,” I said, louder than I meant to. “I mean, I don’t think so. Is he from Arlington?”

“Yes, he went to high school in Arlington, just like you,” she said. “But to Bishop Flynn, not Central.” She hesitated, clearly unsure why finding the identity of the basketball coach seemed so important to me.

I nodded, eager to smooth over behavior she probably thought odd. “It’s just that he looks very familiar to me,” I said. “Maybe I met him once, back when we were in school.”

Mrs. Tenley nodded along with me. “He’d be hard to forget, wouldn’t he?” she said. “With that shock of white hair? The kids call him The Skunk.” She laughed. “Well, not to his face, of course. But I imagine he must know.”

My knees still felt wobbly as I let Mrs. Tenley propel me again toward the front doors. She was talking, saying something, but I couldn’t make any sense of her words. They sounded like nothing more than babbling, low and monotonous and persistent.

I surely couldn’t tell her why the sight of this Mark Raleigh had paralyzed me in my tracks. How could I possibly tell her that story—a story that was really an accusation, a testimony of something so dark and evil that it made no sense at all to me as I walked out into the blinding sunlight, the sticky humidity of a Virginia summer day?

We said our goodbyes and I hurried to my car, eager to shut myself inside it, to lock the doors and feel safe again from what I now knew.

I turned the air-conditioning on full blast and let it blow through my hair, against my damp face, and then I leaned my forehead against the steering wheel, taking deep gulps of the rushing air that was not yet cold.

I had tried to push the memory of that man as far into the recesses of my mind as he would go, had been running from him and what he did, what I had failed to reveal about him, for ten years. But that memory had hounded me, no matter how hard I tried to hide from it. It had colored my relationship with Andy, back in Wisconsin; had likely been the real reason our relationship failed, why he had broken up with me, asked me to move out. It had often caused me to wake in the night, gasping for breath, praying to a God I barely believed in to forgive me.

And now, here he was. He had a name. And if I got this job, in just a couple of months, I would be seeing him every day.

When I finally looked up and peered at myself in the rearview mirror, there was a red imprint from the steering wheel across my forehead; my bangs were brushed aside, damp with sweat. I glanced around the parking deck, getting my bearings, remembering where the exit was. This deck had not existed ten years ago. After Interstate 66 had torn its gash through our neighborhood, taking with it land that had once been a parking lot, the deck had been built over the top of the highway. Below me I could feel the steady rumble of passing traffic.

I realized with a start that underneath that rumbling, beneath the road where my old world lay buried, was the very spot where I had last seen Mark Raleigh. For so long I had tamped that memory down, manufactured diversions to keep it from surfacing in my brain, that I had not thought about it at all when I parked the car. I had been preoccupied with worries about my job interview. And the landscape I moved through here bore so little resemblance to the one that had existed in 1976.

I leaned back against the seat, the air on my face now cool, steady. I closed my eyes and allowed myself to remember.

[image: Image]

MAY 1976

No one had invited me to the senior prom. I hadn’t really expected an invitation. It wasn’t that I was some hideous troll who would shame my date. I wasn’t pretty, but I was passable: long, shiny, dark hair that caught the sunlight when I walked; large brown eyes that I helped along with a generous application of Great Lash mascara; a figure that had grown increasingly more voluptuous since my scrawny days in junior high. My nose was too big and sometimes my skin broke out, but I was at least average. Appearance wasn’t really the problem.

I had a handful of what I would call friendly acquaintances, but really only one genuine friend: Henry Truett. Henry and I had bonded early on in high school. He was a transfer student from Texas with a heavy twang. Shorter than me by an inch, thin, dressed always in a faded jean jacket, he often wore some weird hat—a cowboy hat or a fedora or a fisherman’s cap—that set him apart from the other boys at school and often provoked wisecrack remarks from the meaner kids. He played guitar and favored country songs that were definitely not at the top of the current Hit Parade of rock’n’roll.

We had met in the park near my home and drew close, I think, through loneliness. Or maybe because he was the only one who seemed to know how to talk to me after my sister, Suzanne, was killed. That death devastated me, not only with grief, but also with guilt for my part in what happened. No one else seemed able to understand my swings of moodiness, how sometimes I needed to talk about it, and other times it was the last thing I wanted on my mind.

I was pretty sure he had a crush on me, but I wasn’t enamored of Henry. I needed a pal and I knew somehow that a romantic relationship might topple that alliance. If I lost Henry, I didn’t know what might happen to me, and so I kept him close, always just a hair’s breadth away from anything physical between us.

I figured if I was going to the prom at all, it would be Henry shrugging his shoulders, cocking his head, and asking, “Do you give a hoot about going? I don’t much feature it myself, but I’ll go if you want.” He hadn’t asked me yet. But I think both of us knew it was there before us, a possibility, if we decided at last to grab onto one of those rites of senior year, just so we could say someday we hadn’t missed out.

So you could have knocked me over with just the tiniest prod of a pinkie finger when Devlin Barrie’s red Camaro pulled up beside me on 13th Street one Friday as I was walking home from school. Surely I wasn’t the only girl at Central with a small crush on Devlin. I had known him since fifth grade, when he was a good-looking, troublemaking showboater—sometimes a bully, but more often just the perpetrator of some prank against a teacher that would have the rest of us laughing behind our hands. He was taller than all the other boys, the rumor being that he had failed first grade and so was a year older than the rest of us.

In junior high he had gone steady with a long chain of the prettiest girls in school. No relationship ever seemed to last longer than a few weeks before he was on to the next one, breaking the heart of the one cast aside. If he even knew my name back then, I would have been surprised. Once we got to high school, we were always in the same homerooms, which were assigned alphabetically. Most teachers would also assign our seating that way, and so Devlin Barrie was usually sitting right behind me, Sara Barlow.

That day it had been uncommonly hot for May. The classrooms were steamy saunas, no air moving through except for the frantic fanning all of us were attempting with our spiral notebooks and dittoed handouts. Teachers had the windows open to the breezeless day, but it made no difference beyond inviting in the occasional fly or bee, the low drone of a lawn mower somewhere out on the grounds.

I rarely wore a dress to school, preferring my well-worn jeans and a T-shirt as my usual blend-into-the-woodwork uniform. But that morning I had pulled on the lightweight seafoam green dress because it was short and sleeveless and looked frothy and cool to me as I eyed it in my closet. I knew I looked different that day. I noted it in the way people looked at me harder, longer, than they usually did, if they looked at me at all.

I had drawn my hair up into a high ponytail to stay cooler and, as I sat there, listening to the morning announcements, I felt a sudden puff of air across my neck. Startled, I brushed my hand across my skin. Then came another puff, harder, longer than the first. I turned to see Devlin flashing his trademark grin at me.

“You look hot to me, Sara,” he said. “Just trying to cool you off.”

I felt my face flush. If I had been clever and quick-witted, I would have had a playful retort for him, but I wasn’t accustomed to banter and repartee. I offered a half-smile, and turned back around. Later that day, in Government, I saw him do the same thing to Iris Neill. She whirled around, giggled, said something to him I couldn’t hear but that made him laugh. He repeated the move twice more with Iris. Clearly, she was a livelier flirting companion than I was.

So I was shocked when that red Camaro pulled up alongside me. Devlin leaned toward the open passenger window and called out, “Hey, Sara! Listen to what just came on my radio.” And with a flick of his wrist at the volume control, I heard the opening of “Sara Smile” by Hall and Oates, which was in the Top Forty that week, climbing rapidly, and usually got spun by deejays at least once an hour.

He stretched out one hand to me in a melodramatic appeal, belting out a few lines in a voice so off-key I couldn’t help but laugh.

He turned the volume down and crooked his finger to beckon me closer. “What are the odds that song would come on just as I see you walking down the street in that sexy dress?”

I was too shocked to answer. I couldn’t think of a single time before that day that Devlin Barrie had ever spoken to me at all. I could scarcely process that he actually knew my name.

“You heading home?” he said. “Get in.” It felt more like a command than an invitation. I opened the door and sat down next to him. The car smelled of cigarette smoke and an over-application of Brut aftershave.

I started to give him directions to my house, but he cut me off. “I know where you live.”

We were only around the corner from my house on Vernon Street, and as he pulled up in front, the last bars of “Sara Smile” died away. The deejay switched gears and began blasting “Boogie Fever.” Devlin turned the volume low.

“You going to the prom, Sara?” he asked.

I blinked rapidly, stunned. Good God, was Devlin Barrie asking me to the prom?

I shrugged. “Not sure yet. Maybe.”

I waited, but he only reached into a pack of Marlboros, drew out a cigarette, and lit it. He inhaled deeply and then exhaled a long, gray ribbon of smoke out his window.

“Allison and I had a fight. She’s pissed at me.” He shook his head, as if to indicate that her anger was incomprehensible to him.

Devlin had been going with Allison Glenn since Christmas—a new dating record for him. “Well,” I said, “she’ll probably forgive you in time for prom. She won’t want to miss that.”

He scowled. “Maybe.” He took another drag of his cigarette. “Or maybe I’ll just go with someone else.” He looked at me, but said nothing more.

There was an uncomfortable silence. Then I reached for the door handle. “I hope you work it out. Thanks for the ride, Devlin.”

Before I could get out, Devlin grabbed my forearm hard.

“You want to go for a drive tonight? After your dinner? I could use some company.”

A dozen images flew through my mind at that second. My mother’s insistent questioning. A hostile Allison Glenn cornering me in a restroom. Henry’s face, hurt and uncertain. What had happened almost exactly two years ago to my sister, Suzanne. There were good reasons to say no. But somehow, none of them stood up to the way Devlin was looking at me—fierce and sad and hopeful, all at the same time. None of them held a candle to the hot touch of his hand on my arm, the smell of him that was the only air I had to breathe in that moment.

I nodded. “Okay.”

“I’ll pick you up at eight,” he said. He let go of my arm.

Later, much later that night, I would see that his grip had left a small bruise.

That was how it started. For nearly a week and a half, each night after dinner, I would see Devlin’s car idling outside my house. He never came to my door. Didn’t even honk. Didn’t have to. I’d see that Camaro, and out I’d go.

My mother, Marian Barlow, was beside herself with worry—and with disdain for this rude boy who wouldn’t afford her daughter the respect of calling at the door, of meeting her parent, shaking hands and exchanging pleasantries. She badgered me every evening at dinner with questions: What was I thinking of? Did I have no self-respect? Where was he taking me? What were we doing in that car? She never put her foot down, though. Never forbade me to go. Looking back on it now, how I wish she had.

She seemed equally dismayed that I had taken up with the son of one of her archenemies in the fight against the highway. “You know who his father is?” she made sure to say more than once. “That money-grubbing shark Ross Barrie. One of that group that started Citizens for I-66. He’s a developer. He doesn’t give a damn about Arlington.”

My mother must have also feared that I was having sex with Devlin. And that might have been what happened, if I had been less cautious, less afraid, less susceptible to the barrage of health-class scare tactics that I and my classmates had been subjected to since seventh grade. Why Devlin put up with my reluctance, I don’t really know. Perhaps an outsized ego that was certain I would eventually acquiesce. But I convinced myself it was something more. He confided in me, told me things about himself and his family and his life that I was sure he had never told Allison or any of her predecessors. As far as I knew, he had not gotten back together with Allison. But neither did he take me anywhere in public, anywhere that would let people know that he was somehow involved with that strange, quiet girl Sara Barlow. I let myself think I meant something to him, despite the overheated, sweaty, persistent entanglements in his back seat that were always a part of every evening we spent together.

The night that changed everything, the last night we spent together, was different than all the others. Devlin had pleaded with me to slip out after my mother fell asleep, so that we could spend more time together. I was terrified of being caught, though I believed my mother would easily sleep through all of it. She was a deep sleeper, and with the humming monotone of the window air conditioner in her bedroom window, it seemed likely that she would hear nothing. But I wasn’t positive. And that shred of doubt made me jumpy.

I was also terrified of being with Devlin when all the rest of the world was asleep. After midnight, the world was a different place. A place without the same rules I was used to living by. I wanted to be with him. Almost couldn’t help myself. I wanted his voice and his touch and his scent so strongly I kept finding myself doing things, saying things, I could never have imagined weeks ago. And yet he scared me a little. And sometimes a lot.

It was a beautiful night. Warm, but not oppressive. The air was full of the scents of honeysuckle and lilac, of damp earth and buds opening and trees remembering themselves. I got in the car and he sped away from my house, then slowed down as we headed along 15th toward school. He put a tape into the deck as he pulled over on Stafford Street, near the railing that overlooked the precipitous path down to the stream known as Spout Run.

“I love this song,” he said. The opening bars, that piercing harmonica, told me quickly that this was Bob Dylan’s song “Sara,” a tune on his Desire album. Devlin knew I had all of Dylan’s records; I think it was really me who got him listening to them. “It reminds me of you.” He paused and looked at me. “Of us.”

I smiled. “You know this song is about his wife—after they divorced? It’s a song about heartbreak, really.”

He shrugged. “I don’t care. You can hear how much he misses her, wants her back.” He leaned his head against the seat and sang along with Bob on the chorus, the plaintive refrain of Sara, of her name. “Damn, that’s some serious need in that voice. That’s some real pain.”

What was he saying? That he needed me the way Dylan needed his ex-wife, or he needed me in the back seat of his Camaro, compliant and eager? We listened to the song about halfway through, then he turned off the engine. “Come on,” he said, opening his door. “There’s somewhere I want to take you.” He pulled a blanket from the back seat and took my hand, leading me up the grassy hill to a spot beneath a tall tree, overlooking the stream some thirty feet below us. In the distance I could see the school parking lot, but it was empty except for a beat-up orange and white VW van that looked to have been abandoned and a couple of the custodians’ utility vehicles. We were indeed alone.

He spread the blanket in the grass and I sat down beside him, looking at the stream far below, remembering the few times I had ventured down there as a child. My parents had not allowed me to play there, dark and deep and hidden as it was, but I had gone anyway, risking punishment. Once, the hillside where we now were had been so thick with trees that the stream had been a secluded, clandestine place. But ever since the Department of Highways had slated this area as a right-of-way for their planned road, a lot of those trees had been taken down. In the parking lot behind us, a tall light now shone down into the moving, bubbling waters. Devlin and I were beneath one of the few trees that remained.

He didn’t waste any more words on me. He pressed me down beneath him on the blanket and kissed me along my neck, running his hand over my hip and then my thigh. He was more insistent with me that night than he had been before. But if he thought that having room to spread out rather than being cramped in his back seat was going to change my mind, he was wrong. He was pulling at my jeans, trying to get me out of them, when I heard a strange cry.

“What was that?” I asked.

He ignored me, kept grabbing at my zipper, yanking my shirt up around my neck, fumbling with my bra. I heard the sound again, sat up, struggling to tug my shirt back in place.

A girl’s voice cried out and then a man’s voice followed it, deep and angry. It seemed to me they were arguing. Looking down from our hillside perch at the stream below, I could see them, first in shadow, and then in the light. Back and forth between shadow and light, they struggled. The man had a tight grip on the girl, was pulling at her clothing, much as Devlin had just been pulling at mine. The girl was twisting, shoving, trying to get away from him. Her blonde hair flashed, then vanished, then flashed again.

She was crying—screaming out, “Stop it. Let me go.” She broke away, stumbling a few steps, and he grabbed her again. She shoved hard against his chest and then toppled backward into the water. I heard the sound her head made when it cracked against a sharp rock sticking out of the stream. She didn’t move.

I clutched Devlin’s arm. “Oh my God, he’s hurt her. She’s not getting up.”

Devlin said nothing, just stared down with me at the scene below.

My heart was pounding, my voice getting louder. “Devlin, what should we do?”

The man heard me then and looked up. The light from the parking lot above fell across his face and I saw him plainly. He was not a man, at all, but a teenager, no older perhaps than we were. He was very tall and thin and had long black hair with a startling streak of white through it that fell down toward one eye. He had no shirt on and his chest was covered with dark curls. He strained through the darkness to look up at us, but we were in shadow. His brows were low and heavy. On his face was a look of utter terror.

I glanced back at the girl. She hadn’t moved and I knew with a sickening, sinking certainty that she was dead.

Devlin stood up and tugged me up as well. He grabbed our blanket and began dragging me back toward the car. “Hurry up. Let’s get out of here.”

I resisted, looking back over my shoulder. “But we should do something. That girl—”

He yanked me harder. “We’ve got to get out of here. Fast.”

Were we in danger? I didn’t understand, but my whole body was surging with adrenaline, and so I followed behind him at a run toward the Camaro we had left parked on Stafford Street. He took off with a screech of tires, up 15th toward my house.

“We need to get to a phone, Devlin. We need to call the police.” I was shouting, because Dylan’s “Sara” was still in his tape deck, turned up to an unholy volume. Bob’s plaintive cry was louder than the engine, louder than the thrumming of my heart inside my head.

At the corner of my street, Devlin pulled over. His expression was stony and fierce. “We’re not going to call the cops, Sara. This will get sorted out, but we’re not going to be involved in it.”

“What? What are you talking about?” I asked him. “I think that girl is dead. We have to let someone know.”

“If we go to the cops, they’re going to want our names. They’re going to ask a lot of questions. It’ll get out that we reported this.” The idea of this seemed to panic him even more.

“But who cares?” I said. “I don’t care if people know I reported this. We have to let someone know.”

Devlin’s eyes narrowed and he took both of my shoulders in his hands. For a second, it seemed he was going to shake me, but then he let go. “I don’t want anyone to find out we were out there. Together.”

I blinked, silently. Processing. Then, “You mean you don’t want Allison to find out.”

He didn’t answer.

“That’s it, isn’t it? You’re not really done with her. You’ve just been playing around with me, waiting for Allison to take you back.” I shook my head. “Oh my God, this is nuts. I’m going to call the police.”

The look he gave me then scared me into silence. “No,” he said. “You’re not.”

Devlin started the car back up, drove down my street, and stopped a couple of houses from mine. “Promise me you won’t go to the cops, Sara.”

I was silent.

His face drew close to mine and I could smell him—his sweat, his aftershave, the stale smoke on his shirt, and I knew in that second that I would never touch him, kiss him, or be in this car ever again. He was seething, but it felt to me less like anger than fear.

“Promise me,” he said.

“Okay, okay,” I said. “I promise.” But I knew even as I said the words that I was lying.

I waited until the Camaro sped off, turned the corner, out of sight, and then I began hurrying down my street to the busy main road two blocks away. There was a phone booth there. I put in the dime my mom always insisted I carry, called 911, and told the man who answered what I had seen and where I had seen it. I described the guy who had pushed the girl. I made sure he understood I thought the girl was dead.

Then he asked me for my name.

And I hung up the phone.

I ran back up my street as fast as I could go, slipped into my house, and crumpled in a heap in the entry foyer. Upstairs, I could hear the drone of my mom’s air conditioner. She was still asleep. I wouldn’t have to explain what I had seen.

And in that instant, I was almost sorry.


CHAPTER TWO

JUNE 11, 1986

Someone was rapping at my car window. Startled, my eyes flew open and I jolted up from my reclining position. One of the school’s security guards was squatting down to peer in at me.

I rolled down my window.

“Are you okay, miss?” he asked. I could see myself in his sunglasses.

“Yes, I’m fine,” I said, embarrassed. How long had he been watching me?

“I thought you might be feeling ill,” he said. “Just wanted to check.”

I smiled. “Thank you, but no, I’m fine.”

He nodded, backed away from my car, and I started the engine and drove off. I hoped he didn’t know that I had just interviewed for the vacant English teacher position, that he wouldn’t mention to Cathy Tenley or to the principal, Mr. Jonas, that their recent job applicant had been passed out in her beat-up Honda Civic in the parking lot. How long had I been there, zoned out, remembering the past? I glanced at my car clock. It was past noon. I must have been there like that for almost half an hour.

Mom was on her knees beside her garden, trowel in hand, when I got out of the car. She looked up, shoved her glasses back in place with the back of her gardening glove. Her permed auburn hair was covered in a paisley scarf. She wore blue pedal-pushers, the closest she ever came to casual summer wear. Ladies her age didn’t wear shorts, she often said.

“How did it go?” she asked.

I shrugged. “Okay, I think. The department chair seemed to think I would get an offer.”

Mom stood up, brushing off her knees. “That’s great. So they didn’t ask anything, you know, about Wisconsin?” Her brow furrowed and I frowned at the look of concern on her face. Why did she always have to bring this up?

“They asked why I left,” I said, “and I told them a relationship had broken up and I decided to come back home. That’s all. Nothing else.”

She nodded. “That’s good. So do you think they checked your references?”

“I don’t know,” I snapped. “Probably. I wasn’t a crappy teacher, you know. I was a good one. So why wouldn’t they say that about me?”

Before she could reply, I started up the steps to the front door.

“I didn’t mean anything,” she said. “Just want everything to work out for you, Sara.”

I nodded and let the door slam behind me when I entered the house.

Not for the first time since moving back, I wished desperately that I hadn’t had to move back in with Mom. It wasn’t that we didn’t love each other, didn’t get along together, most of the time. We did. But Mom just knew too much about everything that had happened between Andy and me, and she knew too much, as well, about what happened the night that Suzanne died. She had never forgiven me for that, I felt certain. So she loved me, yes. But she struggled to show that love, and she didn’t know what to make of all the troubles I had gone through in the twelve years since.

I went upstairs to my bedroom, the room I had once shared with my sister and was now mine alone. Even all these years later, I could still look around this room and see evidence of Suzanne everywhere. Some of her clothes were still in the closet. Her dresser stood against the north wall, with a photo of all four of us taken before Dad died. Mom had emptied the drawers, telling me I could use them if I wanted. But I couldn’t imagine doing such a thing, even though my own drawers were overflowing and I needed the space. I had opened each of those drawers when I came home. In the back of one I had found an elastic ponytail holder that still had threads of Suzanne’s golden hair entwined in it. I stared at it for a long time, but I didn’t pick it up.

I took off my interview suit, put on a T-shirt and shorts, and lay down on my bed. As soon as I was still, as soon as I was no longer actively doing something, the image of Mark Raleigh reappeared in my brain. It had been ten years since that night, and yes, I had only seen him from about thirty or forty feet away, but I had never forgotten for a second that face, that strange shock of white hair falling across one eye. As soon as I had spotted him in the gym, waves of adrenaline had flooded through me. Even before I understood that I was seeing the very person I had witnessed commit a murder that night in 1976, my body had understood. I had felt for a moment in that hallway like I couldn’t catch my breath, and yet had trembled with the desperate desire to run, to flee, to put as much distance between us as I possibly could. And then my brain had kicked in, too, along with my body, had matched Mark Raleigh’s face to that face I had seen in the stream that night.

So many times since that night I had wondered what had become of him, if he still lived in Arlington, if one day I would be walking down the street and look up and see him in front of me. I wondered also what he had done after Devlin and I ran away, how he had plotted what to do next, how horrified he must have been by what he had done. Because I didn’t believe he had intended to kill her. I had seen the look on his face, a look of horror at having committed an act that could not be undone, that would change his life forever.

And the next morning, I had also wondered what had become of the girl. I assumed that the police had followed up on my anonymous call, but there must have been no one there at the stream when they arrived. No crazed man with a streak of white hair, no dead body of a young girl. Did they think I had been playing some prank when I called that report in to 911?

I had grabbed the newspaper that morning, searching for any report of a murder. Nothing. I went painstakingly through that paper twice, my fingers black with ink. And all that day I had listened to local TV news, waiting for a report. But none had come. I couldn’t understand it.

I had briefly considered calling Devlin to ask him what he made of it, why he thought that there was no news about this murder we had both witnessed, but I didn’t. He had made it clear to me he didn’t want to be involved in any of it. He had been so upset, so adamant about my not calling the police. And I had no claim on Devlin. I knew as surely as I had ever known anything that his red Camaro would never again drive down my street, waiting for me to run out to him like the pitifully eager and stupid girl I had most assuredly been.

Two days later, half-listening to a local news show while I did homework, I startled at a breaking story about a fifteen-year-old girl from my school who had been reported missing by her parents. A tearful mother, a distraught father, were interviewed. She had not come home from an after-school activity. She had never done anything like that before. The police had no clues. A telephone number was flashed on the screen if anyone had information. The mother pleaded for someone to come forward.

Her name was Nina Farley. And I did nothing. After all, I told myself, I had made a call that very night. I had reported what I saw. Why hadn’t the police put together my account of a murder and the sudden disappearance of this young girl? I could try making another anonymous call, finding a different phone booth and reminding them of my previous report. But would they be able to somehow trace that call? And what if someone saw me in that phone booth, if the police came asking questions? Would I be in trouble for not giving my name the first time? Would Devlin find out what I had done and be furious with me? My fears multiplied, grew outlandish, even, but they kept me frozen, unable to do anything more.

Not then, and not the next year when I had another chance to make things right. Thinking back on all of that in my bedroom that day made the familiar feelings of shame and self-recriminations flood through me again. My therapist in Wisconsin had tried to teach me some strategies for coping with those feelings. Sometimes they worked. But not this time.
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AUGUST 1977

I wasn’t surprised when Henry showed up at my door that evening, a six-pack under his arm. I knew where we were headed.

“Are we calling this a vigil?” I asked.

“Nah,” he said. “Maybe just a tribute. A commemoration of old days soon to be no more.”

I had come home in May from my freshman year in Wisconsin, not exactly broken, but definitely not whole. Not well. I had struggled with the freedom college provided. No one was making me attend classes, and often, I skipped the ones I didn’t like. I hadn’t failed anything, but my grades were an embarrassment for someone as conscientious as I had always been.

I had tried to make friends and found a small circle of girls with whom I could hang out on the weekends or sit with in the dining hall. Beer and weed were welcome retreats from having to stay soberly in my own head. The events of that night, the memory of that girl lying in the stream, the knowledge that her parents were desperate and heartbroken, was a constant hum in my mind, one that I took every opportunity to block out any way I could.

Henry and I had been spending a lot of time together that summer and I could tell he was worried about me. He asked a lot of questions, but I couldn’t bring myself to tell him what I had seen. I was ashamed, not only for failing to openly report what I knew, but also for him to find out what I had been up to with Devlin.

He had been hurt by my evasiveness those ten days or so that I had spent with Devlin. He even formally asked me to the prom, but I told him I’d rather spend the evening quietly, just the two of us. No need to get all dressed up and spend a ton of money I knew he didn’t have. And no need for me, I thought to myself, to sit miserably in that ballroom and watch Devlin and Allison dancing together, smiling and in love. They had reunited and were obnoxiously showy about it.

I had put Devlin behind me. It had been a year, after all. But the rest of it, the events of that night, they had a hold on me that had colored every day since.

Henry made a move to hide the six-pack behind his back as my mother’s face appeared behind mine at the door.

“Howdy, Mrs. Barlow,” he said, making the motion of tipping his hat even though that night he wasn’t wearing one.

Mom nodded. “Hello, Henry.” She eyed him suspiciously. She’d probably noticed the beers. “You heading back to school soon?”

“Yes, ma’am. One more week,” he told her. Henry was going to school at the University of Texas in Austin. “Trying to make the most of it.” He smiled at her and she gave him a tight half-smile back. She wasn’t crazy about the beer, but I knew she liked Henry. Mom was from Biloxi, and she liked his drawl. It reminded her of home.

Henry and I wandered down to the hilly area at the bottom of my street that had once overlooked the train tracks. For years after the trains stopped running in 1963 and after the unlucky neighbors who lived in the highway’s right-of-way had been forced out, their houses torn down, those vacant lots had lain fallow, overgrown with wildflowers and grass so long it bent over in the summer heat. To me, that long stretch of vacant land had been a kind of oasis in the middle of suburbia, a place to escape to whenever reality became more than I wanted to bear.

That night, Henry and I went there to say goodbye—not to each other, but to the wild and overgrown sanctuary we both loved so much. A number of heated court appeals had been ongoing all through the winter, spring, and into the summer, and in early August, the court had at last refused to halt construction and given the Highway Department the green light to charge in with their chainsaws and earth movers. The word throughout the neighborhood was that the ruckus and disruption and destruction would begin the next day.

“My father would have been so upset to see it come to this,” I said. “He fought so hard for so long. Did I ever tell you he had Suzanne and me marching with him, right here, along the train tracks? I was twelve and Suzanne was ten. We carried protest signs.”

Henry smiled, indulgently. I knew I had told him that story before, but he sensed I needed to tell it again.

When Mom and Dad had bought our house, back in 1955, one of the prime motivations had been that just down the street, on the corner lot, lived one of Dad’s best friends from his childhood days in Wisconsin. I had known this man and his wife as Uncle Carl and Aunt Lucy, and many were the nights after dinner when I toddled along beside my father to visit them in the evenings, playing with their Doberman pinscher, romping beside the tracks, while Dad conversed with his friends. When the eminent domain notifications had been sent out by the Department of Highways, Uncle Carl and Aunt Lucy had been devastated, but no more so than my father had been. They moved across town, and not long after, Carl died. Dad blamed “that damn road” for the loss of his friend, just as I had, later, done the same when Dad died.

My father had been active and outspoken in the citizen opposition to I-66. Just two months after that protest march, in December of 1970, he attended a volatile hearing that erupted into a lot of shouting, booing, and even, at one point, two men who got into a fistfight. Dad hadn’t been one of the fighters, but he had been furious, yelling, his face red from frustration. He fumed about the meeting all the way home in the car, occasionally smacking his hand across the steering wheel, muttering under his breath.

It had been later that night, at home, when he stood up from his armchair to get a drink, that his face went white, his arms flailed out for something to hold onto, and he fell to the floor with a crash that knocked an ashtray off the coffee table. Despite efforts from the ambulance crew we called, he died. A massive coronary, the doctor told us. My father had never had any heart trouble, just high blood pressure that he took medicine for. I had no doubt that it was “that damn road” that killed him. Mom felt the same.

When she had heard the news about construction beginning the next morning, her lips flattened into a tight line, her eyes narrowed. I didn’t have to ask what she was thinking. I knew.

Henry opened a second beer and motioned with his head toward the rope swing that hung from the huge oak tree that overlooked where the train tracks had once run. “You remember that night we came down here, sophomore year, and swung on that thing? Right after we met, I recollect it was.”

I smiled. I remembered. I studied the rope, now dirty, frayed, wondering if it would snap in two if I tried taking another whirl on it. I remembered also how Henry had tried to kiss me that night and how I had resisted. In all the years since, he had never tried a second time. Is that what he was remembering?

“Have you got yourself a girlfriend in Texas?” I asked, in what certainly must seem to him like an abrupt change of topic.

He laughed. “Got dozens of ’em. They have to take turns.”

I laughed with him, but only for a second. “No, really. Do you?”

He shrugged. “There’s one girl I hang around with. I wouldn’t call her a girlfriend.”

I felt a prickle of jealousy, though I knew it was unwarranted. I’d never given Henry the slightest reason to hope for something more between us. And yet, the idea of this other, faceless, nameless girl made my stomach do a strange flip.

I changed the subject. We finished off the six-pack and he walked me back to my house, both of us a little wobbly. Well, at least I was.

“Guess there will be quite a racket tomorrow morning,” I said. “I’m dreading it.”

“At least we’ll both be back in school before they really get to raising Cain.”

“One more week,” I said when we got to my door. “Let’s make it a good one.”

He nodded. “You bet.”

But it didn’t turn out that way.

I did wake up to the sound of thrumming motors, of chainsaws buzzing, of loud crashing sounds I imagined were felled trees. With each crash, I winced and remembered all the trees down by the tracks that I had played beneath through my childhood—the row of dogwoods, perfect for climbing; the willow that had made a private clubhouse for Suzanne and me.

Throughout the day, both Mom and I tried to drown out the noise from the bottom of the street, Mom with her soap operas and me with my records. I must have worn some new grooves into my Rumours album, playing it over and over, each time with the volume a little higher to keep me from thinking about my world being destroyed just a few doors down.

Mom grilled some hamburgers for dinner, but instead of eating them out on the back porch, as we normally would, she set up some TV trays and we sat on the sofa to catch the evening news.

Both of us froze at the top story. The image on the screen was of several police cars, lights flashing, near a construction site, a large yellow bulldozer in the background. The young reporter on the scene was grim, visibly shaken. In the course of one of the Highway Department’s earth movers tearing into a woody area about eight blocks from us, along the course of Spout Run, a shallowly buried body had been discovered, rolled up inside what appeared to have been a piece of carpet. Because the body was badly decomposed, no identification had yet been possible.

The reporter droned on, but I had stopped listening. Mom said something, probably asked me a question, but I couldn’t make sense of anything beyond the roaring inside my own head.

I knew who it was. There was no doubt in my mind at all.

I wondered how long it would be before the police knew, as well.


CHAPTER THREE

JUNE 11, 1986

A knock at my door startled me out of my memories.

“Sara,” Mom called out. “Phone call for you. I think it’s the principal!”

I sat up and hurried down the steps to where the receiver had been left on the dining room table.

“Hello? This is Sara Barlow.”

It was indeed Mr. Jonas, far more jovial than I ever recalled him being back when I had been a student. “I’m delighted to offer you the position, Sara. We always enjoy hiring alumni, and I think the students will get a kick out of having a teacher so close to them in age. Can you drop by tomorrow morning to deal with all the paperwork?”

I thanked him and agreed to come in, despite an instant flutter of anxiety at the possibility of running into Mark Raleigh again.

“By the way, Sara, did you know your graduating class is holding its ten-year reunion in just a few weeks? Have you received information about it?”

“Oh, yes, I have,” I said. “I just … haven’t sent in my RSVP yet. But I will.”

The truth was that I hadn’t planned on attending. There were so few people in that class I thought of as friends. I had no fabulous career to brag about. No rich husband on my arm to turn all the girls green with envy, make them change their minds about mousy Sara Barlow. But now it seemed being a no-show would be bad form. I wanted to appear like an avid supporter of the school.

“Oh, that’s great,” Mr. Jonas said. “Well, then, I will see you there. And, of course, also on August 25th. That’s the first day back for staff.”

“Looking forward to it, Mr. Jonas,” I said, using my teacher voice, assuming that chipper persona I put on like a bedazzled mask every time I entered a classroom. “And thank you so much.”

Mom was hovering behind me as I hung up the phone.

“Congratulations, Sara! What a relief, hmm?” She threw her arms around me in a hug and I submitted to it. It was clear to me she had had her doubts. Well, maybe I had, as well.

“What was that about an RSVP?” she asked.

“My ten-year reunion,” I said. “Guess now I have to go.”

“Well, of course you should,” she said. “Aren’t you curious how everyone turned out? What they’re up to these days?”

I shrugged. “Not especially. But I’ll go. Just kind of awkward, showing up alone.”

“Ask Henry to go with you,” she said. “I’ll bet he’d love to.”

“Henry has a girlfriend,” I said. “I think they’re going to get married. She might not appreciate him going with someone else.”

Mom’s face fell. “Really? I had no idea. That skinny little fellow with all the strange hats has a fiancée? I’m surprised. I thought he was madly in love with you.”

“Mom, that was ten years ago. People change.”

I went back to my room and mused about the reunion. And about Henry. Was he planning to attend? It seemed unlikely, completely out of character for him, but maybe he’d consider it. It wouldn’t hurt to call him and ask. Like me, he had gone into teaching, and was working as a math teacher at Swanson Junior High. His girlfriend was still living in Texas, but Henry had said she’d be moving to join him here, eventually. Maybe she wouldn’t mind him escorting me, just two former classmates, nothing more than good buddies. Or maybe what she didn’t have to know wouldn’t hurt her.

I picked up the envelope from the Alumni Association that had been sent a couple of weeks ago. On a separate insert were listed those eager types who had mailed in their ticket money as soon as the first announcement had gone out—I guess, as peer pressure or an enticement to those of us still on the fence.

Devlin was on that list—and whomever Mrs. Devlin was. It wasn’t Allison. I knew that much. But he was listed as Devlin Barrie and guest. I was curious to see what he looked like, what he was doing. And now that I had seen this Mark Raleigh at school, I was wondering how he might react if I pulled him aside from his wife for a moment and shared that shocking news. Would he be as alarmed as I was? Or would he want me to shut up about it, just as he had that night ten years before?

There was another name on the list that made me draw in my breath, made me wonder how I was ever going to face him, smile at him, and make polite chitchat. Mickey Sullivan. He wasn’t going by Mickey anymore, it seemed. He was listed as Michael Sullivan. Was that intended to disguise the identity he’d had in high school, or, at least, to make people view him as a completely new person? I hadn’t spoken to Mickey in a very long time. But not nearly as long a time as my mother might have imagined. She had forbidden me to speak to him or spend any time around him, ever since the night of Suzanne’s death. Mom hated him, blamed him for what happened. She also blamed me, but, of course, I had not been the driver when Mickey’s car flipped over and hit a tree. I had just been the sister who hadn’t done what she should have done to make sure it couldn’t happen.

Mickey and me. We were both unforgivable in my mom’s eyes. But I had long ago forgiven him. There was no way I could have hated him any more than he already hated himself. But that didn’t mean I wanted to see him again. And I doubt he would be keen to see me, either. There was no way either one of us could look at the other and not be instantly transported back in time to that horrible night in 1974.
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APRIL 1974

It was Palm Sunday. We’d just gotten out of school for Spring Break. Our palm branches, handed out by the ushers at church that morning, were browning, growing brittle, on top of the radiator cover in our room, and the scent of pot roast wafted up the stairs. Mom always cooked our main meal midday on Sundays, and then in the evening, we’d set up TV trays in the living room and watch The Wonderful World of Disney. At sixteen, I was way too old for that, but secretly liked it anyway. Suzanne, at fourteen, was the one who scoffed at it, rolled her eyes, cast about for excuses to leave the house.

For all that Mom called Suzanne her “wild child,” despite their constant battles over what Suzanne could or couldn’t do, I knew somehow that Suzanne was her favorite. Since we were small, Suzanne had pushed hard against the boundaries and was always eager to take me with her, whether I wanted to follow or not. When we got into trouble, it was usually my sister’s fault, but once Dad died, Mom had never grown accustomed to her role of disciplinarian. She’d make token efforts to scold us, but then Suzanne would say something to make her laugh and she’d just shake her head, more amused by her wild child than angry at her.

Suzanne had found herself with a freer pass for growing up wild than I had at her age. After Dad died when Suzanne was only ten, Mom had thrown herself into activism against the highway, joining the Arlington Coalition on Transportation (ACT), attending dozens of meetings and court hearings, always on the phone with other members or helping to helm booths outside the library, looking for signatures of support for the cause. All through her preteen years and early adolescence, Suzanne endured little of the scrutiny that had been my lot.

At fourteen, Suzanne looked somehow older than me. Her light brown hair had been assaulted into a brassy blonde via relentless applications of Sun-In, coupled with tanning sessions in our driveway whenever the weather permitted. She had perfected her signature look, which involved a heavy application of eyeliner, blue eyeshadow, and midriff tops teamed with low-slung Viceroy jeans to expose as much skin as school rules would let her get away with. In the inside pocket of her ragged jean jacket, she kept a hardpack of Marlboros and a silver, flip-top lighter that she had stolen from Dad’s desk drawer after he died.

Unlike me, who had no crowd to hang around with, Suzanne hung with the tough kids, those who teetered on the border between oldschool hippie and greaser. My classmates referred to this subgroup as “the grits,” and the boys who showed up on our doorstep to ask for Suzanne wore steel-toed boots, trucker’s wallets, and often, their own pin-carved tattoos.

Mickey was one of those boys. He was my age, but he had no interest in me at all, and barely registered that he knew me when we passed each other in the halls at school. He drove a gold Plymouth Duster with a black racing stripe and was forever pulling up at our house when he was sure my mom was not at home and beckoning Suzanne out for a joyride. She never said no.

Suzanne was in eighth grade at junior high, but she had met Mickey and his friends in the vacant lots, along the abandoned rail line, where many kids wandered after dark to drink, to get high, and generally see what sort of trouble they could stir up. When we were children, this stretch of open land was where we and the neighborhood gang played games of pretend. There was so much beyond overgrown weeds to spark make-believe—treasures unaccountably not destroyed by the Highway Department in 1963 when they leveled the houses. Amid the red clay and the wildflowers were forsaken trellises, patios, stairways into basements shorn of their upper stories, even a stone-encircled fish pond with an orange fish inside it, miraculously still alive.

That evening, Suzanne finished her dinner swiftly and announced she was going out.

“I don’t think so, young lady,” Mom said. “It’s already dark and it’s Palm Sunday, for goodness sake. Kids are home for the night with their families.”

Suzanne laughed scornfully. “Not the kids I know.” She slipped on her jean jacket and opened the front door. “Don’t worry. Just going for a stroll to the end of the street and back.”

Mom frowned but said nothing. A stroll to the end of the street and back would take no more than ten minutes, but an hour passed. The Wonderful World of Disney was over.

Mom picked up her dish and mine from the TV trays. “Sara, go out and find your sister. She’s down in those lots, I’m sure. Tell her I want her home. Now.”

I hated being tasked to serve as the “police force,” being seen as a scold and a Goody Two-shoes by Suzanne’s friends, but I knew Mom wouldn’t take no for an answer. I headed across the street, past the Petersons’ house, then the Larrabees’, and into the stretch of vacant land. Just at the ridge that overlooked the tracks, beneath a line of dogwoods already in bloom, I could see the flash of Suzanne’s brassy hair in the headlights of a passing car. It looked as though there were others with her.

As I approached, Suzanne glanced up and laughed. She held up a bottle of Boone’s Farm. “Want some, Sara? Mom will never know. I have some peppermint gum you can chew to kill the smell.”

I shook my head. “No, thanks. That stuff tastes terrible.”

Mickey stood close beside her, and nearby were two of his buddies, Bert and Vic, two neighborhood boys I had thought of as thugs even when we were all in elementary school.

“Mom wants you to come home,” I said.

“Of course she does,” Suzanne said. “But she won’t do anything if we don’t. Come hang out with us for a while.”

I glanced at Mickey, who made no offer of welcome, then at Bert and Vic, enwreathed in smoke, passing a jay back and forth between them. “No, thanks. I think you’d better get in, Suzanne. Mom seems pretty irritated.”

Suzanne sighed, then handed the wine bottle to Mickey. “I’ll slip out later,” she told him. “After Mom goes to bed.”

Mickey nodded. “I’ll be here.”

“You’re going to get in so much trouble if she catches you out in the middle of the night,” I told her as we walked up the street.

“She won’t know.” She looked at me hard. “Unless you tell her.”

“I’ve never told on you,” I said. “But one of these days, she’s going to find out. Mickey isn’t so bad, but Vic and Bert …” I trailed off. She knew exactly what I thought of that pair.

Suzanne smiled. “Oh, come on, Sara, admit it. You know you’ve got a crush on ole Vic. That bulldog face, that hulking, manly torso. It makes you hot.”

I couldn’t help laughing. This was a game the two of us knew by heart. “Yeah, well, don’t tell me Mickey hasn’t figured out that you’ve got a thing for Bert. That scrawny physique. The greasy hair. The attractive Army fatigues wardrobe.”

Suzanne laughed, too. “Yeah, well, just so you don’t let on …”

She took a stick of gum from her jacket pocket, unwrapped it, and popped it in her mouth.

“All the gum in the world isn’t going to get that smoke out of your hair and clothes,” I said.

She shrugged. “She knows I smoke.”

“The tobacco, yes,” I conceded.

“You worry too much,” she said.

I went straight up to our room when we walked inside. I didn’t want to be interrogated. Let Suzanne concoct whatever story she wanted to for Mom. I wanted no part of it.

I went to bed around midnight. When I got back from the bathroom after brushing my teeth, I could see Suzanne in her bed. She was wearing a nightgown, but you didn’t need to look too hard to see that she was wearing clothes underneath it.

“You’ve gained weight,” I said.

She didn’t answer, but I could see the blanket shaking. I’d made her laugh.

I dozed off immediately, but awoke about twenty minutes later. In the dim light from the streetlamp outside our window, Suzanne was moving across the room, tugging on shoes, running a comb through her hair. I have replayed that scene in my head thousands of times in all the years since then, have berated myself for not sitting up, not trying to keep her from leaving the house. But I was sleepy. And it was not the first time. I didn’t know that it would be the last.

Mom and I were awakened at about 3:00 a.m. by an insistent knocking at our front door. The first thing I noticed when I sat up was the pattern of flashing red light through the window, then hurried footsteps pounding down the stairs, and finally, a cry. A cry that was almost a howl, a moan. It was only the second time I had ever heard Mom make a sound like that, the first time being when Dad died.

Heart thudding, I went downstairs to discover what had just become of our lives.

The cop in the foyer was standing uncomfortably, clutching his hat, watching Mom sob. His partner stepped forward and put a hand on her shoulder. “Ma’am, she didn’t suffer. We believe she died on impact.”

What I remember of those next few minutes comes to me now only in small bursts of color and sound. The way the police car’s strobing lights seemed to beat in time with my heart. The sound of wailing, of gasping for breath, which was me, crumpled on the living room carpet. One of the officers speaking in a monotone, a tone he must have thought of as comforting, telling Mom that Suzanne had been in the passenger seat of Mickey’s Duster, that he had apparently been speeding along the abandoned railroad tracks, and lost control. The car had flipped and crashed into a tree. Mickey had emerged, probably with a concussion, and wandered around the neighborhood, apparently in shock. He had not understood the questions the police were asking him when they picked him up. Suzanne’s side of the car had crumpled against the tree, had crushed her.

“Are you sure?” Mom kept saying. “I want to see her. Where did you take her?”

Later that day, Mom had been taken to identify Suzanne’s body and I was left alone in the house. The officers had been so solicitous of Mom, but no one seemed to consider me. No one came to sit with me. No one called. Or maybe they called and I didn’t answer. Sometimes in my memories I recall the sound of a ringing phone. Or maybe it was only a ringing inside my head. At some point I walked outside, down to the tracks. Two blocks away, between Vermont and Utah Streets, a gaggle of people stood beside an oak tree, a gash in its side. Below it were pieces of Mickey’s Duster. A cracked side mirror. A piece of the bumper. The car had already been towed away.

Someone in the group beneath the oak looked up and yelled out, “There’s her sister!”

I don’t know who it was that yelled. I only know that I ran.

And I guess, in a way, I’ve been running ever since.


CHAPTER FOUR

JUNE 12, 1986

Despite my trepidation about seeing Mark Raleigh again, after I signed all the paperwork the next afternoon, I deliberately walked by the gym. Maybe if I saw him a second time, I’d see something, some indication, that I had been wrong. That I was imagining things. It wouldn’t be the first time in my life that my mind flew off in crazy directions, conjuring danger and calamity where none existed.

School was out for the summer, and all that remained on the academic calendar was graduation the next day. Teachers were in the school working on their final grades. I figured he’d probably be around somewhere.

But no one was in the gym. I had no idea where he might have a desk or a classroom and so I decided to leave. First, though, I stopped by the library. Mrs. Grayson, the librarian from my own school days, was still there, bustling around, closing up shop for the summer. She had seemed old to me then, but now I could see she was probably in her late fifties. She looked up as I approached the desk.

“Hi, Mrs. Grayson,” I said. “I doubt you remember me. Sara Barlow. I graduated here in ’76.”

She peered over her bifocals at me, squinting. Clearly, I had not made an impression. “So many kids come through. I can’t remember most of them.” She smiled apologetically. “Can I help you with something?”

“I hope so,” I said. “I’m going to be starting teaching here in the fall. I know you keep a full set of yearbooks. I was wondering if I might be able to borrow this year’s? When I get my class lists, I’d love to be able to start matching faces to names. It really helps me out. Like you said, it’s hard to remember when there’s so many of them.”

“Oh, sure,” she said. “I have some extras, actually. Kids that bought copies and then moved away without a forwarding address.” She went into a small room behind the desk and returned with a dark-blue book embossed with shiny silver lettering.

“Do you want me to sign it out?” I asked.

She waved away my suggestion. “Keep it. And good luck this fall. See you then.”

I carried the book to my car and opened it immediately. Thumbing through, I bypassed everything except what I was looking for—the faculty photos. There were a lot of them. Not every teacher sat for a photo each year, so I worried he might not be there. But then—no—there he was. Mark Raleigh. Unsmiling, interestingly. Why wouldn’t he offer up a pleasant expression for the yearbook? He seemed almost fierce. Was that just my imagination, projecting onto him my memory of that night long ago? The streak of white hair was somehow even more dramatic in this black-and-white photo than it was in real life. He had probably shaved that morning, as most men did, but nonetheless there was a dark shadow along his jawline of stubble already growing in.

I was just setting the book aside, getting ready to drive out of the parking deck, when I saw the man himself, walking across the lot, wearing shorts and a white T-shirt, and carrying a graduation robe on a hanger. That same wave of anxiety passed over me again, the acceleration of heart rate. It was him. I knew it. I had no doubt at all.

He tossed the robe into the back seat of a dark blue 280Z. A small car for such a tall guy, but definitely a sporty one. He got in, adjusted himself, fastened the seat belt. He didn’t look especially comfortable. Then he started the car and pulled out at the exit. Before I had time to consider what I was doing, I started my car and followed him, keeping a reasonable distance so he wouldn’t notice me.

What did I want in that instant? I didn’t know exactly. He must be going home, since he had the robe with him. If I followed, I would know where he lived, at least. What would I do with that information? I didn’t know that either. But I might not get another chance. And I doubted that he would be listed in the phone book. Teachers often had unlisted numbers.

The 280Z headed up 15th, took a right on Glebe, and then an immediate left on 16th. This was familiar territory to me. Up ahead was Woodlawn, Arlington’s alternative high school. Behind it was Woodlawn Park, where I had spent many hours hanging out after school—in fact, where I had met Henry. His car turned down Buchanan, then a right onto 13th, and pulled into the driveway of a large brick house just across from the park.

I pulled over at the corner and watched as he unfolded himself from the car, grabbed the robe from the back seat, and went into the house. It was a big Colonial—two stories, a two-car garage in the back. Was he married? Did he live there with someone else? I had expected to find that he lived in some tiny apartment. This seemed an expensive home for a single man—especially one who made his living as a teacher.

I waited to see if he would come out again, drive somewhere, but fifteen minutes passed and I figured he was staying put. Driving home, which was just four blocks away, the shock of my proximity to Mark Raleigh was unsettling. Had he always been there, so close to me that a leisurely stroll could have me at his door in just ten minutes?

What good did it do me to know where he lived—aside from making me uneasy? What was I going to do with my discovery? I couldn’t exactly march into the police department ten years too late and announce that I knew who killed Nina Farley. What proof did I have other than my say-so? I imagined what they might say if I tried it. Why hadn’t I made a report back in 1976? Would there be a record somewhere of my phone call?

What might Janet Farley think of me if she learned I had not come forward with information about her sister’s killer? Janet and I had not been friends before Nina’s body had been found. That only came after. I hadn’t been dishonest with Janet, exactly. I just hadn’t told her everything I knew. Did that make me a bad person?

My therapist had told me that I wasn’t a bad person—only a flawed one. And wasn’t everyone flawed in some way? Why did I keep making the wrong decisions? Janet was going to be at that reunion, as well. I hadn’t spoken to her in years. Would she ever forgive me if she discovered that I now knew exactly who and where Mark Raleigh was—and that I did nothing?
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For days after the discovery of the body buried near the stream, I waited for word of what I already knew. Nina Farley’s parents had reported her missing the morning after Devlin and I had seen that girl killed; it had to be her. I was due to return to Wisconsin in just a couple of weeks. I hoped the police would figure it all out before then so I wouldn’t feel the pressure to come forward.

Then an article in the morning paper stopped me cold in the middle of breakfast. The body had been identified as Nina Farley, only by virtue of dental records. Her body and clothing had been too decomposed to make any other method possible. Imagining this—that this girl who had been so fiercely alive the night I saw her had been reduced to nothing more than bones and teeth—made me feel sick to my stomach. I set down my piece of toast and didn’t pick it up again.

There were still no leads on what happened to her, at least according to what the police were revealing to the public. Why had no one made the connection to the phone call I had made that night?

The article also mentioned that a memorial service for Nina would be held in a few days at St. Agatha’s. I had not known her; she was two years younger than me, the same as Suzanne had been. But I did know her sister, Janet, who was in my graduating class. We weren’t friends, by any stretch of the imagination. Still, we had been in a few classes together. We weren’t strangers.

The notion of attending that memorial service entered my mind and wouldn’t leave it. It didn’t really make sense for me to go, but somehow, I needed to. Weirdly, nonsensically, I felt like I owed it to Nina. I had failed her on the night of her death. Wasn’t paying my respects to her now the very least I could do?

I hoped that Mom would not decide to attend. I didn’t want her seeing me there, asking questions. Mrs. Farley had been involved in the I-66 protest movement, had attended many meetings with Mom and her group. Mom might feel obligated to show up, even though they had not been friends. When I arrived, I scouted the pews for her auburn perm bent over a hymnal, her black wool suit pulled out only for funerals, but I didn’t see her. A relief. I didn’t want to have to explain my presence there to anyone.

I hadn’t realized how long a Catholic funeral Mass would be. The only funerals I had ever attended had been in my Methodist church. The services for my father and Suzanne were forever lodged in my memory, but they had been mercifully short. This one seemed interminable, including a sermon, of sorts, and Holy Communion. Nina’s father also stood up to share a few words, but he was crying so hard, it was difficult to understand exactly what he was saying.

I noticed across the aisle from me that there were two uniformed police officers. Were they family friends—or were they scoping out the funeral to see if the killer would show? I had heard the old expression that a killer returns to the scene of the crime; did they also show up at the victim’s memorial service? Nervously, I scanned the faces in the church for any sign of the guy with the streak of white hair, but he was nowhere in sight.

When I went through the receiving line, Janet’s eyes widened a bit when she saw me. “Sara, hi. I didn’t know you were coming.” She seemed different to me than she did in school. Maybe it was the black dress, and how pale she was despite it being August. She looked as though she hadn’t been sleeping very well.

“I just wanted to pay my respects,” I said, “and tell you how sorry I am about Nina.”

Her eyes welled with tears. “It still doesn’t seem real to me.” She paused. “I guess maybe you know a little bit what I mean. After, you know, what happened to Suzanne.”

I nodded, though to be honest, I hadn’t even thought about the similarity between our situations until just that second. Maybe I hadn’t let myself think about it. They weren’t the same, were they? Wasn’t there a big difference between an accident and a murder? I had gone through all kinds of emotions in the wake of Suzanne’s death, including blaming myself for it. But I’d never had to lie in bed at night and picture her being attacked by some nameless, faceless someone and then thrown into a hastily dug hole in the ground.

I only said, “It’s so hard to lose a sister.”

At that, Janet’s teary eyes spilled over and she dabbed at her face with a tissue she clutched in her hand.

“Maybe we could get together someday and talk,” I said, surprised to hear myself making the invitation. “I don’t leave for school for a week and a half. You’re welcome to come by.”

Janet seemed as surprised by the invitation as I was. “Thanks. Okay. I’d like that.”

When she actually showed up a couple of days later, I think both of us were uncomfortable. I brought her up to my room and she sat down on Suzanne’s bed, the only one of the two that was tidy, made up. I had pulled my covers up over my pillow, but they looked wrinkled and sad. Her eyes swept the room, taking in Suzanne’s dresser, with its carefully placed family photo, and my dresser, drawers not fully closed, a shirt hanging out of one, a stray sock on the floor beside it.

“I shared a room with Nina,” she said. “Mom hasn’t touched any of her things.”

I nodded. “I get that. You don’t want to change anything. It would be like …” I trailed off.

“Like admitting she was never coming home,” Janet said.

Neither of us spoke for a few seconds, though to me it felt much longer than that.

I wanted to ask her about the police investigation, to find out if they had any leads, what action they were taking, but I couldn’t think of a polite way to bring it up. “It must be hard,” I said at last, “to not understand—what happened.”

Janet looked down at her hands and didn’t speak.

Was it rude of me to push? I did anyway. “The newspaper article said that she had been at an after-school activity.”

Janet nodded. “Yeah. She was on the swim team. They were having an end-of-the-year party.”

“So, I guess all of her teammates were questioned.” I left it hanging there, less statement than question.

“They were. And we talked to Nina’s best friend, Vicky, who was there. She just said there were a lot of people coming in and out of the cafeteria, where they were having the party. Not just swim team members. She said one second Nina was there and the next time she looked for her, when the party was breaking up, she was gone. Some of the team had gone to Leeway for a barbecue. Vicky figured Nina must have gone with them.”

Leeway was a private swim club that many of my high school classmates belonged to. I hadn’t been one of them. After Dad died, money had been tight; Mom had been forced to get a part-time job. We made do without a lot of things. Suzanne and I had contented ourselves with sunning in the driveway and spraying each other with the hose when it got too hot.

“Were you and Nina close?” I asked.

Janet’s eyes on me were sad, sadder even than they had seemed at the memorial service. “I thought we were. She sometimes did things I didn’t approve of, though. So maybe she just stopped telling me things.”

“What didn’t you approve of?” I asked.

She shrugged. “Oh, you know. She’d hang out with kids who were drinking and getting high. Or she’d end up at some party with a lot of older kids. Kids that I never hung around with. She didn’t always think things through.”

Just like Suzanne. I didn’t say it out loud, but I think Janet knew anyway.

“Did she have a boyfriend?” I asked.

Nina blinked, glanced down, then back at me. “I don’t know. I don’t think so.”

“But you don’t know for sure?”

She paused. “There were a few times I thought she might. She seemed evasive about where she’d been … Something seemed different.”

“What do you mean?”

Janet sighed. “Just, you know, this feeling I had. She would take a lot of time getting ready, putting on makeup when she went out. She seemed sort of—well, almost giddy sometimes. I’d ask her what was up and she’d just laugh and say nothing.”

I hesitated, almost asked Janet if Nina had ever known some tall guy with a streak of white in his hair, but I stopped myself. Whether or not she said yes, what would I do next? Admit that I had seen that very guy kill her sister by Spout Run? There was no way for me to explain away my secrecy, my failure to go to the police.

I decided to change the subject. “You go to UVA, don’t you?” I asked.

She looked uncomfortable. “Well, no … I was supposed to. I got accepted. But then, you know, Nina disappeared, and my parents, they kind of fell apart. And I didn’t feel like I could leave them. I guess I didn’t want to go anymore either. I’m taking classes at NOVA for now. Maybe I’ll reapply next year.”

I felt bad for her. Almost guilty. My life had gone on, despite what I had witnessed. I’d gone off to college, as planned. And Janet’s life had been completely derailed. Would everything have been different if I had come forward a year ago? Would the police have caught Mark Raleigh if I had done more than make an anonymous phone call?

When Janet left that day, we made plans to get together again when I was home for Christmas break. But we didn’t. She didn’t call me and I didn’t call her. I think maybe we just found being around each other too painful. My questions probably made her uneasy, and for me, just looking at her sad face was more than I could bear.

It was hard enough avoiding my feelings of guilt without having one of the victims of my cowardice right in front of me.


CHAPTER FIVE

JULY 12, 1986

When I had asked Henry to go to the reunion with me, he’d laughed. “Well, I might could, since you’re asking so sweet. But honestly, I’m kind of surprised you want to go. Neither one of us was too keen on that high school crowd.”

“Yeah, I know. You’re right. But the real reason is Mr. Jonas expects me to be there. Now that I’m going to be teaching at Central, not showing up seems like a bad idea.”

“So that old coot is still there?” Henry asked. “I figured he was on his way out back when we were graduating.”

“Well, he’s not as old as you might think,” I said. “Maybe early sixties. Anyway, he is definitely going to be there and he said he’d look for me.” I made a face.

“Okay, I’ll go,” he said. “How fancy is this shindig? Do I need to get all gussied up?”

“Kind of fancy, I guess. Women in dresses, guys in suits.” I paused. “You do own a suit, don’t you?”

Henry smiled. “I think there may be one somewhere in my closet, behind all the jean jackets and cowboy boots.”

I tried to picture Henry in a suit, somewhat unsuccessfully. “And shoes? Do you have like some black oxfords?”

“Girlie, I’ve got boots. Some of ’em are even polished and scufffree. It’ll be okay.”

I decided not to push any further on that point, but felt like I had to ask about the girlfriend. “So, Tammy—that’s her name, right? She won’t mind us going out together?”

Henry gave me a hard stare. “Well, it’s not like we’re going out on a hot date. Just two ole pals showing up together at their high school reunion. That’s what this is, right?”

I nodded. “Right. Okay. Just wanted to make sure she wouldn’t be upset.” I ventured a bit further. “You two going to get married?”

Henry didn’t answer right away, which surprised me. He had said a number of things in past conversations that had led me to believe that was where their relationship was heading.

“Maybe,” he said at last. “We’ll see.”

I let it go, but wondered if something had happened between them since we last spoke. I definitely didn’t want to tell Henry the real reason I was so keen on going to the reunion. Ever since my glimpse of Mark Raleigh shooting baskets in the gym, I had been toying with the idea of confiding in Devlin. Surely his reluctance that night to report what we had seen was ancient history. He wasn’t a self-absorbed teenager anymore. He might well have been plagued by the same guilt that I had. He was supposed to attend the reunion with his wife, but surely I’d be able to catch him for a moment alone, to let him know what I had seen.

I spent the day of the reunion doing my damnedest to beautify myself. I had never been confident about my looks, but usually, if I made a concerted effort, I could pull off a reasonably attractive appearance. And let’s face it. Who doesn’t want to look their best when they show up at their high school reunion? All of us would be there, essentially, to eyeball everyone else, to see what had become of people’s lives. Had the popular kids remained dazzling and successful? Or had their paths taken a downward turn? Were the nerds and the blend-into-the-wall kids going to emerge as butterflies from the cocoons they had abandoned in the halls of high school? Would anyone startle us with their transformation? Would the bullies have suffered what we always dreamed was their due?

I had bought the slinkiest black cocktail dress that I dared to be seen in, some ridiculously high stiletto heels that I could just barely balance in, and had taken great pains with my makeup. I even sprayed a mist of perfume into the air and then walked through it, letting it settle on my skin and my hair. When I walked downstairs to wait for Henry, Mom’s mouth literally fell open.

“Sara, wow,” she said. Her eyes traveled over me, head to toe.

I waited for her to compliment me, but that was never her way. “That dress is pretty revealing. What will your principal think?”

I rolled my eyes. “I don’t know. Maybe he’ll want to ditch his wife and sail away with me to some exotic island.”

The corners of Mom’s mouth twitched ever so slightly. No one had really been able to make her laugh since Suzanne.

Just then the doorbell rang. When I opened the door, Henry took me in with a low whistle. “Damn, girl, you clean up real good.”

I looked him up and down. “Not bad yourself, Mr. Truett.” I could have done without the cowboy boots, but they were polished to a high gleam, and he was unexpectedly handsome in the gray suit, the burgundy tie.

Henry handed Mom a camera he’d been holding. “Ma’am, would you mind? Don’t rightly know when Sara and I will ever again be so fancified and I’d like to preserve the moment.”

Mom smiled and had us pose by the fireplace. “Put your arm around her, Henry,” she instructed him.

Henry glanced at me uncertainly and I nodded. “Go ahead.”

Mom took a couple of shots. “You must send me copies,” she said, as we headed out to the car.

Henry grinned back over his shoulder at her. “I surely will, ma’am.”

Once we settled in the car and Henry started backing out of our driveway, I said, “So, how are you feeling about this?”

“Well, too late to change our minds now.” He looked over at me. “Unless you just want to hightail it out of town to some honky-tonk, have us a beer, and forget the whole thing.”

I laughed. “Tempting. But I can’t.” I paused. “Hell, maybe it’ll be fun. If nothing else, we can huddle in a corner and gossip about people.”

Henry took the ramp off of Glebe Road that led to the newly built 66. I had been home for a month and a half, and had still not traveled on this highway I resented so much. I gazed up at the high retaining wall to the left of the ramp. I knew that right above it was my street, my house. But it seemed as though they must exist only in some other time. We were hurtling along through the present. The life I remembered was gone.

When we walked into the lobby of the hotel where the reunion was being held, I could hear Elton John and Kiki Dee belting out “Don’t Go Breaking My Heart” from some room just beyond the registration desk. I was braced for a night of hits from our graduation year.

Our class secretary, Faith Stanton, looked up as we approached, squinted her eyes, and cocked her head to visibly demonstrate she had no idea who we were.

“Hi, Faith,” I said. “Sara Barlow.” I gestured at Henry. “And Henry Truett.”

She stretched her mouth into a tight smile, though I doubted she remembered either of us. “So great to see you again!” She found our names on her list, checked us off, and motioned toward the sea of name badges on the table opposite her. “Please find your name tag. And have a great time!”

I spotted my badge right away and grimaced. Each badge bore both the name and the person’s graduation photo. I had never liked that photo of me. “Uck,” I said to Henry. “Maybe if I pin this high up on the strap of my dress, my hair will fall forward and hide it.”

Henry pinned his own badge on. “I think I’m a real handsome fella. And I haven’t changed a bit.” It was true, actually. Henry looked much the same, but maturity had given his face sharper angles, less boyish awkwardness.

I pinned my badge to my evening bag. “Why ruin the look of this dress?” I said. “And if someone doesn’t know me without looking at that old photo, then I probably didn’t know them very well to begin with.”

Henry and I walked over to the bar and got drinks, then leaned against a nearby wall and scanned the room. Right away I spotted Mickey, at the same time that he spotted me. He might be going by Michael now, but no one could miss that red hair. It was no longer long, wild, and past his shoulders, but that flame of crimson was still the same. He was wearing wire-rimmed glasses and had a mustache. He nodded at me and I nodded back. I think we both somehow knew that neither one of us wanted to talk to the other.

Occasionally people approached Henry and me and we chatted with them. These were people that had never been real friends, but now acted as though they were overjoyed to see us. I knew how to play the game, better than Henry did, at any rate. I could chitchat when necessary.

Mr. Jonas appeared suddenly at my left side, a cocktail in his hand, tugging along a gray-haired woman with a tight perm whom I assumed was his wife.

“Sara, hello!” he said. “So glad you could make it. This is my wife, Vivian.” He squinted at Henry. “And is this your husband?”

I nodded at Mrs. Jonas, then said, “No, this is Henry Truett. He graduated with me in ’76.”

Mr. Jonas attempted to cover up his error, peering at Henry’s name tag. “Oh, of course, of course. I remember you now, Henry.”

While the four of us stood there, chatting, with me longing fervently for them to move on to some other group of alumni, I peered over Mrs. Jonas’s shoulder and spotted Devlin across the room, surrounded by a group of about half a dozen females. My stomach did a familiar flip at the sight of him, which surprised me. Good God, wasn’t I over that after ten years? I had been sort of hoping that he would have gone bald, developed a beer gut, as had quite a few of the male classmates I’d noted since we arrived. But, if anything, he was even more attractive than he had been as a teenager. His dark brown hair was still thick, wavy, and his smile still had that sultry, just-between-me-and-you intimacy that it always had, even when he was speaking to a group rather than just a single person. And he was in fabulous shape. He must have been warm, because he had slung his jacket over his arm, and his muscles were evident through his snug-fitting white shirt. My eyes scanned the group of women around him, trying to determine which one was his wife.

At last, Mr. and Mrs. Jonas moved along on their meet-and-greet circuit of the room.

“This is our chance,” Henry whispered in my ear. “Time to bolt. You’ve shown your face and made nice with your principal.”

“Oh, come on,” I said. “We’ve only been here about twenty minutes. We might as well grit our teeth and ride it out a little longer. Besides, there’s dancing after dinner. A deejay spinning all the hottest seventies tunes. Don’t you want to dance with me, Henry?”

“You know I’m no dancer,” he said. “So what next? Just stand here and wait for folks to sidle up and say howdy?”

I gestured around the packed room. “Isn’t there anyone here you recognize? That you might want to talk to?”

“Well, I do see J.J. over there with a couple of guys I knew from the guitar club,” he said. “But nobody you’d want to talk to.”

I noted that the clot of females around Devlin was breaking up and he was headed toward the bar. “Go talk to them,” I told Henry. “I’ll find someone to chat with. We don’t have to stick to each other like glue.”

Henry shrugged and headed across the room. I moved toward the bar, my empty glass in hand. Devlin was alone, talking to the bartender. No wife in sight. This was my best chance.

“Hi, Devlin,” I said. “How have you been?”

His eyes widened as he recognized me, maybe a little more uneasy than delighted, but then he flashed me that same grin I remembered from our evenings together. “Well, what do you know? It’s Sara Smile!” He appraised me, up and down, not even pretending he wasn’t sizing me up. “Where have you been hiding the last ten years?”

“I was teaching at a high school in Madison, Wisconsin. But I’ve come home now. I just got hired to teach here at Central.”

Devlin raised his eyebrows. “No kidding.” He paused a moment. “Well, that’s great, Sara. So where are you living?”

I was embarrassed to tell him. “With my mom. For now. Just until I start getting a paycheck again.” I changed the subject. “What about you? What are you doing these days?”

He reached into the pocket of the jacket he had draped over a barstool and drew out a business card. He pressed it into my hand. “Real estate. Connor & Barrie.”

“Wow,” I said. “You own your own firm?”

He shook his head. “Not yet. The Barrie in the company name is my older brother, Ryan. Don’t think you ever met him. He’s eight years older than me.” Devlin took a long sip from his drink, which was dark brown and, I assumed, whiskey. “But it’s going great. Houses are selling like crazy.”

My eyes darted across the room to the remaining women he had been talking to. “Are you here with your wife?”

Devlin’s smile faded. “Yeah.”

I waited for him to say more.

“You got yourself a date here?” he asked.

“I came with Henry Truett,” I said.

Devlin furrowed his brow as though in thought. “Oh, yeah, that weird kid. With all the hats. You two an item?”

I laughed. “Oh no. Just old friends.”

At that moment we were approached by a pretty and very pregnant woman with long blonde hair. “Who’s your friend, Devlin?” she asked. She eyed me closely.

“This is my old friend Sara,” Devlin said. “Sara, this is Judy.”

She smiled at me, but the smile felt forced and not at all friendly. “Judy Barrie,” she said, emphasizing the last name. “Devlin’s wife.”

“Hi, Judy,” I said. Normally I would never comment on someone’s pregnancy, always fearing I might be wrong and that they had only gained weight, but Judy’s belly was so pronounced, straining against the dark green fabric of her dress, that I felt confident saying something. “Congratulations to you and Devlin. When is your baby due?”

“Early September,” she said.

I waited for her to elaborate, to prattle on in the way expectant mothers so often do, but she did not, and Devlin remained quiet. There was an awkward silence, and I was casting about to think of something else to say, when Judy put her hand on Devlin’s arm.

“I’m really tired, Dev,” she said. “How much longer are we going to stay?”

“Jesus, Judy, we just got here,” he said. “I want to talk to everyone.”

Judy shifted her weight and sighed. I looked down at her feet; her ankles were swollen, yet she had somehow wedged her feet into a pair of high-heeled sandals. “I don’t know anyone here.”

Devlin frowned. “You knew that going in. I warned you.” He glanced uncomfortably at me. I wondered if I should excuse myself so they could have their conversation in private.

“Well, I thought I’d at least have you to talk to,” she said. She stared pointedly at me, then back at Devlin. “I’m going to sit on that big couch out in the lobby for a while. I just need to rest for a bit.” She began to move away from us, then turned back to me. “Nice to meet you.” And then she hobbled away.

Devlin made a face, clearly embarrassed. “Sorry about that, Sara,” he said. “Judy’s been kind of cranky lately.”

“Well, I can imagine why,” I said. “This must be hard for her, so far along in her pregnancy.”

“I don’t know why she insisted on coming,” he said. “I didn’t want her to. Guess I’ll have to cut the evening short. Or maybe I’ll just run her on home and come back.”

I put my hand on his arm, afraid he was going to take off that very second. “Devlin, before you go, there’s something I want to tell you.”

He studied me expectantly. “Okay.”

I hesitated. Now that I had my opening, I wasn’t entirely sure how to begin. “Well, like I told you, I got a job teaching at Central. I interviewed there a few weeks ago, and as I was leaving, I walked by the gym and saw that guy in there.” I paused.

Devlin cocked his head, waiting.

“Devlin—it was him. That guy we saw. That night. When we were by the stream.” I looked up into his face, watching for some reaction.

His eyes narrowed. “What are you talking about?”

“The guy we saw. Who killed the girl.” I heard my voice growing louder, and dropped it to a whisper. “I know you remember that.”

His face changed, his expression flickering from confusion to understanding. “That’s crazy. That was ten years ago. It couldn’t be the same guy.”

“But it is,” I pressed on. “Remember how he had that weird streak of white through his hair? I remember his face. How tall he was. It’s the same guy.”

Devlin set his drink on the bar and sat down on one of the stools. “You can’t be sure of that, Sara. What are the odds? You probably just imagined it looked like him.”

I stepped toward him. “It’s him. I’m sure of it. What do you think I should do?”

“Do? What do you mean, do?” He shook his head. “Wow, this is nuts. I don’t know. You’ve really hit me from left field with this, Sara. I haven’t thought about that guy in a long time.”

“Really?” I said. “I’ve thought about him a lot. A whole lot. Much more than I ever wanted to.”

At that moment, two of the women Devlin had been speaking with earlier approached us, empty drink glasses in their hands.

“Look,” he said quickly. “This isn’t the place to talk about this. You’ve got my card now. Call me and we’ll meet somewhere and discuss it.” He turned and greeted the pair standing next to us now. I glanced at their badges, but the names didn’t seem familiar to me.

“Okay, I’ll call,” I said and I went off in search of Henry. I found him on the opposite side of the room, alone, still nursing his drink.

“Noticed you over there with Devlin Barrie,” he said. “What you talking to him about?”

“Just chatting,” I said. “Like I chat with anyone.”

He made a face. “That dude …”

“What?”

“So full of himself. Always was. Thinks the sun comes up just to hear him crow.”

“Do you even know him?” I asked.

“I remember him,” Henry said. “Let’s leave it at that.”

We passed the next hour or so talking to everyone who approached us, not seeking anyone out. By the time dinner had been served and I had coaxed Henry onto the dance floor with me a couple of times, the edge had worn off him. Both of us were a little tipsier than we were used to, I think. And we weren’t the only ones.

As I was leaving the ladies room about an hour before we left, I found Mickey standing outside the men’s room, smoking a cigarette and clutching a beer. It looked a lot like the wall was what was propping him up.

“Sara,” he said, nodding his head.

“Hi, Mickey.” I paused. “You okay?”

“Nah,” he said. “I’m bombed. It doesn’t matter, though.” He ground his cigarette out in the soil of a large potted plant. “I figured I’d see you here. How you doin’?”

“Well, maybe a bit steadier than you are,” I said. “Do you have a ride home?”

“I took a cab,” he said. “I’ll call another when I leave.” He leaned toward me and almost lost his balance. I put my hand up to steady him.

“I’ll bet you hate my guts, dontcha?” he said. He pulled another cigarette from a package and tried to light it. The effort kept his eyes from meeting mine.

There was more than one way I could have answered him. But I chose the kind one. “No, I don’t hate you, Mickey. You were young and you made a mistake. All of us made mistakes back then.”

He peered up at me and his eyes were sad and bloodshot. “Maybe. But not mistakes as big as mine.” He took a long drag of his cigarette. “I could tell it was the first thing people thought about when they saw me tonight. You can just see the way their smiles disappear, how nervous they look, like they wish they could just walk away and not talk to me at all.”

“Maybe you’re imagining that,” I said. “Probably a lot of people don’t remember what happened. It was so long ago.”

He shook his head. “They remember. That was big news. I lost some friends after that night. They didn’t want anything to do with me anymore.” He searched my face. “I’ll bet you wish you weren’t talking to me either.”

Weirdly, I felt this urge to reach out and hug him. He seemed so broken, so lost. “Seeing you brings it back. But then, it’s never really gone away,” I said. “But I’m okay.” I paused. “What are you doing these days?”

He made a small, hollow sound that I took to be a laugh. “Autobody work.” He held his hand up before me and the cigarette smoke snaked across my face. “See these black lines around my nails? I scrubbed the bejesus out of them before coming here, but I can never get it all off. Somebody from school once said my job was ironic. After what happened. And I didn’t even know what that meant, so I looked it up. And yeah—I guess it is. Ironic.”

Maybe I should say that he had always been handy with cars, but that didn’t seem right. He might take it another way. So I changed the subject. “You married? Any kids?”

“Nah,” he said. “Nobody. You?”

“Not yet. I just got a job teaching here at Central,” I said.

“Not surprised,” he said. “You were always the smart one.”

I laughed nervously. What did that mean? “I’d better get going, Mickey. My date is waiting on me.”

Before he could ask who my date was, I took off, as steadily on my high heels as I could manage. Calling Henry a date was a strange choice, but I didn’t want Mickey thinking I was single and available. How weird would that be?

As Henry and I made our way to the exit, I noticed Janet across the room talking to a group of people. She looked up as we passed and lifted her hand. I waved back. Should I speak to her? Or would it just be awkward for both of us? I hesitated, slowing down just enough to fall behind Henry.

He turned. “What’s up? You coming?”

I looked back at Janet; she was deep in conversation with someone.

“Yeah,” I said. “Let’s go. I’m all reunioned out.”

We drove home via the backstreets, avoiding the highway. Henry didn’t want to be pulled over. We’d both had too much to drink. But even if we had been sober, I was happier on those small, familiar roads. They were dark, quiet. They felt to me like the world I remembered.


CHAPTER SIX

JULY 13, 1986

I woke late the next morning, hungover, with a throbbing headache, my mouth dry. My slinky black dress was in a heap on the floor, my evening bag tossed on the chair beside my bed. I took a sip from the glass of water on my nightstand and rubbed my temples. Had the reunion been worth this aftermath? I hadn’t gone to reunite with old pals, after all. My only motive had been talking to Devlin, and I had achieved that end.

I reached for my handbag and pulled out the business card Devlin had given me. Today was Sunday, but tomorrow he would be at work, and I would try calling him. It would be easier to discuss my discovery of Mark Raleigh and what to do about it when we could talk, just the two of us. The reunion had not been the ideal spot for such a revelation.

I thought about Mickey, as well. Seeing him had stirred up memories of Suzanne, and I tried to push them out of my head. The sun was streaming in my window and I could hear some bird outside, chirping happily. The small bit of sky that I could see was a vibrant blue, that piercing blue that used to make me glad to be alive, but that now also made me feel guilty for living, for going on when Suzanne could not, when she would never again enjoy a day like this one. Get up, sleepyhead, she used to say to me when she was small, jumping up and down on my mattress. You’re wasting all of our time. I couldn’t stand remembering that, but still, the memory surfaced often, especially now that I was no longer far away in Wisconsin, but here in the bedroom we once shared.

There was a knock at my door and Mom walked in. Her eyes fell immediately on my dress on the floor, at my shoes kicked off in haste, one partly under the bed, the other halfway across the room. She raised her eyebrows, clearly constraining herself from commenting.

“Someone’s on the phone for you,” she said. “A man.”

I knew right away it couldn’t be Henry. His Texas twang was too heavy to miss. I wondered if it might be Mr. Jonas, but he wouldn’t be calling me on a Sunday. For a second, I considered it might be Andy, calling long distance—maybe feeling remorseful that we had parted the way that we had, maybe missing me more than he had expected to. But his goodbye had been cold and final. And Mom would recognize Andy’s voice.

I padded downstairs, barefoot, in my oversized University of Wisconsin T-shirt that I slept in during the summer months.

“Hello?” My voice was raspy from the night before, from talking to people over the blaring music.

“Hey there, Sara Smile. Did I wake you up?”

He wasn’t outright laughing, but I could picture that familiar expression on his face, the one I remembered from nights when he had teased me—about being a good girl out with a bad boy or about wanting him more than I let on. I couldn’t believe Devlin was calling me.

“Hi,” I said. “No, I was awake. Just haven’t had my coffee yet.”

“I’ve been up a while,” he said. “I’ve got an open house today for one of my properties. Thought maybe you could stop by. I don’t expect much traffic. The house is kind of a dump, if you want to know the truth. So we could talk—about what you wanted to talk about last night.”

I was surprised he was so willing to continue that conversation. He had seemed reluctant to discuss it, even annoyed that I was bringing it up again. But here was my perfect opportunity. I wondered if his very pregnant wife knew he was making this invitation.

“Sure, okay,” I said. “What time should I come?”

“The hours are from one to four,” he said. “So maybe come around three thirty. If people show up, they usually come on the early end.”

I wrote down the address, noting it was on the south side of Arlington, in one of the seedier neighborhoods full of post-WWII garden apartments that had once been clean and bright, but had fallen into disrepair. There weren’t many single-family homes in that area.

When I hung up, Mom was right behind me. “Who was what?” she asked.

I considered lying, but figured it wouldn’t be worth the blowback if she found out the truth. “Devlin Barrie.” I moved past her to go into the kitchen and make myself something to eat. She trailed behind me.

“What does he want?” she asked.

So soon after waking up, and especially with a hangover, my quick-thinking skills were not at their sharpest. I couldn’t think of any plausible explanation that would satisfy her.

“We just didn’t get the chance to talk much at the reunion,” I said. “He’s a real estate agent now. He has an open house today so he asked me to stop by.”

She furrowed her brow. “Does he think you have enough money to buy a house?”

“Oh no,” I said. “Nothing like that. He just has to sit there for three hours and figured it would be a good chance for us to catch up.”

“I would think he’d be busy trying to sell the house,” she said. “I’ll bet his bosses wouldn’t think much of him having personal visitors.”

I shrugged. “Well, one of his bosses is his older brother, so I doubt he has much to worry about. And if people are there viewing the house, I’ll probably just leave.”

“I guess that father of his pulled some strings for them,” she said. “That pair couldn’t have started a business all on their own.”

“You don’t even know them, Mom,” I snapped. “You just hate their dad so much, you let it color everything about the Barries.”

“Well, he’s dead now,” Mom said. She didn’t add “good riddance” to her statement, but I could hear it anyway, hanging over the humid air in the kitchen.

“When did he die?” I asked.

“A couple of years ago,” she said. “His wife died a while back, so I expect he left all that money to those boys.”

I grabbed the cup of coffee I’d poured myself and headed upstairs. I’d eat later. I was afraid if I stayed in the kitchen much longer, she would ask me whether or not Devlin was married. And there was no way she was going to hear about eight-months-pregnant Judy Barrie without giving me an earful about what she imagined were Devlin’s true intentions. I couldn’t explain about what Devlin and I had seen that night. And I certainly didn’t want her finding out that I was starting a job in just a few weeks where I’d be working side by side with a murderer.

Driving south on George Mason Drive that afternoon, I tried to plan what I would say to Devlin. What exactly did I want him to do? I needed someone else to help me carry this terrible knowledge, to help me decide what action to take. Surely he would see that we needed to do something, and maybe he would have a better idea than I did of how to begin.

I glanced at my passenger seat to ensure I had remembered the yearbook. I wanted to show Devlin the faculty photo of Mark Raleigh, to help him see that I was right about it being the same guy.

The address Devlin had given me led me to a small townhouse, just a block from a large garden-apartment complex. It was clear that efforts had been made to spruce the place up—the tiny lawn was freshly mowed and there were flowers planted beneath the front window. But the sidewalk leading up to the house had cracks in it and the paint on the shutters and the front door was puckered and peeling in spots. The bright yellow balloons tied to the For Sale sign beat against each other in the breeze, as though their job was to distract visitors from any deficits that might be visible.

Inside I found Devlin standing with a young couple in the dining room, presumably making his sales pitch. I glanced down at the sign-in sheet in the entryway and noted that there were only three signatures. Not a lot of traffic for such a pretty afternoon.

I wandered around, peeking into the tiny galley-style kitchen. It was clean, but the appliances were old and the floor tile must have been there since the house was built. Upstairs there were three bedrooms—the main bedroom the size of my room at home, but the other two were so small that fitting a bed inside would use up most of the available space. The bathroom was outdated, tiled in pink and black, and though the tub had been scrubbed, it didn’t look clean. Someone—I guess Devlin—had placed a basket of artificial pink flowers on the back of the toilet tank. Like putting lipstick on a pig, Henry would have said; I almost laughed out loud.

I heard voices at the base of the stairs, Devlin bidding the couple goodbye. I walked down to where he stood in the entryway.

“Want to make me an offer?” he asked. He laughed. “Don’t even answer that.”

“Well,” I said. “You were right. It’s kind of run-down. But for a couple just starting out, it could be a good deal.”

“Maybe,” he said. He nodded toward the couple just then getting into their car. “That pair couldn’t get out of here fast enough.” He shrugged. “Come on in and sit down. I have lemonade and cookies. Nobody’s touched any of it.”

I sat down on the sofa and Devlin sat next to me, closer than I expected him to. I made a show of adjusting my skirt and shifted a few inches in the opposite direction.

He studied me intently. “How have you been, Sara?”

We had sort of already covered that ground the night before, but this time, his question didn’t seem like polite chitchat. “Pretty good.” How much detail was I supposed to provide?

“I’ve thought about you over the years,” he said. “Wondered where you were. What was life like up there in Wisconsin?”

I found it hard to believe Devlin had ever given me a passing thought over the last decade. “Nice,” I said. “Madison is a great town.” I didn’t want to go into too much detail about my time in Wisconsin, but I could see he wasn’t going to let it drop.

“You have a boyfriend up there?” he asked. “Is he moving down here to Virginia?”

“I lived with someone for a few years,” I said, “but we split up.”

Devlin leaned toward me. “Sorry, Sara. What happened?”

I leaned away from him, as subtly as I could. “I don’t want to talk about it. It’s over.”

“Must have been bad if it made you come back home,” he pressed.

His persistence felt familiar. He had always been that way with me, never taking no for an answer, never letting up, even when he could see I wanted him to.

“It was tough,” I said. “But I’m glad to be back in Virginia. I missed home. And warm weather.” I made a small laugh. “Never did get used to the cold weather up there.”

A car door slammed out front and Devlin jumped up to peer out the window. “Oh, good. They’re walking across the street,” he said. “Thought maybe they were here to see the house.”

“Don’t you want visitors?” I asked.

He sat back down next to me, again too close. “I’d rather spend time talking to you.”

I could smell his aftershave. Ten years ago, it had been Brut, the favorite of most high school boys back then, and now it was clearly something less oppressive, more upscale, but he still seemed to have splashed it on a bit too liberally.

I figured I had better direct him to the reason I was there, in case we were interrupted by last-minute house seekers. I picked up the yearbook I had set beside me on the sofa and handed it to him. “Look at page 56,” I said.

He seemed annoyed to have been diverted from whatever direction he had been heading in, but he flipped the pages until he found the faculty photos. I put my finger on the photo of Mark Raleigh. “There. Right there. That’s him, Devlin. That’s the guy we saw that night.”

He squinted at the photo. I waited for him to say something, to admit that he recognized that face, just as I had. Finally, he shook his head and handed me back the book.

“What?” I said, louder than I meant to. “You don’t see it?”

He shrugged. “Sara, it’s been a long time. And we only saw him at a distance. Could be, I suppose. But maybe not. I sure as hell couldn’t swear to it.”

I tapped repeatedly at the photo. “But look, he has that weird white streak of hair. You remember that. I know you do. Do you know what that is? I looked it up once, while I was in college. It’s a condition called poliosis and it’s pretty rare.” I could hear my voice growing even louder. I sighed, then set the book down. “It has to be him. Every time I see that photo, my stomach flips over. I’ve never forgotten that guy.”

Devlin put his hand on my forearm. “Calm down, would you? You’re getting awfully worked up over this.” He turned around and glanced toward the door, then back at me. “If someone were to come in here, I don’t want them to hear you yelling at me.”

“I’m not yelling at you,” I said, but I made an effort to speak more calmly.

“Look, what if it is him?” he said. “You can’t prove anything. You think you can just run to the cops and say, hey, I know this guy that I work with killed someone ten years ago. Just take my word for it.” He shook his head. “Come on, Sara. Be logical.”

I studied the tan carpet beneath my feet. “I thought maybe you could help me decide what to do.”

“Unless you have some hard evidence against this guy, what I think you should do is let it go.” He lifted my chin in his hand to force me to look at him. His blue gaze was very close. His hand felt hot against my skin. “I know you’re upset. But honestly, Sara, I don’t think that’s the guy. And if you try to pursue this, you’re going to screw up things in your new job before you even get started.” He paused. “You don’t want that, do you?”

I pulled away and looked down again. “No.” My heart was beating hard. The proximity of Devlin, the thought of starting out my new teaching job by accusing a colleague, the sudden rush of memories of what had happened in Wisconsin, made me shaky. And yet, I didn’t buy Devlin’s assessment that Mark Raleigh was not the guy. I knew he was. It was the only thing in that moment that I was really sure of.

Devlin poured some lemonade into one of the small cups on the table and handed it to me. “Here,” he said. “Drink this. Calm down a little.”

I took a small sip from the cup. The lemonade was too sweet and not very cold, but it felt good going down. I took another sip, then set the cup back on the table.

“Are you okay, Sara?” he asked. “I mean, really okay? You don’t seem like the girl I remember.”

I forced a hollow laugh. “Well, I’m not. A lot has happened in ten years.” I would have followed up with telling him that he had changed, too, but the truth was, it didn’t seem to me that he had. He seemed so much like that same boy that sitting there with him felt like some eerie kind of time travel.

“That guy you were living with,” he said. “Did he treat you bad? Is that why you broke up?”

The memory of Andy’s face, leaning toward me, forehead creased in worry, flashed through my mind. “No. It wasn’t anything like that.”

“Didn’t you like the school where you were teaching?” he asked. “Why’d you leave?”

“Andy worked there,” I said. I didn’t tell him that Andy was an assistant principal, that he and I should not have been together at all, that we’d kept our relationship a secret, as best we could. Devlin didn’t need to know that. “Staying would have been painful. So I came home.”

Devlin placed his hand against the small of my back. “I’m sorry, Sara. That’s rough. Believe me, I know what it’s like to be involved in a painful relationship.”

I stared at him. “What do you mean?”

“Me and Judy.” He shook his head. “Things are not good.”

“But she’s pregnant,” I said. “You guys are about to start a family.”

“Well, yeah,” he said. “Truth is, I’m not even sure that baby is mine.”

My eyes widened. “Are you serious? Why do you think that?”

Devlin stood up and walked over to the window to stare out at the street. “She was messing around on me. I found out and we had a big fight. Then she turned up pregnant and she begged me to stay with her. She says she’s sure the baby’s mine.” He shook his head. “But I think she’d say anything to get me to stick it out.”

He lowered his head. His shoulders sagged. He didn’t say anything more.

I walked over to him and touched him on the arm. “Wow, I’m sorry, Devlin. That’s got to be terrible.” Maybe this explained Judy’s unpleasant behavior at the reunion. His head dropped even lower. Was he crying?

I moved my hand to his opposite shoulder and attempted a small hug. Devlin leaned into me, then turned and put his arms around my waist. His cheek pressed into mine and I could feel stubble, heat, something damp. Tears? Sweat? I tried to back away, but he held on.

I pushed against him and he stepped back. No tears on his face, but his eyes were sad.

“What are you going to do?” I asked him.

He scowled. “I’ll know, when that baby comes. I think I’ll know if it’s mine or not.”

“How?”

“That guy she was with. We don’t look anything alike. I’ll know.” He glanced down at his watch. “Hey, it’s after four. I’m done here. You want to go somewhere, get a drink, maybe?”

Jesus, was this where all of this had been heading all along? I took a few steps backward, reached down to retrieve the yearbook and my purse off the sofa. “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Dev. I mean, you’re married. Maybe things aren’t so good, but you’re still married.”

He shook his head. “Barely.” He stared at me, that probing blue gaze that I remembered so well. “Please, Sara. I really need a friend right now.”

I walked past him, toward the front door. “Maybe another time,” I said. “I need to think about all this.”

“So you’ll think about it?” he asked. “Maybe one day we can go out for drinks—just old pals?”

I wanted to get out of that house. I was afraid if I stayed, I would do something colossally stupid. As much as I had my doubts about what Devlin was telling me, there was still something about him that made me a little weak in the knees. I could smell his scent now, on my clothes, on my hair as it fell across my face. “Sure, fine, maybe,” I said. “I’ve got to go now.”

I was halfway down the front walk when he came to the door and called out to me. “It’s been so good to see you again, Sara.”

I nodded. Waved. I got into my car and took off as fast as I could. I drove home in that kind of daze I sometimes fall into when I drive long distances. My head in a completely different place than focused on the road before me.

How could I possibly still feel anything for Devlin after all this time? It was purely physical. That was it, really. Just lust and nothing more. I hadn’t been with a man in a long time. Andy’s face jumped back into my head, that sad look he’d been giving me, near the end. No lust there. Only pity. I didn’t want to think about him, about Wisconsin, but I couldn’t help myself.
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MAY 1985

It was spring in Wisconsin, which meant it still felt mainly like winter. Trees were budding and the lilac in our yard had flashed us some purple blossoms, but it got so cold at night I never went anywhere without my down jacket and I still wore pants and a heavy sweater to work. Andy said no matter how long I lived in Madison, I’d always be a Southern girl. When he said it during our first year together, it felt like affectionate teasing, but by that spring, it felt like a forecast of imminent doom.

That morning I lay in bed, curled into a ball, waiting. Any minute, Andy would walk through the door and tell me to get up, time to get ready for school. By that time, we weren’t sleeping together anymore. He had moved into the guest room. Just so I can get some sleep, he had told me. I can’t function without eight hours.

How was I supposed to respond to that? I had been struggling through the last month on no more than three hours of sleep each night. No matter what I did—drinking chamomile tea, dimming the lights hours before bedtime, listening to soothing music—I would go to bed each night at 11:00 p.m. and awaken at 2:00 a.m., unable to fall back to sleep. At first, when it started, I would turn to Andy in bed, to hold him, to seek comfort. But as the sleepless nights continued, I would wake him up, anxious about having to struggle through another day of teaching without sufficient rest. He was patient the first few nights it happened, but that patience dissolved. After a week or so, he’d started to snap at me and then that would make me cry, which only made him more irritated. Since he had moved out of our room, I never went to him anymore when I awoke. I would just huddle in bed, shivering, unhappy.

I was not entirely sure what had set off this emotional maelstrom, but I suspected it had something to do with it being spring. In previous years, when my students began to show up in skimpier attire, when the girls began whispering about prom and passing magazines full of models in formal wear, I would always feel uneasy, vaguely anxious, but not really sure why. It wasn’t until this spring that it really hit me—how the change in weather, the talk of prom, brought me right back to that spring with Devlin, to those evenings of wanting someone so much that I let myself be pawed and disrobed and sweated over just to have his attention. But it wasn’t the memory of my behavior with Devlin that unsettled me the most. It was always the memory of that one night, of seeing that girl, Nina Farley, struggle with the man who would kill her, of his face looking up the steep hill to where I watched, of the way we ran away. I think she must have died instantly, when her head hit that rock, but I could never be absolutely sure. What if I could have saved her if I hadn’t run? And what if, instead of making that anonymous and cowardly call to the police, I had gone to the station to make a statement? Would they have looked harder? Would they have found the killer?

In the past, I had tried to talk to Andy about that night, about my feelings of guilt and dread, how the memory of it never really left me. How it was always there, hidden away, waiting for something to dislodge it and set it in motion again—something like spring, like the scent of damp earth and new flowers, that for me signaled not a happy reprieve from winter, but a reminder of something I wanted desperately to forget. I don’t think he ever understood. “It was so long ago,” he said once. “I mean, yeah, it was terrible, but you’ve got to put it behind you.”

But I had never put it behind me. I had seen a therapist over the last year and she had tried to help me come up with solutions to deal with my guilt. Some helped, but what I always resorted to was just avoidance. Repressing those thoughts worked fine a lot of the time, but eventually, they always came back.

The doorknob rattled and Andy walked in, the scent of brewing coffee following behind him. Before he could say a word, I sat up in bed, drawing my knees in close to my chest, wrapping my arms around them. “It happened again. I didn’t get any sleep. I need to call in for a sub. I have plans you can take in. There, on the nightstand.”

Andy’s mouth flattened into a sharp line. “You were out yesterday, Sara. You can’t keep doing this. And I can’t keep coming in with your sub plans. People will wonder about that.”

Only two people at school knew that Andy and I were a couple, that we lived together. One was Andy’s best friend, Neil, who was a history teacher. The other was a custodian named Oscar who had given me a ride home in his truck during a snowstorm when I couldn’t get my car out of the lot. Andy didn’t know about Oscar and would have been upset if he had. He trusted Neil, but he had gone to great pains to keep our relationship from everyone else. Andy was an assistant principal at our school. Fraternization with one of the teaching staff, and especially one ten years younger than he was, would not look good, he told me. And so he rented me a post office box where I could receive my school mail. And we never drove into school together. He didn’t like having to bring in my sub plans to the office. People would wonder how he got them. He would have to concoct some story.

“I just can’t go in,” I said, my eyes welling with tears. “I’m so tired, Andy.”

“Well, then, you’d better get on some kind of medication that puts an end to this,” he said. “I’ve had it. And you’re going to lose your job if you’re not careful.”

Andy had been pushing for me to start taking something—an antidepressant or an antianxiety drug—for a while and I had resisted. But I saw then that I couldn’t hold off any longer. “Okay. I’ll call Dr. Peterson today.” I waited for him to say something. “Okay? Okay, Andy? I’ll do it.”

He only nodded. His face was set, hard. I tried to remember what he had looked like before everything went so wrong, when he had laughed often, when he thought I was funny, endearing. It seemed a very long time ago.

He grabbed my plans off the nightstand. “Don’t forget this is only your third year, Sara. You’re still probationary. And people are starting to talk.”

My stomach turned over. “What? They are? Who’s talking? What are they saying?”

“People are noticing. Your absences. Your shakiness.”

“But I’m okay when I’m in class,” I said. “The kids like me.” I paused. “I’m still doing my job.”

He shook his head. “Barely.” He started out of the room. “Call Dr. Peterson. I want you to tell me you did that when I get home this afternoon.”

I started to answer him, but he was already out of the room. Then I heard the front door slam, his car engine turn over.

I reached for the telephone.


CHAPTER SEVEN

AUGUST 23, 1986

When the red Corvette pulled up in front of my house, I almost laughed. So, Devlin had moved on from his Camaro, but his new choice was even sportier—and still red. This was a guy who would never choose a sedan or some sedate color like gray or black. He wanted to be noticed, but I definitely didn’t want Mom to notice him. Luckily, she was down in the basement laundry room when he rolled up and I hurried out to make sure we were out of there before she came back upstairs.

“What happened to the Camaro?” I asked as I slid into the passenger seat.

“Still have her,” he said. “She gave me her good years. I have her parked in my garage. May try to restore her at some point.”

I laughed. “Why do guys always refer to their cars as females?”

“Because it’s a love affair,” he said. “If you choose the right ones.”

Ever since our meeting at his open house, Devlin had been calling me, trying to get together for coffee or a drink, and I had resisted. I knew he didn’t think I should do anything about Mark Raleigh, that he wasn’t going to help me figure out some plan of action, so meeting him seemed to me to have only one purpose—and that was a purpose I couldn’t pursue.

But then he called me the night before and made me change my mind.

“Hey there, Sara,” he had said. “Last weekend before you report for duty at Central. I’ve been thinking about you—and about that guy you’re going to be working with. Thought you might want to talk about it.”

At first I put him off, figuring he was just angling for another way to get me alone with him. But then he added some new information.

“I’ve been asking around about the guy,” he said. “I’ve found out some stuff you might want to know.”

And so I agreed. I figured if we got together midday on a Saturday, went somewhere for lunch, there wasn’t much danger that Devlin would try to coerce me into something clandestine. No darkness to hide in, as we once had. And I wasn’t about to climb into his back seat. As long as I kept a restaurant table between us, it seemed safe enough. And I was eager to know what he had found out.

We drove for a while, down Lee Highway, through Falls Church and into Fairfax. I didn’t ask why he was taking me so far from home. I knew he didn’t want anyone to see us together, for word to get back to Judy.

Seated together in the restaurant he’d chosen, I noted that there were almost no windows and the lighting was dim. He chose the seat facing the door.

When the waiter approached, he ordered us both glasses of wine.

“I don’t like to drink so early in the day,” I said. “Makes me feel woozy and stupid.”

“Relax, Sara,” he said. “You’re not going to have to perform brain surgery later. And I’ll get you home, safe and sound.”

I leaned toward him. “Okay, so tell me what you found out about Mark Raleigh.”

“Jeez, take a breath, girl. We’ve got time to get into that. Let’s just enjoy ourselves for a minute.” He reached out and took my hand. “You’re looking great today. I’ve missed you.”

I sighed and pulled my hand away. “I thought you had some information for me. Was that just a ploy?” The truth was, I did look great. I had worked at it. Why was I doing that? Devlin looked like he always did. Handsome. Sexy. But effortlessly so. He didn’t have to do anything to make me feel that unwelcome tug of longing through my body.

“No, it’s not a ploy,” he said. “But damn, come on. We’re not going to get many more chances to just hang out, have a nice time.” He made a face. “Any day now, Judy might have that baby. And then I’ll be stuck at home.”

“That baby,” I repeated, mimicking his tone. “You still think it isn’t yours?”

“Oh, yeah. Even more now.” His eyes narrowed. “Couple times, I’ve walked into the house, quiet-like, and found her on the phone with someone. And she quick hangs up. And when I ask who it was, she tells me it was her mom.”

“So?” I said. “Maybe it was.”

“Then why hang up so fast?” He took a long sip of his wine and more than half of it disappeared. “She knows I won’t go calling her mom back to find out the truth.” He flashed me a resigned smile. “Her mom hates my guts. I avoid her.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Wow. What did you do?”

“Not a damn thing,” he said. “She hated my dad and so she figures she’ll hate me, too.”

He finished his wine in one more long swallow and pointed to the empty glass as the waiter walked by.

“Why did she hate your father?” I asked.

“She was one of those anti-66 nutjobs,” he said. “She hated anybody who was in favor of improving transportation through the county.” He shook his head to emphasize how incomprehensible such a stance seemed to him.

“What’s her name?” I asked.

“Frances Doherty.”

My eyes widened. I knew that name. She had been an active member of ACT, the Arlington Coalition on Transportation, which Mom had also been involved with after Dad died.

“You know my mom was also part of ACT, right?”

He flashed me a humorless smile. “Well, yeah. But I never held that against you.”

I felt my face growing hot. “I was against the road, too, Devlin. So was my dad. If anyone should hold anything against anyone, it should be me—against you and your father and all those developers and real estate types who didn’t care how the Highway Department tore up the county as long as it brought them more business.” My voice had been steadily rising.

Devlin held up his hand, as if to silence me. “Okay, okay, sorry. Good God, that road has been here now for four years. It’s a done deal. Do we have to keep fighting about it?”

The waiter had brought Devlin another glass of wine, which he tipped back and drank. “This isn’t what I wanted us talking about,” he said.

“Oh?” I said. I heard the edge in my voice and I worked to subdue it. However annoyed I might get with Devlin, I didn’t want to do or say something that would keep him from sharing whatever information he had about Mark Raleigh. “What did you want to talk about?”

“Well, I did want to just talk. Just us,” he said. “You know, like old times.”

I cocked my head and eyed him dubiously. “You know it can’t be like old times.”

“That’s up to you,” he said.

I was beginning to be sorry I had let him drive me here. If all this lunch turned out to be was Devlin’s bid to rekindle our old relationship, I wanted to be able to flee, to walk out in a huff and drive away. But I was stuck. Better to play along and get what information I could.

“Well, we can talk about that at some point,” I said. “But first I’d really like to hear what you know about Mark Raleigh.”

Devlin sighed, set down his glass. “Okay, okay. He comes from money. His parents live in Richmond now, but he grew up in a big house in Arlington. Still lives there.”

Well, I already knew about the house, but at least I understood now how he could afford it. He hadn’t purchased it; it was simply given to him.

“Where did the money come from?” I asked.

“His grandfather owned some businesses in Clarendon. The father inherited those and also dabbled in real estate. When the Metro line opened up through that neighborhood, they really cleaned up. Mark went to Flynn. Catholic. Played basketball in high school.” Devlin leaned in conspiratorially. “He has kind of a reputation over there at Central.”

“Oh?” This was intriguing. “What sort of reputation?”

“He’s a partyer. As in, he throws a lot of parties. Invites everyone on staff.” Devlin raised his eyebrows. “I hear he’s dated a few of the teachers.”

“How do you know all this?” I asked.

He laughed. “I’m well-connected. You have to be, to work in real estate. I always have my ear to the ground. Never know when some juicy gossip might bring in business.”

The waiter came and took our order. I wanted to ask more, but had to wait until he left.

Devlin leaned back in. “But here’s the thing, Sara. He’s not some shady character. He comes from a respected family. Everyone seems to like him. He’s popular. I just don’t see him being involved in what we witnessed that night.”

“Well, so what?” I shot back. “Being outgoing and well-liked doesn’t mean someone is incapable of doing something terrible. Just look at that guy Ted Bundy. All the women he lured to their deaths because they thought he seemed so nice.”

“Oh, for Christ’s sake,” he said. “Now you’re comparing him to Ted Bundy? Your new colleague that you haven’t even met yet? My bet is that you meet him, you like him, and you see straightaway that you’re just on a wild-goose chase.”

I turned away, annoyed that Devlin was ignoring plain facts. He and I had both seen the killer that night. We knew what he looked like. Maybe Devlin didn’t have the kind of memory recall that I did. Maybe he hadn’t held onto the image of that guy the way I had—over ten long years. But it frustrated me the way he so dismissively swept aside what I knew to be true—that Mark Raleigh was the one we had seen that night. I had hoped that maybe Devlin would help me somehow, but now that seemed unlikely.

When I didn’t say anything, his expression shifted to one of concern. “I’m kind of worried about you, Sara. It isn’t healthy, being so obsessed with this guy, with what happened that night. I mean, yeah, it was awful, and it upset me, too. But I put it behind me. I moved on. You need to do that, too.”

I stared at him. He seemed so calm, so unruffled, seemingly impervious to what we had witnessed. Now he was feigning this concern about my well-being, as though I was the one who had a problem. Wasn’t it normal to be rattled and upset after such an experience?

“I can’t just shrug it off,” I said. “It’s stuck with me all this time. It’s made my life—it’s made things harder for me.” I pressed my lips together, felt that familiar sting in my nose that usually signaled I was about to cry. I did not want to cry in front of Devlin.

He reached out to take my hand, but then withdrew his when I didn’t respond. “What do you mean—made things harder?”

I hesitated, wondering how much to share with him. It was probably wiser to be vague, but something in his eyes, something that reminded me of the Devlin I got glimpses of those nights we spent together, made me want to tell him the truth. I knew there was a Devlin that wasn’t just the cocky guy who had strutted through the halls of school, but also someone who was more broken than he liked to let on.

“I haven’t been able to let it go,” I said. “It’s affected … a lot of things. My relationship with my boyfriend, Andy. And—my job. I even saw a therapist while I was living in Madison.”

Once more he reached out to take my hand, and this time I let him.

“Sara, I’m sorry,” he said. “What happened with your boyfriend?”

“We broke up,” I said. “He was—upset with me. And so I had to move out. It was his house. And then the school—well, they didn’t fire me, but they pushed me to resign. I was having a hard time teaching—for a while.” My eyes were filling up, but I wasn’t going to give in to that. “But I’m better now. Much better.”

Devlin squeezed my hand and reached for me with his other hand, almost knocking over both of our wineglasses. “Oh, Sara.”

At that moment, the waiter appeared with two steaming plates. Devlin pulled back and the waiter set the food down. The steam, the scent of the pasta I had ordered, rose around me. When the waiter left, Devlin said, “Honey, I had no idea you had been through such a tough time.”

Honey. Had he ever called me honey back in 1976? I didn’t think so. He made the endearment seem so natural. No one had ever called me honey except my father. I wiped my eyes and managed a shaky smile.

“So you say you’re better now?” he asked. He cocked his head and I knew what he was thinking.

“I am,” I said. “Really. I took an antidepressant for about six months and then I weaned myself off of it.” I looked down. “That wasn’t so easy, but I did it. I haven’t been on them now since January.”

No need to tell him what that had been like. How the insomnia had started back up again. How I would calm my anxieties when I woke up in the middle of the night with a bottle of rum and a copy of Marjorie Morningstar. No idea why that was the book that did it for me. I just knew it had to be a novel that was long and that I loved, so that when I woke up, instead of despairing, I could at least look forward to reading more of the story. Whatever jitters I had beyond that, the rum took care of. And then it was over. I didn’t go out and buy more rum. I reached some kind of balance, a safe place. And it had all been okay, until that day I spotted Mark Raleigh in the gym.

“Look,” Devlin said. “I really don’t think this Raleigh dude is the guy we saw that night. But after you meet him, if you still feel like it’s him, let me know. We’ll talk about what to do next.”

I nodded. “Okay.” I’d leave it at that for now. This afternoon had already gone way off the rails. I had never envisioned telling Devlin about what happened in Wisconsin. What must he think of me? That I was some kind of basket case? “Please, Dev, don’t tell anyone—all that stuff I just told you.”

“No, of course I won’t,” he said. “You can trust me.” His eyes held mine. “I wish I could show you how much I care about you, Sara.”

I shook my head. “You don’t have to show me anything. It’s better—if you don’t. You know that.”

We finished our meal, paid, and went out to his car.

He leaned across the gear shift and wrapped his arms around me. I should have pushed him away. I should have said something about Judy and his baby. But I didn’t want him to let go. It had been more than a year since any man had held me like that.

He tried to kiss me, too, but that move I resisted. I told myself later that this showed I wasn’t really a bad person. It was just a hug between old friends. But we’d crossed a line. I knew it. I didn’t think it would be wise to see him again.

[image: Image]

AUGUST 25, 1986

It was my first day at my new job. Students wouldn’t be showing up until after Labor Day, but teachers were required to report the week before, for a slew of meetings and classroom preparation. I had gone to bed early, but I tossed and turned all night, anxious not only about this new teaching position, but also about seeing Mark Raleigh face-to-face.

I was probably overdressed. I knew from Wisconsin that during this prep week, most teachers showed up in very casual attire, but I couldn’t bring myself to show up in pants. I had put on what I hoped was a relaxed, not fussy, dress and some low-heeled sandals. If I was too dressy, I hoped my new colleagues would write it off to first-day jitters.

When I had gone to Central as a student, I walked the short five blocks to school, but now the highway had swallowed up my old route. Along the sound-baffling walls at the end of my street, the Highway Department had been forced by years of protests and court cases to provide a walking and biking path called the Custis Trail, but after two blocks, the trail dipped deep below the neighborhood-street level, running instead next to the highway, and so I couldn’t use it to walk to school. Even if it had been possible, the walk would have been noisy, cars passing by at reckless speeds, swirling up dust and exhaust.

It was now easier and faster to drive than to walk. After I found myself a spot on the parking deck, I walked along the pathway toward the school. The sound of rush-hour traffic directly below me made a noisy, incessant whooshing, and the concrete beneath my feet rumbled with the passing cars on their way to the city. There was no guardrail to prevent me from leaning over the concrete wall along the path, from looking straight down at the shoulder of the road. A weedy and root-riddled slope rose sharply above that shoulder. This was the very same slippery hill that Devlin and I had sat at the crest of that night, looking down at the creek that was now blacktopped. Did the water still run somewhere deep below the highway, I wondered. Had it been diverted? What would the drivers hurtling along here think if they knew they were driving right over the scene of a murder?

When I walked into the school, I found Cathy Tenley hovering near the entrance, seemingly waiting for me.

“Sara,” she called out. “So glad I caught you. I want to show you your classrooms before Mr. Jonas starts the opening meeting. And I want to introduce you to Crystal.”

“Crystal?” I said, hurrying to catch up with her as she started down the hallway.

“Yes, Crystal Harlan. You’ll be teaching in her classroom for part of the day. The first two class periods. Then you’ll have lunch. And then, late in the day, you’ll use my classroom for the last three periods.” She smiled apologetically. “None of us have a classroom all to ourselves, I’m afraid. Too many kids and not enough space.”

I thought longingly of my classroom at North Madison, exclusively mine. The idea that another teacher might wander in and out as I taught, might eavesdrop on me and judge me, was unnerving, but it seemed I would have to get used to it.

I followed her up a flight of stairs, then into the first classroom on the right side of the hall. A woman with brassy blonde hair, feathered into wings, a dark tan, wearing shorts and flip-flops, was stapling posters to a bulletin board. She turned and I could see across her eyelids the same shade of blue shadow my sister used to wear. Her fingernails were long and painted that same blue. I wondered how she managed to keep her nails looking like that, doing all that stapling and staple-removing.

“Crystal, this is our new teacher. Sara Barlow. She’ll be using your room first and second periods.”

I couldn’t help but notice that Cathy called it Crystal’s room. Not a room that the two of us would share, but one that belonged by rights to Crystal and which I would squat in.

“Hi, Sara,” she said, stretching her lips into a smile. She pointed across the room to a small wooden desk. “That’s your desk over there. For whatever you want to keep in this room. A lot of the traveling teachers just get themselves a cart so they can have all their stuff with them no matter which classroom they’re in.”

I looked at what was clearly Crystal’s desk—twice the size of mine, topped with a file holder, a jar full of pens, and a vase brimming with a spray of artificial flowers.

Cathy chimed in helpfully. “I’ll show you where the carts are in the English Office.”

“So you used to teach in Wisconsin, right?” Crystal asked. “What brings you to Virginia?”

“Oh, lots of reasons, I guess,” I said. “But mostly because I missed home. I grew up in Arlington.” I paused. “Wisconsin is just too cold.”

Crystal laughed. “Yeah, well, I hear that. I hate cold weather.” She gestured toward her shorts and flip-flops. “I wish I could dress like this all year long. Cathy tells me you graduated from Central.”

I nodded. “1976. It sure does look different now—since all the construction.”

“I grew up in South Carolina,” Crystal said. “I started teaching here after all that happened.”

Cathy touched my arm. “We should head on over to my classroom now. Mr. Jonas is planning to start the opening meeting in just about fifteen minutes.”

“Guess I’ll see you later,” I said to Crystal.

“Oh, you’ll see me plenty,” she said.

The statement seemed less welcoming than threatening, but I just smiled, waved, and followed Cathy out of the room.

We walked a few doors down and into another classroom.

“This is my room,” Cathy said. “But as department chair, I have other duties late in the day. So you’ll teach your last three periods here.” She looked around. “I’ll see about getting you some kind of desk.”

The room was clean, organized, and the walls covered with posters of Shakespeare, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Emily Dickinson, and other writers in the canon. I had a handful of posters of my own, but I could see there was no room for my own decorating.

We headed down to the cafeteria where the opening meeting would be held. People were milling around, getting coffee and donuts from a long table by the kitchen, catching up with colleagues they hadn’t seen all summer. Cathy got swept away into a conversation with several people and I stood awkwardly, wishing I could have some of that coffee and something to eat, but decided against it. I’d have to juggle the cup, the crumbling donut, and if anyone approached me, it seemed better, more professional, to be unencumbered.

I scanned the room, looking for Mark Raleigh, but didn’t see him. He would be easy to spot, given his height and that unusual hair. I noted a couple of older teachers taking their seats and recognized them as teachers who had taught at Central when I was a student. But most of the faces were unfamiliar. I decided to sit down and wait for the meeting to begin. I hated just standing there, alone, feeling self-conscious, like a wallflower at a dance. At least when seated I would be less conspicuous.

Mr. Jonas approached the podium and began fiddling around with the microphone. Everyone moved toward the rows of chairs. The chair beside me scraped across the floor and Crystal settled herself in it, a powdery white donut in one hand and a cup of coffee in the other.

“Didn’t you see the table over there?” she asked. “You should run and grab something now before he starts. This is going to go on and on.”

“I’m okay,” I said. “I had a big breakfast.” Not true, of course. I had barely made it on time and breakfast had been the last thing on my mind.

She set her coffee and donut down on the empty chair to her right. “What will you be teaching?” she asked.

“English 12 in your room in the morning. And English 10 in the afternoon.”

She patted me on the arm as though consoling me. “They always assign the regular classes to newbies. You’ll have to pay your dues before they let you teach any of the advanced courses.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Are the regular classes so terrible?”

“Well, some of the kids are okay,” she said. “But most of the motivated kids take the advanced classes. And the bottom of the heap—well, they’ll all be in your classes.” She smiled at me, but the smile didn’t seem sympathetic. “You’ll be all right, though. You couldn’t be any worse than Irene was.”

“Who’s Irene?” I asked.

“She had your job last year,” Crystal said. Leaning toward me, in what passed for a whisper in the noisy cafeteria, she added, “We called it retirement. To be polite.”

I glanced across the room, and at that moment, Mark Raleigh dashed in a side door, as though he was conscious of being late, and began hunting around for an empty chair.

“Who’s that?” I asked Crystal. She seemed to enjoy dishing the dirt about people. I was curious what she might say.

She glanced at him as he folded himself into a seat that was sandwiched between others already occupied. “That’s Mark. He teaches two sections of history. Also some PE. And he coaches basketball. All the girls just love him.” She paused for effect. “And he loves them.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Oh?”

“He’s a real flirt. Doesn’t matter if it’s with staff or students,” she said. “You’ll see. He’ll get around to you, too.”

I would have pushed further, but at that moment Mr. Jonas called the meeting to order. I tried to concentrate on what he was saying, but my eyes kept darting back to where Mark was sitting. He was slouched now and his long legs were extended beneath the chair in front of him. So the teenage girls were enamored of him, apparently. Was he handsome? It was hard for me to assess. When I looked at him, I didn’t feel anything other than a tight knot of dread in the pit of my stomach.

At the conclusion of Mr. Jonas’s remarks, each of the department chairs stood up to give their spiels and to announce new hires. I shifted uneasily in my seat, waiting for my name to be called. Cathy Tenley rose and smiled, gesturing for me to stand. “This is Sara Barlow, coming to us from Madison, Wisconsin, where she taught English for three years. Some of you old-timers may remember Sara from when she was a student here. She graduated in ’76. We’re delighted that she has come home to her roots.”

Everyone applauded me politely. I glanced across the room at Mark. He wasn’t applauding, but his eyes were fastened on me. I quickly turned away, then sat down, waiting through the introduction of other new staff members.

At last we were told to reconvene in the cafeteria at noon for lunch and then some sort of get-to-know-you activity. Crystal groaned audibly.

“God, I hate these stupid things,” she said. “Each year it seems they get worse.”

I nodded. “We had them in Madison, too. Just as stupid.”

As we had anticipated, after people finished lunch, a few staff members began passing out something called “Mingle Bingo” cards. I studied mine with growing apprehension. The headline across the top was “Find someone who …” and below that, squares printed with items such as “… went to Europe this summer,” “… is left-handed,” “… has a pet that is not a dog or cat,” and “… has had a broken bone.” Our objective was to mill about and find people to fill our bingo squares, and in so doing, presumably, to get to know people and make new friends. I considered suddenly needing to go to the bathroom and not returning, but that wouldn’t be a good look for a brand-new hire. I needed to play this dumb game and act like I thought it was great fun.

I pasted a smile on my face and moved around the room, finding people to help me fill my squares. It was obvious most of us held the same dim view of the activity, and one guy even approached me without prompting and said, “Here. I’ll sign your ‘been to Europe’ square. What can you sign of mine?”

I wasn’t making much effort to amass signatures. We’d been at it for ten minutes; surely some competitive type would yell out “Bingo!” at any moment. Then someone tapped my shoulder and I turned to discover Mark Raleigh just inches from me; I had to tip my face sharply upward to look directly at him. He was so close to me I could see where he had nicked himself when shaving that morning.

He smiled in that way that cocky, good-looking guys often smiled, so accustomed to being seen as charming that they never imagine anyone might find their approach unwelcome.

“Sara, right?” he asked. “Mark Raleigh. I can sign your broken bone square if you like. Have you got something to trade?”

For a moment, I couldn’t even speak. I handed him my card and he scrawled his name across the broken-bone square. He handed me his card and I signed the grew-up-in-Arlington square, then handed it back to him. He glanced down at it, then back at me.

“I figured you for a hometown kid,” he said. “Not too many of us left.” He took a step even closer to me and I took a step back. I was afraid to look directly at him. I knew it was crazy, but I had this fear that if I looked into his eyes, he would recognize me.

“I graduated the same year as you. From Flynn.” He laughed. “A good Catholic boy.”

I forced a small laugh.

“Saw you over there with Crystal. You sharing a room with her?” he asked.

I nodded. “Just in the morning.”

His voice dropped lower. “Well, watch your back.”

I was so surprised at this that I actually did look up and meet his gaze. “What do you mean by that?”

“Just mind your p’s and q’s,” he said. “If you screw up in any way, I can promise you, everyone’s going to hear about it.”

My eyes widened. What was I supposed to say to that? I couldn’t think of anything.

“She likes to gossip,” he said. “Everyone’s fair game with Crystal.”

Someone else approached me with their bingo card and Mark disappeared into the crowd.

After the game and then another inane activity, we were finally released to do what all of us really wanted to do, which was begin setting up our classrooms. I guess I had nothing to set up really, beyond my desks. I would look for one of those carts before I went home. First, though, I would bring in some of my things from my car.

As I neared the door leading out to the parking deck, afternoon sun streaming in, a familiar silhouette approached me.

“Henry!” I called out. “What are you doing here?”

He grinned and reached out to give me a hug. The familiar feel of his body, the scent of him, almost made tears come to my eyes and I was startled at my reaction.

“County-wide meeting of math teachers,” he said. “Being held in the cafeteria here. Sat through meetings all morning. Whoever planned this one ought to be shot.”

He was wearing a University of Texas T-shirt and jeans and looked far more casual than I did. He studied my face, tipping his head slightly. “You okay, girlie? These folks not being nice to you?”

I shrugged. “Well, the jury’s out on that one. Not sure what I’ve landed in here.”

“Oh?” he said. “What do you mean?”

“Just that there seems to be a lot of … people talking about other people behind their backs.”

Henry laughed. “All schools are like that. You just need to stay above the fray.”

“And I don’t get my own classroom,” I added. “I have to share with two other teachers.”

“I share a classroom, too,” he said. “It’s like that all over the county. Look, Sara, you’re just extra nervous right now, it being your first day and all. Things will smooth out.”

“Hope so.”

“You need some cheering up,” he said. “I’ve got so much going on this week, you’d think I was twins, but I’ve always got time for you. What say we meet for a drink tomorrow? I’ll wear my fancier duds.”

I laughed. “That sounds good. And you can wear whatever duds you like.”

“Meet me at the Black Forest at four,” he said.

“You’ll hardly need fancy duds there,” I said.

He tipped his invisible hat and headed off down the hall. Part of me wanted to run after him, tell him everything that was troubling me. What would he think of me if he knew what had happened all those years ago with Devlin? If he knew what we had seen?


CHAPTER EIGHT

AUGUST 26, 1986

The next morning I went into the main office to check out my school mailbox. Among the envelopes and forms and memos, I spotted a flyer on yellow paper that stopped me cold. At the top of it was a photocopied picture of that house on 13th and Buchanan Streets, the one I had learned was Mark Raleigh’s after I followed him home that day.

Crystal walked up behind me and peered down at what I was holding. “It’s an invitation to Mark’s Back-to-School Bash.” She pulled her own copy out of her mailbox. “He does it every Labor Day weekend. Invites everybody, and a lot of people show up. You should come.”

I nodded. Saturday night. August 30. The thought of stepping inside Mark’s house both intrigued and terrified me. It would be a chance to see how he lived, to poke around, perhaps, in non-party rooms to see if there was anything that could help me connect him to the murder of Nina. I realized how unlikely that would be. Ten long years. What could possibly remain that would serve as evidence, that he hadn’t disposed of long ago, probably on the night it happened? Almost certainly, nothing. And yet, I felt a foolish glimmer of hope. A sudden memory surfaced of the spy route I had created for myself as a child, after reading Louise Fitzhugh’s Harriet the Spy, and I nearly laughed out loud. This could be my big Mata Hari moment.

And yet, at the same time, the idea of entering Mark’s house was frightening. What might he do to me if he knew what I was there for, if he learned who I was and what I had seen?

I wondered if I could talk Henry into going with me. I would be seeing him for drinks after work. It would seem natural enough to say I felt awkward going alone, and would he consider coming along. He’d probably know some of the people there. But how would I manage to snoop around and look for information on Mark with Henry there? I’d have to tell him the truth, to reveal too much about my involvement with Devlin, about my cowardice. So, no, that wouldn’t work.

I considered asking Devlin, but that was impossible for more than one reason. He was dismissive of the whole idea that Mark was the person we had seen that night. More problematic was my showing up with a married man—a bad look for me and also for Devlin.

So I would have to go solo. The idea of showing up alone to a party where I knew so few people made me anxious. It was hard enough starting at a new school, but on the job I didn’t have to chat and schmooze and pretend to be a social animal. I hated parties. But I would attend this one.

When I got home late that afternoon, I took out the business card Devlin had given me. I couldn’t ask him to go to Mark Raleigh’s party, but I wanted to tell him I was going and that I would be keeping my eyes open for any important information.

The receptionist for Connor & Barrie answered and I asked to speak to Devlin.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “He’s not in. May I take a message?”

“When do you expect him back?” I asked. “I’m a friend. Not a client.”

“Oh, well, not for a while maybe,” she said, followed by a highpitched, tittering laugh. “His wife went into labor this morning. A week early. He rushed out to the hospital.”

“I see,” I said. “Exciting news. I’ll speak to him later, then.”

“May I tell him who called?” she asked.

It would seem strange if I withheld my name. “Sara Barlow.”

After I hung up, I considered that Devlin would have preferred for me to remain anonymous. But what was done was done. And things would probably be very different going forward. No matter how dubious he might be about whether he was the child’s father, now there would be a crying, demanding baby at home, and he would be playing the part of proud papa. I doubted I would hear back from him.

On the drive to meet up with Henry, I swung by Mark’s house on 13th Street. It was quarter to four and I was confident he was still over at the school. Some meeting had been announced for incoming students interested in athletic tryouts and Mark was one of the teachers leading it. I wouldn’t be seen.

As I approached, I startled, though, as the front door and the storm door were wide open. Two women were coming out of the house, one carrying a mop, the other a bucket full of what looked to be bottles and rags. I noticed a small yellow car parked in front of the house with “Maid Brigade” printed across the side.

Mark must indeed have plenty of money if he could afford maid service. Not many teachers could afford a luxury like that. Why was he teaching at all? Why not just live off of his parents’ wealth?

When I walked into the Black Forest Inn, I didn’t see Henry immediately. The room was dark and smoky, and filled with regulars—deeply tanned and craggy men in their fifties and sixties, rough hands wrapped around a beer bottle, and women of the same age with bleached and teased hairdos, heavy black eyeliner, and low-cut tops that were often too tight.

I spotted him at a small table in the back. He had already ordered us two beers. I usually preferred a glass of white wine, but anyone who had ever been to the Black Forest knew better than to order their house wine, which was the only wine they served.

“This is an interesting choice of meeting place,” I said, after I sat down. “I’m going to need to shower and do laundry as soon as I get home.”

Henry laughed. “This place reminds me of Texas. I don’t cotton to those shiny, yuppie bars popping up all over.” He took a swig of his beer. “How was your second day? Any better than the first?”

“A little. Cathy found me a small desk. And one of those carts for me to use between classrooms.” I took a sip from my own beer. “And I got invited to a party.”

“Well, shoot out the lights, girl. All your troubles are over.”

I rolled my eyes. “I wish.”

“Where’s the shindig?” he asked.

“One of the teachers gives a big party every Labor Day weekend,” I said. I paused, wanting to make sure Henry didn’t feel slighted that I wasn’t inviting him. “Just for Central teachers and staff.”

“Well, go and make some new pals, Sara,” he said. “Don’t be your shy self and hug the wall all night. You need you some friends in that school. But don’t get hammered either. You want to be able to show your face the next day.”

I laughed. “Okay, Dad,” I said. “Thanks for the advice.”

“I got plenty of that,” he said. “Come help yourself any time you like.”

Later, Henry walked me to my car and grabbed me into a fierce hug. The scent of him mingled with the smell of tobacco smoke and beer. He held onto me longer than I expected him to. When we disengaged, I asked him when his girlfriend, Tammy, would be moving up to Virginia.

“That ain’t happenin’,” he said. “I don’t think she ever really wanted to leave Austin. Or maybe she did, but leaving for me wasn’t enough of an incentive.”

I took his hand. “I’m sorry, hon. I should’ve asked about her earlier. Are you okay?”

“Well, seems I loaded the wrong wagon, but I’ll get straight after a spell.” His eyes didn’t meet mine and that wasn’t like him.

I wanted to tell him I loved him, because I did. I always had. But you don’t tell a brokenhearted boy with a few beers in him that you love him if you don’t want him to misinterpret what you’re saying.

“Call me anytime,” I said. “And we’ll go out again soon.”

He flashed me his crooked smile. “I’ll be here.”

When I got home at 8:00 p.m., Mom found me in the kitchen fixing myself a sandwich. Henry and I had split an order of fries, but that was all I had in my stomach besides the beer.

“You had a phone call,” she said, and her tone was clipped.

“From who?” I asked, placing my cold cuts and cheese on wheat bread, wondering if I should add mustard or Italian dressing.

“Devlin Barrie,” she said.

My eyes shot up to meet hers. Hers were narrowed.

“Did he leave a message?” I asked, turning back to my sandwich.

She handed me a slip of paper with a number printed on it. “He asked you to call him.”

The number was not the work number I had called earlier in the day.

“Okay,” I said. “Thanks.”

“That man is married, Sara,” she said. I didn’t ask how she had found out. Mom had a lot of connections all over Arlington. I guess it wouldn’t have been too hard for her to ask around about Devlin.

“I know,” I said.

“And his wife is pregnant,” she said.

“Well, not anymore,” I told her, carrying my sandwich to the kitchen table. “She went into labor hours ago so she’s probably had that baby by now. Devlin’s probably just calling me to share the happy news.”

Mom folded her arms across her chest. “Why would he be calling you with that news?”

“Because we’re friends,” I snapped. “Jeez.”

“Married men oughtn’t to have women friends,” she said.

I laughed. “Mom, things have changed a lot since you were my age.”

Her mouth flattened into a sharp, straight line. “They haven’t changed all that much.”

When I didn’t say anything, only took a bite of my sandwich, she added, “You’d be wise to be very careful, Sara. You just started this new job. You don’t want to stir up ugly gossip.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said.

Mom sighed with exasperation and walked out of the room.

I waited until she had settled herself on the living room sofa and turned on the television before I crept quietly upstairs to the phone extension in her bedroom and dialed the number on the piece of paper.

“Hi, Devlin,” I said when he answered. “Is this your home phone?”

“Yes,” he said. “You heard, I guess, that Judy had the baby? A cesarean. Baby came early. Anyway, she’ll be in the hospital for a few more days.”

“Well?” I said. “Aren’t you going to tell me any more than that? Boy or girl?”

“Boy,” he said. “Just like I thought, too. Doesn’t look anything like me.”

I laughed, but quietly, to prevent Mom from hearing me. “For crying out loud. You can’t know that yet. Newborns all look red and squishy. You won’t be able to see what he’ll really look like for a while.”

“I can tell,” he said. “C-section babies don’t come out looking all distorted. This one looks fine—but he doesn’t look like me. Looks like that other guy.”

“I think you’re imagining things,” I said. “Well, I would normally say congratulations, but you make that seem wrong.” I paused. “You heard I called your office?”

“Yeah,” he said. “That’s why I called. What’s going on?”

“I just wanted to tell you I’m going to a party at Mark Raleigh’s house this weekend,” I said. “Turns out he gives one every year.”

There was a long pause. “Okay, well, hope you have a good time. What am I supposed to say?”

“I don’t know. I thought it would be a chance, you know, for me to poke around a little. See what I can find out about him.”

“Good God, Sara, what do you plan on doing? Sneaking up to his bedroom and poking around in his closet? That’s nuts.”

“No, I’m not going to do that,” I said. “Well, I don’t know what I’m going to do. Whatever opportunities present themselves, I guess.”

“You’d better watch yourself,” he said. “You’re going to get yourself in some serious trouble. And make a really bad impression with your new colleagues.”

“I’ll be very careful,” I said. “I’m not even sure now why I wanted to tell you. I should have known you wouldn’t approve.”

“No, I don’t approve. But you’ll do whatever you’ve a mind to do, I guess.” He sighed. “I’m tired as hell, Sara. But maybe this weekend, we could meet up. Maybe Sunday. After the party.”

“What for?” I asked. “You’re not interested in Mark Raleigh. And don’t you think perhaps you’ll be a tad busy this weekend, with a new baby in the house?”

“I’m sure I’ll be exhausted. And probably upset, to boot,” he said. “But I still have to work and bring home the bacon. I’ve got another open house this Sunday. You should stop by. Like before.”

“Yeah, well, maybe I will,” I said. “If I find out anything. But otherwise, I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

“I don’t care if it’s a good idea,” he said. “I want to see you.”

“I’ll think about it.”

I shouldn’t have said that. I should have put my foot down, told him that these meetups were only going to get both of us into trouble. But when it came to Devlin, I was always doing things I knew were unwise. It wasn’t much different now than it was ten years ago. I could step back from all of it and look at it dispassionately. And then I’d do the crazy thing, anyway.
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SATURDAY, LABOR DAY WEEKEND, 1986

The party was in full swing when I arrived. It was a typical Virginia summer night, hot and humid, and I could see people through the windows milling about, but there were also plenty of others spread out across the porch and the lawn. The pounding bass of Lionel Richie’s “Dancing on the Ceiling” was dialed up to a surprising volume. I wondered what Mark’s neighbors thought about all the racket.

I walked up the steps and went inside. The music was even louder here; in order to have conversations, people had to lean in close to each other and practically shout. This was the very kind of party scene that I most hated.

I walked through to the kitchen and took a beer from a giant cooler in the corner of the room, then wandered back into the living room, looking for anyone with whom I might strike up a conversation. The only person I recognized was Crystal and so, reluctantly, I approached her. She was in a big clot of people talking about the school’s football team, which was a topic guaranteed to bore me to tears, but I lingered at the edge of the group, feigning interest.

After a few minutes, she introduced me to the group, most of the names hard to catch. The one I did get was a guy standing close to me named Pete Morrissey, a PE and Health teacher.

“Welcome to Central,” he said. “Are you the one who graduated from here?”

I nodded. “How long have you been teaching here?”

“About a year now,” he said. “Mark is a close friend. He greased the wheels for me, I think.”

“Oh?” I said. “So you knew him—from where?”

“Flynn. Leeway. The whole neighborhood thing,” he said.

My ears pricked up at that. Leeway. The swim club that Janet had mentioned to me, speculating that Nina might have gone with a group of kids to a barbecue there the day she died. So Mark belonged to Leeway. This seemed significant. I wanted to press Pete on that, ask him if he had known Nina, but there didn’t seem to be any way to do it without arousing his suspicion of my intentions.

“What was Mark like in high school?” I asked.

Pete laughed. “Exactly like he is now. He hasn’t changed a bit.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Not even more mature? A bit more grown-up?”

“Well,” he said. “Maybe a little. But honestly, not much. He works hard. He plays hard. He likes the play part a whole lot more than the work. He looks forward to this party every year. If you catch sight of him tonight, he’ll be just a blur. Working the room.”

Pete wandered off and I scanned the room, looking for Mark. For a blur that might be Mark. I didn’t see him anywhere, so I walked outside to survey the crowd in the yard. Over by the driveway, next to a Yamaha motorcycle, I spotted his tall figure, head higher than every other head nearby. He seemed to be showing off the bike to a few female teachers. I turned to go back inside. This might be the ideal time for me to snoop around the house, while Mark was busy impressing his listeners.

I noted that someone always seemed to be in the bathroom on the first floor, so venturing upstairs in search of another bathroom seemed legitimate. Probably there would be other people up there in search of the same. But when I climbed the stairs, I found the hallway dark and uninhabited.

I walked down to the end of the hall to an open bedroom that seemed likely to be the largest one. The main bedroom. Peeping in, I noted an unmade king-size bed, a few shirts, and a pair of pants draped over a chair. On a dresser there was a framed photograph of Mark, looking like he was still a teenager, next to an older couple I presumed to be his parents.

On the bedside table there was an alarm clock, a bottle of aspirin, a package of Sinutabs, and a crumpled tissue. I pulled open the drawer. A box of condoms. An issue of Penthouse. One of Hustler. A comb. Several ballpoint pens. A folded page ripped from a spiral notebook, the word “tonight” written in a feminine hand, followed by several carefully drawn pink hearts.

I glanced out the window at the driveway. Mark was still there, talking to the same group of women.

I walked next door to what appeared to be a small office. A desk. A couple of bookshelves that bore more knickknacks and junk than books. On one bottom shelf were five yearbooks, three from Flynn and two from Tech. I desperately wanted to look through them, but knew I didn’t have that kind of time. I briefly considered trying to steal the Flynn ones, but then shook my head. I must be losing my mind.

An angel must have been watching over me at that moment. I left the office and had just peeped into the bathroom when I heard footsteps ascending the stairs from the first floor. Flicking on the light, I darted inside and locked the door. After a few minutes, I flushed the toilet, washed my hands in the sink, and walked out. Mark stood in the hallway. His looming figure, there in the darkness, was unnerving.

“Hey there, Sara,” he said. “Did you see the bathroom downstairs, by the front door?”

“Oh, hi, Mark,” I said. “Yes, I did, but it always seemed to be occupied, and I really needed to go, so I tried up here. Hope you don’t mind.”

He smiled, but the smile felt forced. “Of course not. Glad you found your way. Sorry you had to.”

“Well, this many people, all drinking, one bathroom may not be enough,” I said. “You have a beautiful house.”

“Thanks,” he said. “I grew up here. My parents sort of made a present of it to me, when I graduated from college.”

“That’s one heck of a present,” I said. “All I got was a necklace and a gift certificate.”

“Ha. Yeah,” he said. “I’ve been lucky.”

Lucky. That was true in more ways than one.

“Does it always look this gorgeous and clean, or did you just spruce things up for the party?” I asked.

He laughed. “I’m really kind of a slob. I pay a maid service to come in every week. Otherwise, this place would look pretty shitty.”

So the maids I had seen on Tuesday were a weekly thing.

“You having a good time?” he asked. I wished he would turn the hall light on, but he seemed content for us to stand there in the dark.

“Oh, yeah. Sure. It’s a little awkward for me, since I don’t know many people. Just Crystal—and Cathy.”

He made a dismissive sound. “Cathy never comes to my parties. Too wild for her, I guess. “But everyone here is friendly. Just go talk to them.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I will.”

He was standing between me and the steps, but I slipped around him and headed for the living room. For an hour or so, I milled about and chatted with anyone who seemed open to chatting. It seemed that every time I glanced up to see where Mark was, he was watching me. That was nuts, I guess. Probably not the case. But it felt that way to me.

I decided to slip out onto the back patio. There were a couple of English teachers out there when I glanced out the kitchen window, and I figured they’d be easy enough to talk to. But when I made my way out through the porch and onto the flagstones, they were nowhere in sight. Several teachers I didn’t know were sitting together at a picnic table and they did not look to be a group I could easily break in on.

I stood uncomfortably by the back gate, thinking longingly about fleeing through it, getting in my car, and driving home. But then I noticed the garage. It was a large two-car garage with a heavy white door that had two small windows on either side of it. Through the closest window I could see what seemed to be a car, but it was too dark out there to make out a color. I opened the gate and walked down the driveway toward the garage, looking back once over my shoulder to see if anyone was noticing me. But there were only the people at the picnic table, deep in conversation. The garage stood next to a tree with low, drooping limbs; if I stood in just the right spot, I felt I was pretty well invisible.

Peering through the closest glass pane, letting my eyes adjust to the dark within, I could make out the outline of Mark’s 280Z. I wasn’t surprised to see that he kept it locked up, out of the elements and away from passing birds or neighborhood children. I’ve never been into cars, but this one was a beauty. On the other side of it was another vehicle, much larger, with a white roof and another color for the body—possibly tan or yellow. I could see that on the far side of the garage, out of view from the house, was a full-sized window. I crept around to it and tried to raise the sash, but of course, it was locked. I leaned against the glass and squinted inside and what I saw made me catch my breath, made my stomach turn over in that familiar way it does when I am afraid.

It was an old VW van, looking much the worse for wear, with a few dings in the side that faced me. From the rearview mirror hung something shiny that seemed to me very much like a knight—Flynn’s mascot and team name. I could now see plainly that the body wasn’t painted tan or yellow, but rather orange.

This was the same model and color of the van I had seen parked in the far corner of the lot the night that Devlin and I had seen Nina murdered.

I didn’t wait around to examine it more closely. A wave of panic flooded me and all I could think to do was to get out of there as fast as possible. I ran down the driveway, down Buchanan to where I had parked my car, and drove home without a word of goodbye to anyone.
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SATURDAY NIGHT AND SUNDAY, LABOR DAY WEEKEND, 1986

When I got home, I went straight up to my room. I didn’t want to talk to Mom. I didn’t trust myself to appear offhand and normal. Seeing that van had frightened me far more than I was prepared for. I had thought about all kinds of scenarios that might have played out at the party, but discovering that old VW in his garage was not one of them.

The night that Nina was murdered, I had seen that van and some custodial utility vehicles parked in the far part of the school lot. I only remembered this, I think, because I had been scanning the area for any adults who might see Devlin and me involved in our clandestine tryst beside the stream. The memory of it had never faded away, but it had been pushed aside by memories far more startling and visceral.

That night, I had thought the van was deserted, abandoned. Now it seemed very likely that this was the vehicle Mark had driven. Had he brought Nina with him to the stream? Or had he met up with her there? And if so, had their meeting been planned—or accidental? Surely he must have brought her there. I couldn’t imagine any young girl prowling around that dark and hidden area by herself.

Why had she gone there with him—a boy three years older than she was? Had they had a relationship? It didn’t seem likely—and certainly the police would have questioned him if they had. If he hadn’t been her boyfriend, then what induced her to get into the van with him that night and drive to such a secluded spot?

I realized immediately that the same question could have been asked of me and my foolish dalliance with Devlin. Had she, like me, been so lonely and desperate for attention from a boy that she had let Mark seduce her into that dangerous situation? If Nina and I were so much alike, then why had my story turned out differently? Why was I still here to tell the tale while Nina had ended up in a shallow grave along the highway right-of-way?

When the construction crew had discovered her body, it had been about a mile or more downstream from where Devlin and I had seen her. There was no way Mark could have dragged her body that far. The only possibility for how her grave had been dug so far from where he killed her was that Mark had moved it, most likely in that VW. Though I didn’t want to, though I tried to will the thoughts away, I kept picturing him carrying her lifeless form up the high hill from the stream, sliding and slipping on loose rocks, then heaving her body into the back of his van.

Her head had struck hard against the rock when she fell. She must have been bleeding. When her body was found, it had been wrapped up in what appeared to be a carpet. Had that carpet been in Mark’s van? Had he wrapped her in it to absorb the blood? Had any bloodstains been left in the van itself? Surely he must have scrubbed it from top to bottom the next day. Why did he still own it? Why hadn’t he sold it or sunk it in a pond like Norman Bates did in Psycho?

The questions hammered through my head all night long. I’d fall asleep, then startle awake again twenty minutes later, another puzzle piece snagged in my brain, waiting for me to dislodge it, to try to make it fit, to complete the picture.

I finally fell deeply asleep when it was almost dawn and awoke at 10:00 a.m. to the sound of the telephone. It was Sunday. Mom had gone to church. I stumbled out of bed and walked across the hall to pick up the extension in her bedroom.

“Sara? Wake up, sleepyhead. How was the party?” Devlin’s voice was loud and bright and the last thing I wanted to deal with at that moment.

“It was okay,” I said. “Where are you?”

“At the office. Going to head out to that open house in a couple of hours and I wanted to give you the address.”

I didn’t say anything.

“Sara?”

I sighed. “Look, Devlin, I don’t think that’s going to work out today. I’m really tired. And I still have a lot of planning to do for the first day of school. I haven’t been on top of things like I should be.”

“Oh, come on,” he said. “You can spare an hour. And I want to hear how things went at the party. Did you dig up any incriminating evidence?” He laughed, making clear just how foolish he thought that was.

I hesitated, wondering how much to say. I sensed that whatever I said, he would find a way to dismiss. And I was just too tired to try to make my case. “No, no evidence.”

“Well, I still want to see you,” he pushed. “It’s going to get harder for me to find ways to see you, now that Judy’s had the baby.”

“How’s he doing?” I asked. “What’s his name?”

“Patrick,” he said. “She wanted to name him Devlin Jr., but I wasn’t having any of that. He cries a lot. I’m tired, too, Sara. Up all night. But I want to see you.”

I wavered, but just for a moment. “Not this time, Dev. Maybe next time, once I have my sea legs at school.”

After we hung up, I sat down on the edge of Mom’s bed. Even as sleepy as I was, I was surprised at my resistance to Devlin’s persistence. I needed to keep my head clear, to figure things out, and I was pretty sure my having a clear head was the very last thing he had in mind.


CHAPTER NINE

SEPTEMBER 2, 1986

I had once thought that when I had a few years of teaching behind me, the first day of school would not send me into the tailspin of panic that it had at first. But I was wrong—and, if anything, it was worse this year, being at a new job, not knowing any of the students or most of the staff. I had not slept well the night before and had gotten to school an hour before I needed to, hoping to steel myself, but ended up mainly pacing around the room, jittery, checking and rechecking my notes and my handouts.

To make matters worse, just as kids began streaming into my first-period English 12 class, Crystal walked in and began going through her desk and shelves, searching for something.

A boy in a Central T-shirt and cutoffs called out when he saw her. “Hey, Miss Harlan! Are you gonna be our teacher? I thought it was someone else …” He stopped to examine his schedule. “Someone named Barlow.”

Crystal smiled at him, friendly, familiar. “Hi, Jason! Look at you! Finally a senior! No, I’m not your teacher.” She pointed at me. “This is Miss Barlow.”

Jason turned toward me and the look of disappointment on his face was easy to read.

He gave me a small wave, then turned back to Crystal, and the two of them began discussing their summer vacations.

The classroom was filling up. Any minute the bell would ring and I would need to begin, and still Crystal was in the room, waving at other students, chatting with a pretty brunette in a skimpy dress about her making the cheerleading squad. I felt off my game and I hadn’t even started yet.

The bell rang and the students grew quiet. Their eyes fastened on me and I was about to speak when the principal came on over the loudspeaker, welcoming them back to another academic year, and then someone came online to lead us through the Pledge of Allegiance. Crystal didn’t bother to say the pledge, continuing to look through her things. When was she going to leave? I was desperate to make her vanish.

At last I could begin my opening remarks. I tried to appear friendly, approachable, while also authoritative. Always a balancing act. I usually veered too hard toward friendly, but it had worked for me thus far. I had been a well-liked teacher at North Madison, until those last few months, maybe, when I was falling apart.

A boy in the back row raised his hand and I called on him.

“Someone told me you used to go to Central. That you graduated from here. Is that true?”

All of the heads swiveled again toward me.

I smiled. “Yep. It’s true. I graduated in 1976. Back before the school was rebuilt.”

Crystal flashed me a strange look and, at last, left the classroom.

Several more kids asked me some questions about what Central was like ten years ago, and I answered a few, before switching back to my notes, outlining information about my class, my expectations.

I made it through first period and was almost through second, when Crystal walked back into the room and noisily set a box of books down on top of her desk. The dismissal bell rang and the students swarmed out, talking, laughing. I began assembling all my papers and supplies on the wheeled cart. Before any of Crystal’s students could enter the room for third period, she approached me.

“Just a word of warning,” she said, dramatically looking over her shoulder as if someone nefarious might be listening in. “You shouldn’t let the kids know personal details like you did—telling them you went here for high school, what year you graduated.”

I cocked my head, surprised. “Why not?” I asked. “What harm could there be in that?”

“They’ll be sure to try to dig up whatever dirt they can,” she said. “You know all the yearbooks are shelved in the library, don’t you? You can be sure some of them will look you up, see if they can find any embarrassing photos.”

I laughed. “Well, let them. The only embarrassing photo in there is my senior portrait. Not a flattering one, but I don’t care if they see it. Heck, that would make me feel almost like a celebrity. When I was in school, we used to go look up the yearbooks that had photos of Warren Beatty and Shirley MacLaine in them.” The famous siblings had both graduated from the school many decades ago.

“Up to you,” she said, clearly disapproving of my decision. She turned to prepare her materials for class. I pushed my cart out of the room.

The rest of the school day improved for me after that. I had lunch in the teachers’ lounge with a couple of friendly teachers I had not yet met, and when I went to teach my classes in Cathy’s room, she was, mercifully, nowhere in sight. By the final bell, I was exhausted, but in an upbeat mood.

I had typed up some new handouts during my planning periods and wheeled my cart down to the copy room to make enough copies for tomorrow’s classes. When I stopped in Crystal’s room to leave a stack of the handouts, I was grateful to find that she seemed to be gone for the day. I was praying she wouldn’t make herself such a nuisance again. Maybe today had been a onetime thing. Maybe once we all found our rhythm, I wouldn’t see her as often.

I was on my way out of the building when, up ahead of me by the gym doors, I saw Mark with a young girl, no more than fifteen or sixteen. I stopped in my tracks and ducked inside one of the classroom entryways where I could observe them, undetected.

He was leaning against the cinder block wall, slouching a bit, perhaps to minimize his height. The girl had long, straight, glossy blonde hair, and she tossed it and played with it, head tilted up to look into his face. I couldn’t see her face fully from where I stood, but I didn’t need to. The body language, the trill of her giggle that echoed down the empty hall, was easy to interpret.

He was doing all of the talking, it seemed. Whatever he was saying, she was giving him her undivided attention. At one point, he put his hand out and touched her shoulder, let it linger there a moment, and I felt a jolt of anxiety shoot through me. From this angle, at least, she looked so much like Nina. I wanted to race over and shove myself between them. To tell her to run, fast, and not look back. But, of course, I didn’t. I wanted to keep observing. And surely this girl would look at me with daggers in her eyes for interrupting this moment with her teacher crush. And Mark would realize I could not be trusted.

Their conversation continued. Minutes ticked by. I wanted to go home, but I didn’t want him to see me, didn’t want him to know that I had a clue what he was all about. Finally, a car pulled up outside the doors and the girl ran out to it. A parent, probably. A parent who would surely be alarmed if they knew a male teacher was lingering in the hall with their daughter, flirting with her, touching her.

Mark walked back into the gym. I waited another minute and then walked hurriedly toward the exit. As I passed the gym doors, I glanced in and spotted him on the far side, talking to another teacher. He looked out and saw me. I was afraid he might wave or speak to me, so I rushed past.

By the time I sank into my car seat, the good vibes I had been feeling at the end of the school day were long gone. I couldn’t keep this up, seeing him every day, knowing what he was, and doing nothing. I needed to take some kind of action. But I would have to be very careful. I needed to find some way to uncover the truth without risking my job. Or worse.

[image: Image]

SEPTEMBER 5, 1986

It was Friday and I was relieved to have made it through my first week. The kids were starting to like me, to fall in step with what I was asking of them, and my confidence in my teaching skills was returning to me. Crystal still barged into my classes at least once a day, but her interruptions were only for a minute or two, and I was learning how to ignore them. If all I had to worry about was getting through each day as a teacher, I felt sure I could do that. But there was so much more on my mind.

At the end of second period, after I had given a writing assignment to the class, a girl named Olivia asked if I could meet with her after school for a moment to go over what I was looking for in the essay. I had been explicit in my instructions, but she seemed like the anxious type, the sort of student who so avidly worked for straight A’s that she could leave nothing to chance. We agreed to meet back in the classroom after the dismissal bell.

I left my classes in Cathy’s room at the end of the day and walked down the hall to Crystal’s room, where I would meet Olivia. Crystal usually ducked out as soon as the bell rang and I hoped today would be no different. The last thing I wanted was her judging me while I worked with Olivia. She had already cautioned me that I was making a huge mistake by starting off regular-level students with Wuthering Heights. The standard first quarter was supposed to be Beowulf and The Canterbury Tales, two works I was never keen on teaching; I wanted to start off with a book I loved. It’ll be over their heads, Crystal warned me. They’ll hate it. But I always felt that if a teacher loved a book, she could bring that enthusiasm to her students. There’s nobody in that story that’s likable, Crystal said. I disagreed. But I didn’t want to explain to her why I thought a vengeful, immoral man like Heathcliff was intriguing, even sympathetic. Maybe my fascination with Heathcliff pegged me as strange in Crystal’s eyes, but I didn’t care. And her caution that my students were not up to the challenge, that they were somehow inferior to her advanced students, annoyed me. I would prove her wrong.

I froze mid-stride as I approached Crystal’s classroom. Mark was leaning in the doorway, watching me. Why was he there? Was he looking for me? For Crystal? My heart beat faster. I continued toward him. He smiled, raised his hand in a small wave.

“Hey there,” he said. “I was hoping I might catch you.”

Unfortunate word choice that did little to make me feel calmer.

I walked into the classroom and he followed me. Crystal was not there, and I suddenly wished that she were. Being alone with him made me feel lightheaded and strange.

“How did your first week go?” he asked.

“Okay,” I said. I smiled politely. “Yours?”

“Great,” he said. “But I’m glad it’s over. So, a bunch of us are heading out to Slade’s for drinks. To celebrate making it through and to kick off the weekend. You want to join us?”

I blinked, surprised. Why was he singling me out to ask? I wasn’t his type, I didn’t think—not blonde or giggly or worshipful. I wasn’t good looking. I dressed conservatively. The unusualness of his invitation made me wary. I wanted to ask who the “bunch” consisted of, but that would be awkward. Still, I knew I’d feel safer if there were other women going that I knew. I didn’t really want to go drinking with Mark, but I hesitated, because this could be a chance for me to find out something useful.

“Well, thanks for asking me,” I said. “That sounds fun. I’m waiting for a student here. Told her I’d meet with her to discuss an assignment. I don’t know how long that will take.”

“Jeez,” he said, smiling. “You’re a stern taskmaster. Big assignment already and only the first week of school?”

I gave him a small laugh. “Yeah, that’s me. Very stern.” I wondered what kind of teacher Mark was. He didn’t seem to me to be the least bit scholarly. There was always this half-smirk on his face, as though he thought all of us were engaged in something that no one needed to take too seriously. “I’ll try to stop by. After I meet with my student. If you’re all still there.”

“Oh, we will be,” he said. “They’ll probably have to kick us out at the end of the night.”

There was a soft knock on the classroom door. Olivia hovered there, tentative, unsure of whether to enter while I was engaged in a conversation.

“Hi, Olivia,” I called out. “Come in.”

She walked into the room, eyes on Mark, who grinned at her.

“Hey there, young lady,” he said. “Don’t let strict Miss Barlow keep you too long now. It’s Friday! You should be out getting wild.”

Olivia laughed nervously.

Mark turned to me. “See you later.”

He left the room and Olivia looked at me, eyes wide. “Are you going out with Mr. Raleigh?”

That was none of her business, of course, and normally I would have discouraged such a personal question, but the last thing I wanted was some rumor going around school that Mark and I were dating. I laughed. “Oh, no, nothing like that. Just some teachers getting together after school.”

“He’s dated other teachers,” she said. “Everybody knows about it.”

This conversation was heading in a strange direction. “Well, that’s their business. Not ours.”

Olivia didn’t seem to hear me. “All the girls think he’s really hot.”

I wanted to pursue this, ask questions, but I knew how inappropriate such questions would be. “Let’s talk about your assignment, shall we? You weren’t sure about something?”

Our conversation veered into an acceptable lane for teacher–student interaction, and I knew I should be relieved. But I longed to ask her who “all the girls” were. Anyone in particular? And how did he respond to their obvious adoration? I kept the questions to myself, but I wondered if I was missing out on an ideal opportunity to find out more about Mark’s interactions with students.

Olivia left about twenty minutes later. I gathered my things and walked out to my car. Should I drive over to Slade’s—a noisy, shinychrome bar at one end of Ballston Mall? I was terrified to do it, but felt like I couldn’t miss out on this chance. Probably there would be a crowd there and I could attach myself to some female teacher for some support. Safety in numbers. He might not even speak to me at all. Still, I’d get a clearer view into who he was, and there was always the possibility that someone would tell me something about him that could prove useful.

It was 4:00 p.m. when I walked into Slade’s. The place was packed with people for Happy Hour. Music was blaring and voices were raised to shout over it. I scanned the room, looking for a group of Central teachers, but didn’t see anyone I knew. I wondered if there was another room I couldn’t see from where I stood. I was about to walk around to the other side of the large bar when I spotted Mark.

He was sitting at a small table next to a mirrored pillar, and so I saw two of him rather than one. He was drinking a beer and there did not seem to be anyone else with him.

Where was everybody? Where was this bunch of teachers he had told me would be meeting here? An hour had passed since he had made the invitation. Even if not everyone had yet arrived, surely there would be a few people already there. And why was he sitting at such a small table? It was a table for two.

I dodged back behind two men sitting at the bar so he could not look up and see me. What was going on? Had he been stood up by all his pals—or had he intended to meet me here alone? And if he had hoped to have me all to himself, why?

I panicked. Instinct took over reason and I ran out of the bar, back to my car. I sat there for a few minutes, collecting my thoughts. Was I being stupid? Maybe the bar had been so crowded that the small table was all he could find? Maybe some of the other teachers were there, but had found seats somewhere I couldn’t see. I suppose that could be possible, but in my gut, I didn’t believe it.

And if he truly had been aiming to get me alone, what was his motivation? I didn’t see myself as the sort of woman Mark Raleigh would be attracted to. So, if he didn’t want to hit on me, what was his aim? Had he somehow figured out that I was suspicious of him? Had my foray up to the second floor during his party made him wary? Even worse, was it at all possible that he had recognized my face from that night in 1976?

That was incredibly unlikely. Logically, I knew that. But logic wasn’t prevailing against fear. My body flooded with it. I started the car and drove out of the garage, then home as fast as I dared to go.


CHAPTER TEN

SEPTEMBER 7, 1986

I had a fitful night of sleep Friday and awoke Saturday morning on edge. Anxiety from what had happened—or not happened—at Slade’s cast a pall over the whole day. I spent most of that afternoon planning for my Wuthering Heights unit and also my Catcher in the Rye unit for my sophomores. It was a rainy day, but sunny weather was predicted by the end of the weekend, and I didn’t want unpleasant tasks to overshadow my one good day. I needed to do something relaxing to get my mind off of Mark.

On Sunday morning I waited until I was sure Mom had left for church before getting up, grabbing the newspaper, and sitting down with a cup of coffee. The sky was a brilliant blue, sun streaming through the kitchen window, and I felt better, just basking in it.

Someone knocked at the door. I was in my robe, not expecting anyone. I peeped out of the dining room window and spotted Devlin’s Corvette pulled up in the driveway. Good God, I didn’t want to have to deal with Devlin on what I had hoped would be a quiet, relaxing Sunday.

I opened the door a crack. He peered in at me, one blue eye searching inside the opening I had made.

“What are you doing here?” I asked. “It’s early. I’m eating breakfast.”

“I wanted to stop by when I knew your mom wouldn’t be home,” he said. “She’s at church, right?”

“What do you want?” I pulled my robe tight across the skimpy nightgown I was wearing.

“Look, I’m sorry to just show up unannounced. But I need to talk to someone.”

He stepped back and I could see his face—tired, distraught. He didn’t look like the cocky, handsome guy I had seen strutting around at our reunion.

“Why didn’t you call first?” I asked. My hair was dirty. I had no makeup on.

“I had to make sure your mom’s car wasn’t here,” he said. “I know she hates me.”

I opened the door a little wider. “She doesn’t hate you. She doesn’t even know you.”

He shrugged slightly. “She hated my dad. So I guess I’m just lumped in there with him.”

I couldn’t deny that she had hated Ross Barrie. Her disdain for him had been venomous. Almost physical.

“He hated her, too,” Devlin said. “Hated all of those sign-wavers and tree huggers.” He flashed me a wry smile. “Guess it’s a miracle you and I found a way to be together, huh?” He paused. “Look, let me come back in an hour. You can finish your breakfast and shower and get dressed. I need to talk to someone, Sara. And I really want it to be you.”

I felt my resolve give way. The sadness in his eyes made me want to open the door wide, to put my arms around him. “Okay, well, don’t come back over here. I’ll drive over to school and meet you there, on the parking deck. If I go off with you and leave my car at home, Mom will be worried what happened to me. She’ll ask too many questions.”

He nodded. “See you there in an hour.”

When I got into the red Corvette, I had a rush of memory of the last time I had been there with him—how he had held me, how I hadn’t wanted to push him away. I knew this was dangerous. I knew I was teetering on the precipice of doing something terrible, something that would doom me to hell for all eternity if Mom and the Methodists were right about the fate of sinners.

“Where are we going?” I asked as he pulled out of the lot.

“Somewhere you’ll like, I think,” he said. “It’s such a warm, sunny day. Somewhere outside, where we can talk and not run into anyone from Arlington.”

So there it was. The acknowledgment that we were doing something furtive, something wrong. I should have held up my hand and stopped him then and there. But I didn’t.

He set out down Old Dominion Drive, taking its narrow curves out of Arlington, through McLean, and then beyond. The road was dark and green with old trees leaning over it, casting their shadows. Twenty minutes passed and it dawned on me where we were heading.

“Are you taking me to Great Falls?” I asked.

He smiled. “I remember you told me once it was one of your favorite places. A place your dad used to take you.”

I couldn’t believe he remembered that, something I had shared with him all those years ago, entwined in the back seat of his Camaro.

He paid the entrance fee at the gate and parked, then took my hand as I got out of the car. I let him, though as we walked along the River Trail toward Mather Gorge, I couldn’t help wondering what would happen if someone I knew, someone he knew, also thought this sunny Sunday would be a lovely day to visit the falls.

“Where was your favorite spot to sit when you were little?” he asked.

I climbed out onto a huge, flat gray boulder, near the top of a long, jagged plunge toward the rapids far below us, and we settled ourselves on it. At the start of the trail was a huge sign that warned visitors about how often drownings occurred there, cautioning all to be careful on the sharp and slippery rocks. From where we sat, we could see kayakers hurtling through the rapids, white water spraying across their faces.

“I remember once when Dad took me here, I watched a kayak flip over in the water,” I said. “I was so scared that the woman in it would drown. But Dad told me not to worry. That she knew what she was doing. And then suddenly, she righted herself. I couldn’t see her face from so high up, but I don’t think she was afraid. I can’t imagine ever being that brave.”

“It’s scary, even when you know what you’re doing,” he said. “I’ve been kayaking. It takes some skill.”

We were quiet for a few minutes, watching the bright boats below us, listening to the roar of the water as it shot up, around, and over this craggy passage in the Potomac.

“Judy and I had a terrible fight,” he said, at last.

I turned to him. “What about?”

“I told her I thought she was still involved with that other guy,” he said. “That the baby wasn’t mine. I could see it, now that he was born, that he looks nothing like me.”

My eyes widened. “What did she say?”

He glanced away in the direction of the kayakers. “Well, she didn’t deny it. Just said I was trying to weasel my way out of my responsibilities—to her and the baby. She said I didn’t love her.”

When he didn’t say more, I put my hand on his forearm. “Do you?”

He shook his head. “I did. Once. I don’t think I do anymore.”

“What are you going to do?” I asked.

He turned to me, eyes full of pain. “I don’t know. I just needed someone to talk to. Someone I know really cares about me.”

I leaned toward him and he caught me in a rough embrace, his face buried in my neck. I felt his mouth against my skin. The familiar scent of him, mixed with the scent of the river, made me feel dizzy in the heat of the sun that beat down on us. He drew back, then kissed me. And I let him. His lips tasted salty; I could feel the roughness of his jaw against my own. When he finally pulled away, I hesitated for just a second. And then I kissed him again.

I’m not sure how many minutes passed. But when I looked up, on some rocks in the distance, a small girl sat with her parents, watching us. I drew back from Devlin, put my hands in my lap, tried to collect myself.

“We shouldn’t be doing this.”

“Don’t say that,” he said. He grabbed one of my hands. “I’ve wanted to do this since the night of the reunion.”

“Look,” I said. “It isn’t that I don’t—that I don’t want you, too. But you’re married. With a child. Even if things aren’t right with Judy, you shouldn’t be doing something like this.” I paused. “I shouldn’t be doing it, either.”

“It isn’t wrong,” he said, “if we feel this much for each other. What’s wrong is the situation. But that can change.”

I shook my head. “I don’t want to be the cause of someone’s marriage breaking up.”

“If it happens,” he said, “you won’t be the cause. It was going to happen anyway.”

I pulled my hand away from him. “Well, if that happens, then, maybe—maybe—there’s a way for us. But I don’t want to go sneaking around. That’s no way to live, Devlin.”

“Please don’t say you don’t want to spend time with me,” he said. “Okay, if you don’t want anything physical to happen, fine, I won’t touch you. I won’t. I promise. But, Sara, I need someone right now. A friend. Someone I can count on. And you’re really the only person I have like that. That I trust.”

I looked up into his face and the sadness and longing there all but undid me. I should have stuck to my guns. I should have been stronger. I knew that later I would kick myself for this, would beat myself up for having no principles that I could stick to. But when he leaned toward me, I wanted him in spite of what I knew.

I kissed him again. We went no further than that. But I knew that it was already way too far.
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SEPTEMBER 29, 1986

It was Picture Day at school. All the English teachers had a schedule to follow letting us know what time to take each class down to the auditorium where students would sit for the photographer. It was hard to get anything done in class until we made this trip downstairs. Girls were primping in small mirrors they’d stashed in their purses; the boys didn’t seem as nervous, but a few pulled out combs to run through their hair. Everyone seemed agitated.

I had dressed up more than usual, as well. Whenever there was a break in the class lineups, teachers slid into one of the hard, wooden chairs to have their faculty photos taken. This would be my photo in the next yearbook. I wanted to look presentable.

My sixth-period sophomores had just lined up behind another class when Jennifer Ingram brought in her class of juniors. They fell in behind my group. I didn’t know Jennifer well. Our free periods and lunches were at different times, and so far, the only time I had spent around her had been at a couple of department meetings. But she seemed nice enough. She waved from across the auditorium and I walked over to chat while we waited for our students.

If I had felt a bit overdressed, Jennifer made me feel less self-conscious. She was wearing a lavender silk dress that hugged her body in a way I am sure her male students had taken notice of. Her long auburn hair, usually up in a bun or ponytail, was loose and glossy over her shoulders. As I got closer, I saw she was also wearing blush and lip gloss.

“You look nice,” I said.

She ran her hands over her hips, smoothing out the dress. “I came in before school started to have my photo taken. I figured, by the afternoon, I might be a bit more bedraggled.”

She didn’t say anything about my appearance. My A-line burgundy dress from Hecht’s Department Store suddenly seemed drab and sad.

“Things have been moving pretty slowly,” I said.

“Yeah,” she said. “These photographers are new. They haven’t got this process down yet.”

We chatted for a few more minutes about nothing especially exciting. And then I spotted Mark Raleigh leaning against the stage, laughing, encircled by several girls. He wasn’t any more dressed up than usual, but still, in his gray sweater and jeans, he looked gorgeous. It was no wonder he drew a crowd.

“I see Mr. Raleigh has shown up with his harem,” I said, hoping for a laugh.

She glanced over at the group by the stage and shook her head. “He’ll never change.”

I prompted her. “Is this a usual thing?”

She studied me for a moment before speaking, as if weighing the words she would choose. “You’re new, so I guess you don’t know about Mark and me.”

Oh no. I clenched my fists and felt the blood rush to my face.

She continued. “He and I dated for a few months last year. Let’s just say I got tired of all his groupies.” She tipped her head, considering. “Actually, maybe not them so much. It was more that I was tired of how much he seemed to enjoy all that attention. And honestly, I wasn’t too sure what was really going on.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“I was never sure, so I don’t want to start any rumors,” she said. “But I had the unsettling feeling that maybe it didn’t always end with just the adulation.”

She put her hand on my arm. “Don’t repeat that. I mean, I never saw anything explicit, or I would have said something. Would have reported it to Mr. Jonas. But I couldn’t shake this suspicion. And so I ended things. I’m pretty sure he hates me now. We never talk.”

One of Jennifer’s students approached her with a question and she wandered off with him. I kept my eyes on the group of girls talking to Mark. One of them was my student Olivia, who had told me how hot all the girls thought he was. There were two other girls with her. From where I stood, it appeared that one of them was getting the lion’s share of his attention. She was blonde. Was she the same girl I had seen him flirting with outside the gym? I couldn’t be sure.

The Monday after I had turned tail and run off from the bar, after Mark’s invitation, he had stopped by my classroom at the bell and asked me why I hadn’t shown up. I couldn’t tell him that I had gone to Slade’s but had left because I sensed I was being set up. I only told him that I ended up working with my student longer than I had anticipated, and had just decided to go home. Did he believe me? I didn’t know, but he had been more distant with me ever since.

My students at last made it through the long line and we headed back to the classroom. I passed by Mark and his group of admirers. He nodded, but nothing more. No wave. No smile. At least, no smile for me.

Olivia stopped by to talk to me at the end of the day. She needed a lot of hand-holding when it came to assignments and so we had become close. She was one of the few students who really seemed to enjoy reading and discussing literature, which was a rare treat for me. She also seemed to worry that I didn’t have any fun. More than once she had asked me about my social life, whether I had a boyfriend, and I always laughed and put her off. I had a relationship—of sorts. But I could hardly tell her that it was with a married man. Better that she should think me a lonely spinster than a homewrecker—though the term “homewrecker” seemed extreme for whatever I was in Devlin’s life. More like someone who stood outside the home and tapped on the glass now and then.

That day she and I were talking about the end of Wuthering Heights. It appealed to Olivia’s romantic sensibilities that Heathcliff and Cathy so loved each other that they returned as ghosts to walk the moors together.

“That was so sad,” she said. “It tore me up, you know, how they loved each other so much, how they belonged together, but society just wouldn’t let them be happy.”

“I think that sort of class distinction, that kind of thwarted love, was a lot more common in Brontë’s time than ours,” I said.

“Yeah, I guess,” she said. “But there can be other things that keep people from being together. Like age. Like if one of them is much younger than the other.”

I froze for a second, realizing immediately what she was referring to. I wanted to find out more, but I didn’t want to scare her off with my questions.

“Do you know anyone in a situation like that?” I asked.

She looked uneasy. “Yeah. Well, maybe.” She paused. “Not me. A friend of mine.”

“That must be very hard for her, especially if they have strong feelings for each other.”

Oliva nodded. “Oh, it really is. There’s just—well, a lot of complications.”

“Sometimes things aren’t meant to be,” I said. “Sometimes it’s for the best when they don’t work out.”

She shrugged. “Maybe. But sometimes people find a way to be together—no matter what.”

I gave her a long, cool look. “And sometimes the ‘no matter what’ turns out to be a lot more than they bargained for.”

I had the eerie sensation for a moment of being outside my body, of hovering above myself as I shared what I hoped were words of wisdom with Olivia. What right had I to offer these noble insights to her when I could turn every word of it back on myself?

I wanted to tell her that she and her friends should stay the hell away from Mark Raleigh—that they were too young to really understand what he was up to. Surely my situation with Devlin was different. We were both adults.

But that just meant that both of us ought to know better.

That night as I lay in bed, I couldn’t turn off my thoughts. Since that day at Great Falls Devlin and I had seen each other two more times—always on Sunday afternoons when he could get out of the house on the pretext of real estate obligations. We weren’t having sex. Nothing had happened beyond the sort of passionate making out we used to do in high school.

I think if he had pressured me for sex, it would have been easier to walk away. But instead, he only seemed to need me to be there for him—to listen, to hold him, to spend time with him away from a home that he felt had become increasingly painful to spend time in.

I knew how to hold off physical advances—advances that would make me feel like the sinner my mother surely would have thought me if she knew. But I was no match, it seemed, for what Devlin really wanted. Someone who wouldn’t let him down.

I had given up trying to talk to him about Mark Raleigh, about trying to find enough information to implicate Mark in Nina’s death. I could see how upset Devlin became when I tried to bring it up. He already seemed so distraught and unhappy.

I decided not to add to it. I would find a way to reveal the truth about Mark on my own. I had no idea how to do that, other than what I had been doing—keeping my ears open, asking questions, watching his behavior at school.

Sometimes at night I had crazy ideas. I wondered if there was a way to sneak into his house when he was not at home, maybe when the maids showed up for their weekly cleaning. But just the thought of doing such a thing made my heart pound. This wasn’t some movie where the heroine could risk her life by doing something dangerous and emerge with the very piece of evidence that would prove everything. If I were to attempt it, I would likely be caught. And then arrested. I’d surely lose my job. And what could I possibly find? What evidence remained of a crime committed ten years ago?

Maybe the only option left to me was to go to the police. But why would they listen to me, when I had no proof of anything?


CHAPTER ELEVEN

SEPTEMBER 30, 1986

I left school early for a dentist appointment. By 2:30 p.m., I was headed home when my hands suddenly turned the steering wheel hard right down Buchanan Street. I hadn’t thought the decision through—at least not consciously. But as I found myself driving toward Mark’s house, I wasn’t really surprised.

It was Tuesday. The day his maids came. I pulled over half a block from his place to observe. There was the Maid Brigade car parked on 13th Street in front of the house. No sign of maids or any activity that I could discern. Fifteen minutes passed. Should I linger or should I just head home? What if Mark left school right at the bell? He could be home in just twenty minutes.

What had I been expecting? The first time I had seen the maids they had propped open the storm door as they moved in and out with their cleaning supplies. Even if I now encountered the same thing, what good would it do me? There was no way to slip by one of them and into the house. I must be out of my mind.

Five minutes later, the door opened and two women in pink uniforms stepped out on the stoop, one carrying a bucket and a mop, the other tugging behind her a huge vacuum cleaner. The taller of the two turned and locked the front door and then they dragged their burdens out to the curb, loaded them into the trunk of their car, and drove away.

I started my car and rolled forward slowly, turning up 13th so I could drive around the block and head home. But then I stopped—abruptly. The door to the garage was not closed. It was raised slightly, about a foot and a half above the ground. Had Mark forgotten to close and lock it when he left for school? It had been securely locked on the night of his party.

My pulse sped up and my hands tightened white around the steering wheel. I wavered. Did I dare? It was 2:55. I had just ten minutes when I could be sure that Mark would not be home.

I pulled the car up a couple of houses beyond Mark’s property. I didn’t think he knew my car, but I couldn’t be sure. I turned off the ignition, then slipped out and walked as casually, as inconspicuously, as I could manage, across the street and along the tall shrubbery that bordered his driveway. When I got to the garage, I looked around to assess whether I had been noticed. The only house in view was across the street and it seemed dark and empty.

Adrenaline thrummed through my body. I dropped to my knees, then shimmied under the garage door. The bottom of it scraped across the back of my sweater and pulled at its loose weave.

I stood, my eyes adjusting to the dimness. It wasn’t total darkness. The lone window on the right wall let in a narrow shaft of daylight. As my vision adapted to the space, I noted that the VW bus was only partly visible. A tarp had been draped across it, leaving only its tires and a narrow strip of orange paint exposed.

For a moment, I stood, motionless, as though if I did not move, no one would ever know that I had been here. My breath came fast and shallow, and I was already sorry I had done this, even though I had not even begun to explore. I could still flee—still wriggle out and run back to my car as fast as I could run. But I felt paralyzed. Unable to do anything but hover there, inhaling, exhaling.

I jumped when a sudden robin landed on the window ledge and peered in at me. Or perhaps it saw only its own reflection. Surely I was no more than a shadow inside this gloomy space.

I bent over and lifted the edge of the tarp, just enough to reveal the driver’s-side window. Pressing my face to the glass, I tried to discern, to make sense of, anything I could. In a cup holder beside the driver’s seat, there was a beer bottle with no top. Empty? Full? I couldn’t tell. On the passenger seat were coins—quarters, dimes, nickels—scattered as though they had spilled out of someone’s pocket or purse.

If there had ever been other seats in the van, they had been removed. Behind the two front seats was just a flat expanse, covered with what looked to be a piece of beige carpeting. There was a white pillow tossed next to the rear door. Nearer to me was the most recent issue of the school newspaper. A basketball. Nothing more.

I had wondered whether this van was still driven or if Mark simply kept it as an artifact of his youth, meaning perhaps to work on it, to restore it, the way Devlin had once told me he planned to restore his Camaro. But here were signs that the VW had been driven recently. The newspaper was from last week. And surely he wouldn’t leave an open beer bottle or loose money in a vehicle he no longer used, that he hoped to preserve.

A sound outside froze me in place, my heart pounding between my ears so hard I couldn’t tell how near or far away from me the sound was. Then gravel crunching. A car engine. Right outside the garage. I let go of the tarp and it fell back into place. My eyes darted around the space, looking for somewhere to hide. I rushed to the far end of the VW, against the back wall, and squatted down behind it. I held on tightly to the bumper, dizzy, hot, feeling like I would keel over if I didn’t have something to hang on to.

A raucous rattling sound as the garage door was pushed up. The space filled with light. The sound of a car idling. Then its door closing. Mark’s 280Z drove into the garage, the walls humming with reverberations from its powerful engine. The space around me grew noticeably hotter. I couldn’t see the car from where I crouched, but who else could it possibly be?

The engine stilled. The driver opened the car door, closed it, and walked back out to the driveway. Again that loud clattering as the garage door was pulled back into place. And this time, closed. Locked.

Footsteps grew fainter. From the direction of the house, a door closed. I was alone. I could move now, could stand up, but my body wouldn’t budge from its hiding place; my knees would not unlock. Minutes passed and I remained there, afraid that if I were to stand, somehow my presence would be revealed.

I glanced up at the window, assessing the light outside. It would be a few hours more before sunset, before a welcome darkness that might conceal my escape. I debated whether it was wiser to wait for that darkness or to flee before Mark could possibly return, decide to go somewhere for the evening.

Luckily for me, the window was not visible from Mark’s house. It looked out on shrubbery that ran along his property, creating a border between his yard and his neighbor’s. Shakily, I rose, hanging onto the VW’s bumper to keep myself steady. My legs ached from their cramped position, even though it couldn’t have been more than twenty minutes since I had huddled there in terror.

The window was locked. Once I unlocked it and fled, there would be no way to lock it back again. Would Mark notice this and know immediately that someone had been in the garage? Or would he simply decide he had absentmindedly left it unlocked, just as he seemed to have left the door open when he left for work? Better that he be suspicious of an intruder than that he discover for certain that the intruder was me.

I twisted the lock and opened the sash as far as it would go. The sill was rough, its paint chipped. I’d likely get splinters or a cut hauling myself across it, but at that moment, that seemed a small concern. I boosted myself by putting one foot on the VW’s bumper, then threw my upper body over the sill. There was no leverage, no way for me to do anything but squirm through the space and fall hands first onto the narrow ribbon of dirt below. My arm scraped along the shrubbery, tearing my sweater. I could see through the tear a thin line of blood well up on my pale skin.

I rose, pulled the window sash back into place, then searched for my best escape route. Behind Mark’s property was a chain-link fence, mostly engulfed by the shrubbery, but I could still make it over if I didn’t mind a few more abrasions. I stuck one foot into an opening and lifted my other leg over the top of the fence. A branch caught me in the face and I felt the sting of something sharp down my cheek.

I dropped to the ground in someone’s backyard. Scanning that neighbor’s house, I detected no movement. If someone were watching me out of a window, though, they would no doubt be alarmed to see a woman darting across their lawn, trailing shrubbery branches and wearing a torn sweater and pants with knees that were now black with oil.

It would be prudent to wait, to assess the scene carefully. But I had lost all common sense. What motivated me in that moment was panic, an overwhelming drive to put as much distance between myself and Mark Raleigh as possible.

I ran through the yard to the street, heading down the half block to Washington Boulevard. There I willed myself to stop running, to walk as casually as I could up the long incline of what was a very busy road. I aimed for Edison Street, the next cross street, then turned right and took its narrow, coiling path back to 13th and headed down it toward my car.

I’d be in real trouble if Mark decided to leave his house at that moment, to drive somewhere that might take him right past me. I was grateful for the many trees on 13th. If I spotted the 280Z heading my way, I could dodge behind one of them and wait for it to pass.

I walked by several young boys playing with sticks in a front yard, whacking at the air as though they wielded swords. One of them eyed me curiously, perhaps taking in that I was a lot more disheveled than most of his neighbors. I raised my hand to my stinging cheek and came away with blood.

Lowering my head, I strode past them, moving as quickly as I could without looking furtive. I reached my car, unlocked it, and slid into the driver’s seat, collapsing for a moment against the steering wheel, trying to catch my breath. Then I glanced into the rearview mirror. I could see only a corner of Mark’s house from where I was, the rest obscured by low-hanging tree branches and a wooden fence.

My right cheek was puffy and sliced from just below my eye down to my mouth. The blood was drying. How bad would this look once I washed it and put some ointment on it? I prayed that by the next day, it would be hardly noticeable. My students would ask, probably. I would invent a pet cat. Mom would wonder, too. I’d think of something.

I turned the key in the ignition and pulled out into the street, heading home.

Mom’s car was not in the driveway when I drove up. A lucky break.

In the upstairs bathroom, I attended to my wounds, washing my face and the cut on my arm, applying an antibiotic cream. The arm I could hide, but my face was unmissable. I concocted lies to tell both Mom and the kids at school. They’d believe me. Why would they not?

What would they think of me if they knew the truth of what I had done? I was a criminal now, guilty of breaking and entering.

A memory flashed through my mind, something I had not thought of in thirteen years. The year before Suzanne had died, one cold autumn evening I had tagged along with her, Mickey, and Bert, to Woodlawn Park. I didn’t much care for her friends, but I was lonely, bored, and said nothing when Mickey told us he knew where there was a vacant house we could get into where it wouldn’t be so cold and where the cops wouldn’t find us.

When he slipped into the house through a back window, I had looked at Suzanne in alarm, told her we should leave while we still could. But Suzanne had just laughed at me, said they had done this before, and nothing ever happened, said that I was such a scaredy-cat, that I never had any fun.

When Mickey beckoned the rest of us inside, I hesitated. The three of them watched me, shifting uneasily on the lawn, looking one way, then the next, to see if there were neighbors who could spot us, report us to the police. All was still, and so, like a fool, I climbed into the house, looking around at what I had thought would be empty rooms.

But instead there was furniture. A table. A sofa. Tall wooden shelves that were bare, but beside those shelves, boxes full of books. On the floor was a lamp that someone had knocked over, the shards of its broken bulb glittering in a narrow beam from a streetlamp.

Mickey plopped himself down on the sofa and lit a cigarette.

“This is crazy,” I told Suzanne. “I’m leaving.”

Even now I could still recall the way all of them laughed at me as I crawled back out the window and ran home.

So today had not been the first time I had broken into someone else’s property. I had a history of it.

I was a criminal. That was hardly the image I wanted to have of myself. But plain and simple, when you stripped away all the excuses and assessed just the facts, that’s what I was.
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OCTOBER 8, 1986

As soon as I walked into my house on Wednesday afternoon, the phone started ringing. I dropped my school bag and purse on the rug and ran to grab it.

“Sara, it’s Henry.”

His voice sounded strange.

“Hey,” I said. “You okay?”

“Do you think maybe we could meet for a short conversation?” he asked.

A conversation? Why not meeting for a drink, his usual suggestion? “You mean right now?”

“Yeah.”

“OK,” I said. “At the Black Forest again?”

I waited for him to laugh.

“No,” he said. “I’m going to walk over to the park. Meet me there.”

Woodlawn Park. Where Henry and I had first met. And just across the street from where Mark lived. “On our old bench?”

The Henry I knew would have said something sweet or funny. Would have called me “girlie.”

“Sure,” he said. “That’s fine. I’ll be there in about twenty minutes.”

I set out for the park, uneasy, running through my head all the possible reasons Henry might sound so stilted, so unlike himself. Had he received some upsetting message from his ex-girlfriend in Texas? Did he get some bad news about his parents? Had something happened in one of his classes?

A week ago, I had asked him to accompany me to the Homecoming dance that coming Saturday night. I was scheduled to be a chaperone. Obviously, I couldn’t bring Devlin, but I felt sure that Henry would gladly accept, and he had. Was he backing out on our date? Had something come up?

Woodlawn Park was one of the spots in Arlington that I loved best. So many moments from my girlhood had happened there and I still found a way to visit whenever I had time to spare, to sit beside the creek, breathing deep that earthy, mossy smell, lifting my face to the sunlight as it wavered and glimmered through the tall trees.

As I entered the park I could hear, faintly, the sound of traffic from 66. Just as in my neighborhood on the other side of Glebe Road, many nearby houses here had been taken by the Highway Department in 1963. The highway now ran just to the south of the park, and the deep jade stillness that had pervaded this place ten years ago had been replaced with a faint hum. You could drown it out by listening instead to the burble of the creek, the calls of the birds, but it was always there, a backbeat to the happier music, as undeniable as the grass below your feet, the blue sky above.

Henry was waiting for me on our bench, and when he turned toward me, his expression unnerved me. No smile of greeting. His eyes were hard and cold.

I sat down. “You’re scaring me here. What’s wrong?”

His voiced was tight, unnatural. “I’m not going to be able to go with you to that dance.”

There had to be something more to this than just a schedule conflict. Henry had never looked at me like that before. “Why not?”

“I thought things might turn out different,” he said. “I wanted them to. But I’ve just been whistling up the wind with you. Just wasting my time.”

I shook my head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I saw you,” he said, his voice flat, matter-of-fact. “Saw you in the Safeway parking lot on Sunday.”

My stomach fell. “What do you mean?” Stall for time. I wasn’t sure how much he had seen.

“I went for groceries and when I was putting my bags in my trunk, I looked over and saw your car in the far end of the lot, a ways off from all the other cars.” His eyes narrowed. “I couldn’t be sure it was your car, so I walked over to have a look. And I was right. There was your school sticker in the rear window. So I went back and sat in my car for ten minutes or so, waiting to catch you when you came out of the store. Figured I must have missed you when I was inside. But that’s not where you were.”

I flushed, waiting for him to finish.

“All of a sudden, that red Corvette pulled into the lot. I knew that car. And then I saw you sitting there, next to that dirtbag. He pulled right on up next to your car. I saw you lean over toward him. And then a minute later, out you popped. Got in your car and drove off. You went right by me, but you didn’t notice.”

My brain was spinning, trying to come up with some plausible excuse for what Henry had seen. He wasn’t stupid. And I didn’t want to lie to him, to make everything worse than it already was.

“Devlin Barrie,” he said, and he spit the syllables out like curse words. “Why him? Yeah, he’s rich. But that’s not who you are. You’ve got to know he’s as crooked as a dog’s hind leg, Sara. Look what that no-account is doing to his wife. But I guess you’re no better, since you’re doing it with him.”

I searched for the one true thing I could say to him. “We’re not sleeping together.”

The words were hollow. I was embarrassed as soon as I said them.

“I don’t know if you are or you aren’t,” he said. “But it makes no never mind. You’re sneaking around with him. Behind his wife’s back. I don’t reckon she’s got any idea how he’s spending his Sunday afternoons.”

“Look,” I said, “you don’t have the whole story. There’s things you don’t know—about Devlin.”

“Maybe so,” Henry said. “You see a side of him I’ve never seen. But I know a thing or two about him that maybe you don’t. He’s mean. And always looking out for himself. He’s got horns holding up that halo you’ve stuck on him.”

“What are you saying?” I asked. “What do you know?”

“I’ve seen the way he treats people who are weaker than he is,” Henry said. “He always gets what he wants, one way or the other. But that’s not the main thing here. I never took you for a cheater, Sara.”

My face grew hotter. “I’m not—”

He cut me off. “Yeah, you said you’re not sleeping with him. But you’re still cheating.” He paused. “And you’re too good a person to be doing something like that. It kills me to see you messed up with someone like him.”

Tears stung in my eyes. “So just like that, you’re done with me? You won’t go to the dance like we planned because of—because of this?”

“You don’t want to go with me,” he said. “I’m just the consolation prize—your Option B—because you can’t be seen in public with him.”

“You’re my friend,” I said. “My best friend. Even if I’ve screwed things up here, does that mean you just ditch me? What kind of friend is that?”

He was quiet, looking off in the direction of the creek. Finally, he said, “For someone as smart as I know you are, you’re as dumb as a box of rocks.”

I blinked. “What?”

“Look,” he said, “I need to put some breathing room in between us for a while. Sorry to let you down about the dance, but I just can’t go and act like everything’s fine. Maybe after a spell we can talk again about this.”

He stood up.

“Use your head, Sara,” he said as he started off down the path. “The guy’s a snake. You’re gonna get bit if you don’t watch out.”

I watched him walk away from me and then blur in the distance as the tears that welled up in my eyes rolled down my face. What could I say to him? How horrible would he think me if he knew this was not the first time I had entangled myself with Devlin?

I drew my legs up on the bench and wrapped my arms around my knees. I sat like that for a long while, listening to the creek, to the hum from the highway, wondering what I should do—about Henry, about Devlin, about Mark Raleigh. The afternoon faded to twilight and I started for home, without any decisions, without any answers.
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OCTOBER 11, 1986

I dressed for the Homecoming Dance without any enthusiasm. Walking in alone wasn’t the worst thing that could happen; other teachers also showed up on their own. But I had told one of my classes, when they prodded me, that I would be coming with a date. They had latched onto that, speculating, gossiping, laughing with delight at making me blush. I had let them have their fun. But now, they would be expecting me to walk in with Henry. And when I did not, the rumor mill would no doubt be very busy with whatever heartbreak might have befallen Miss Barlow.

I couldn’t wear the black cocktail dress I had worn to the reunion. Much too clingy and revealing. I pulled on a dark green dress that I had worn to Christmas Eve service last year. It was attractive, but it had a high neckline and wouldn’t raise any eyebrows, either from students or my colleagues.

I had almost called Henry that afternoon, hoping to break through the ice between us, thinking maybe he might reconsider and come with me. But I knew it would be hopeless. Henry wasn’t someone who waffled on decisions. He didn’t see the world in shades of gray. You were either on one side of his fence or the other. I had always been on the right side, until now. Would he forgive me eventually? The thought of a life without him in it made me so sad I had to keep shoving the thought away whenever it surfaced. I didn’t need to have a crying session before this dance. Some people can cry and still look pretty. I was not one of them. Ten minutes boo-hooing and my nose would turn red and my eyelids would swell up like I had hives.

The night before had been the Homecoming football game. I have no interest in football, or really any sport, but I went to be supportive, to look like a team player in case Mr. Jonas was in the stands. Thankfully, I didn’t have to sit alone. Crystal and Jennifer Ingram called to me from a group of English teachers all huddled together, and I happily let them absorb me. No one but Crystal seemed especially interested in the game, so I made idle chitchat and kept my eye out for Mark Raleigh.

I had noted him during the first quarter sitting high up in the bleachers with a few PE teachers. Later, at halftime, he parked himself at the railing looking down on the field so he could watch the show. The cheerleaders did a dance to Madonna’s “True Blue,” a pretty racy bit of choreography for a school performance, but no one seemed to object. In the lineup was the slender blonde girl I had seen him flirting with that day outside the gym and later in the auditorium. I had since learned from Olivia that her name was Linda Mallory and that she came from a large Catholic family, most of whom went to Flynn. Linda had apparently fought her parents hard to get to go to public school.

After halftime, I lost track of Mark and left before the end of the game.

By the time I walked into the cafeteria Saturday night, music was already blaring and some kids were up and dancing. Cathy Tenley gave me a look. Not a scowl, but I sensed she was letting me know I was late. I had no excuse, other than that I really didn’t want to be there. I had gotten my fill of school all week and at the game Friday night. Giving up my Saturday no longer seemed like a good plan. If Henry had been with me, we could have made some fun out of it. But now I was just checking off a duty.

All of us who were chaperones were supposed to keep an eye on the room—to watch out for couples slipping off into the dark hallways or boys trying to pour whiskey into the sodas sold at the concession stand. Dancers who were twining too closely or suggestively were to be discouraged. I wasn’t sure how to go about that and chose instead to look away when a pair became especially heated. Let some of the older teachers play the part of moral guardians. It was pointless, anyway. As soon as they were out of our sight, off school grounds, far more heated interludes would take place. Just like Devlin and me in his Camaro. Well, that hadn’t turned out so well, but I still preferred to be the cool teacher, to be liked.

I glanced across the room, behind the band setup, and was surprised to see Mark. I hadn’t seen his 280Z in the parking lot. He hadn’t been one of the teachers who had signed up to be a chaperone. In between songs, he leaned in to exchange words with the drummer. Maybe they were friends, then. Maybe he was helping out hauling their instruments for the evening.

Did that mean he had driven the VW? I pushed my way over to the large set of windows that overlooked the student parking lot, but I didn’t see it. Maybe instead it was parked by the cafeteria loading dock. But that wasn’t somewhere I could get to easily.

Someone tugged at my sleeve and I turned to see Olivia, face flushed, hair damp with perspiration, wearing a skimpy red dress and spiky high heels.

“Well, don’t you look gorgeous,” I said. I scanned the room. “Where are all your friends?”

She motioned across the room, near the concession stand. There were a group of them, Linda Mallory among them. I had seen all the girls before, but the boys were unfamiliar.

“Which one is your date?” I asked.

She pointed to a tall boy with a head full of wild brown curls. “That’s Paul.”

“Very cute,” I said, raising my eyebrows several times to make her laugh. “Who is Linda’s date?”

Olivia pointed at another boy, a thin boy with black hair to his shoulders. He looked frail, almost delicate. “He’s not her boyfriend. They’re just friends.”

I nodded.

Olivia glanced around, pointedly. “So, where’s your hot date, Miss Barlow? I want to check him out.”

I shrugged. “Sorry to disappoint you. Something came up and he wasn’t able to join me.”

Her face fell and she put her hand on my forearm. “Oh no, I’m sorry. That sucks. Are you okay?”

I laughed. “Yes, yes, I’m absolutely fine.” I paused. “You should go have fun with your guy. Go dance.”

Olivia walked back to her friends. I meandered around the room, watching the students, but my gaze usually returned to wherever Mark was. In the last half hour, it seemed many of the students were threading out through the side entrances, heading off, no doubt, to festivities not so closely monitored.

The band announced their last song and I noticed Linda behind the bandstand, talking to Mark. Her short blue dress was sparkly and caught the light. Olivia was nowhere in sight. What had happened to Linda’s date? I didn’t see him either.

Cathy Tenley came up behind me, pointing out at the student parking lot. “We need a couple of you to keep an eye on what’s going on out there. Make sure no one’s smoking pot or making babies in a back seat.” She laughed at what she thought was wit.

I smiled politely and headed outside. Damn. I had planned to never take my eyes off Mark, but now he could be anywhere.

By the time I went back into the cafeteria to collect my jacket and keys, he was nowhere in sight.

Walking back to my car on the parking deck, the whoosh of 66 traffic directly below me seemed especially loud, maybe because at that hour of the night, all the normal daytime noises had been silenced. I never walked over this pathway without thinking of the crime scene beneath all that concrete, those painted lines. I remembered it, all too well, but my memory was useless without my voice to tell the story.


CHAPTER TWELVE

MORNING, OCTOBER 12, 1986

Sunlight streamed through my bedroom window, waking me just as the front door closed. Mom was on her way to church. Two blissful hours in the house all to myself. It almost made me hop out of bed to begin enjoying them, but I was bone tired and the sunlight on my face, on my bare arms, felt lulling and hypnotic.

Last Sunday I had told Devlin I would spend time with him today, that we’d go somewhere lovely, if the weather permitted. Maybe back to Great Falls. A promise I had made while Henry observed me from across the parking lot. Shame washed through me. And sadness. Knowing that I couldn’t call Henry up on the phone, couldn’t count on his friendship, couldn’t feel his arms around me in one of his fierce hugs, was so overwhelming it made me wish I never had to get out of bed, that I could spend the day here, hiding.

But I couldn’t hide from my own head. It was worse here, really, because I had no distractions. I should get up, make coffee. And think of an excuse for Devlin. Seeing him right now was the very last thing I wanted to do.

My clock radio clicked on and I almost laughed at the song that blasted into my bedroom. Almost. Tina Turner singing “Typical Male.” Needing advice for my private life, confessing that I was a fool for men, was a little too apt. I switched it off and went downstairs.

I had finished my second cup of coffee and was on the couch, reading the Sunday Post, when Mom pulled up in the driveway. I heard the car door slam, then the sound of her high heels running across the flagstones. Running? Mom never went anywhere that fast.

The front door burst open and Mom rushed in, tossed her purse on the carpet, and sat down next to me on the couch. Her skin was flushed and her eyes sparkling.

“You will never guess what’s happened,” she said.

I couldn’t imagine anything that exciting happening during church service. Whatever had her this revved up was on a whole different level than standard First Methodist gossip.

“What?” I asked, setting down my coffee cup.

“Last night,” she said, “some teacher you work with was arrested!” She paused, watching my face, enjoying my shock, my widening eyes, my open mouth.

“What?” I asked. “Who?”

“His name is Mark Raleigh,” she said, watching me carefully to gauge my reaction. “Do you know him?”

I blinked rapidly, trying to process her words, feeling like I had somehow stepped outside of reality and was living in some dark dream state.

I nodded. “Yes.”

“He’s a basketball coach, is what I heard,” Mom said.

“What did he do?” I asked. Could it possibly be that Mark was being arrested for what he did to Nina Farley? All these years later?

Mom leaned in, dropping her voice conspiratorially, as though someone might be listening to our conversation. “He was caught with a student. Having sex with her!”

“Oh my God,” I said. The image of Linda Mallory flashed into my head. It had to be her. “Where were they? How do you know all this?”

“Alice Linley told me,” she said. “Tom came home and told her the whole story.”

Tom Linley was a patrol officer for the Arlington County Police. Wasn’t he supposed to keep such information to himself? I assumed so, but it didn’t surprise me that he couldn’t keep his mouth shut, and even less so that Alice could not. She was the biggest gossip in our church.

“Well, what happened?” I prompted her again.

“This fellow was in a van, parked on the side of the road up in Country Club Hills. That dark little road that runs along next to the golf course. You know which one I mean?”

I nodded. “Rock Spring Road.” When I was in high school, boys used to pull over there and try to scale the fence to get into the golf course. It was considered a real coup if you could have a midnight beer party on the grounds of the country club.

“Right,” said Mom. “That’s it. Well, these two cops were patrolling the area and saw this van pulled over where no one is supposed to park, and they got out and shone a light in it, and there was this fellow in the back with a teenage girl.” Mom lowered her voice again. “He was on top of her. She didn’t have her clothes on.”

I was stunned. Not that Mark would do such a thing. It seemed entirely in keeping with everything I knew about him. But that he had let himself be caught, that he had done something so foolish, so risky. Oh my God, what would this mean for him? This would be all over the place by Monday at school. He deserved every terrible consequence that resulted from this act, but my heart hurt for that girl. For Linda Mallory. People were ruthless in their judgments. People were quick to cast blame. She’d be ruined and her life hadn’t even really begun.

“What will happen to him, do you think?” Mom asked. “The school will fire him, straight-off, I expect.”

“I guess so,” I said. I wondered how things like this worked. Maybe they couldn’t fire him until he had been found guilty in court? I had no idea.

I knew who would have more information than I did. I looked up Crystal’s number in the staff directory and called. The first few times, I got a busy signal, but finally it rang through and she answered.

“I guess you heard?” she said. “Man, that didn’t take long. People have been calling me all morning. And all the students know. Two of my students called me here at home.”

“How did they all find out?” I asked.

“It only took Linda telling one friend, most likely,” Crystal said. “Swearing her to secrecy. Nobody can keep a secret like that.”

“I can’t believe what a mess this will be,” I said. “What will her parents do?”

“What do you think? Their sweet virginal sixteen-year-old? They will hammer his ass to the wall.”

“What will the school system do? Fire him?”

“Maybe not right away. But you can bet he’s going to be put on leave,” she said. “I wonder how long they’ll hold him in custody. His parents have a lot of money. And contacts here in Arlington. There’s going to be some serious string-pulling going on, you can count on that.”

I wondered about that. “You mean, he might get off? Might not go to jail?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “But there was a guy here in the county a few years back, got out after just a couple of years on a murder conviction. Do you remember that? It was because his uncle was a sheriff. Everyone knew some wheels were greased.”

I remembered that guy. Everybody called him Chains because of all the metal he wore. It was more than a few years back. I had been in high school at the time. He had shot some guy in a McDonald’s parking lot. Supposedly the guy was messing around with Chains’s girlfriend. I remember how quickly Chains was back on the street, but I had never heard the backstory.

“What will Mr. Jonas say?” I asked. “He’s going to have to make some announcement, right?”

Crystal laughed. “I doubt it. I’ll bet you we just plow ahead, nobody officially saying anything. Somebody will be subbing Mark’s classes tomorrow morning and we’ll all be encouraged to keep our mouths shut.”

“Kids will be asking us about it,” I said. “What are we supposed to say?”

“Well, if you want to keep yourself out of trouble, I’d advise saying you don’t know anything about it.”

After I hung up with Crystal, Mom asked, “Do you know the girl, Sara?”

“I know who she is,” I said.

“That poor family,” Mom said. “I hope that fellow gets what’s coming to him.”

It was nearly noon, and I had told Devlin I would meet him at three. I had planned to cancel, even before the news, but now I really didn’t feel up to any sort of outing. Still, I was curious how he would react when he learned that the guy I had pegged as Nina’s murderer had now been arrested—for something not all that different from what we had witnessed that night.

I slipped upstairs to Mom’s room to use the extension and called Devlin’s office number. He didn’t pick up. I got an answering machine instead. I left a message that I would be unable to keep our appointment, then hung up.

I sat down at the desk in my bedroom and tried to focus on grading the huge stack of papers I had in my school bag. But my mind kept wandering back to the day’s cataclysmic news. I had avoided for so long coming forward to tell what I knew about Nina Farley’s death. If I still kept silent, at least Mark would now be facing other criminal charges. He would likely pay for one crime, though not the other.

I had worried that if I came forward, the police would not believe me, would tell me I had no proof of such a charge, and that I would later pay for my outspokenness if people at school learned what I had done. But now, everything was different.

Given what the police now knew Mark was capable of, would they not be more apt to believe what I had to tell them? And was this not the best time to come forward, while they had him in custody?

The sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach told me that the answer was yes. But I had no idea how to proceed. I couldn’t just show up at police headquarters shouting that I knew the guy now sitting in their jail had committed murder. There must be a specific detective who had been assigned to the case. I needed to find out who that was.

And so I realized that the time had finally come for me to confess what I knew to Janet Farley.
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AFTERNOON, OCTOBER 12, 1986

I didn’t know where Janet lived anymore. We hadn’t kept in touch, but everyone who had attended the reunion had received a printout of names, addresses, and phone numbers, so I looked her up and was surprised to find her still living in her parents’ house on Taylor Street. So both of us had somehow faltered in the last ten years, had not been able to move out into the adult world without hitting a snag.

I called her number and her father answered. He told me that Janet was away for the weekend, but would be home around dinnertime. Was there any specific message, he wanted to know. I told him I needed to discuss something very important, to please have Janet get back to me as soon as possible.

I had just laid the phone back into its cradle when it rang, making me jump.

It was Devlin.

“Why did you cancel our plans?” he asked, with no preamble.

“I’m tired, Dev. A lot has been going on.” I didn’t have the energy in that moment to spill out the news about Mark’s arrest.

“Yeah, here, too,” he said. “But I really need to see you, Sara. We need to talk.”

I sighed. “Can’t it wait? Another weekend?”

“No, it really can’t,” he said. “Anyway, it’s a beautiful afternoon. I’ll meet you in the Safeway lot.”

I had not told Devlin about our being seen by Henry. I didn’t want to be spied there again. “No, meet me at Central. The parking deck. And just for an hour. I really have a lot to do today.”

As soon as I got into Devlin’s car, I sensed something was off. He didn’t greet me with his usual, devil-may-care, lazy grin. Didn’t grab for my hand. He had told me he was tired, and now I believed it. He looked rumpled and weary.

“Up all night with the baby?” I asked.

“Yeah,” he said. Nothing more than that. It wasn’t like him to be so quiet.

We drove in silence, but when he turned onto Old Dominion Drive, I put my hand on his arm. “Whoa, where are we going?”

“For a drive,” he said. “Somewhere we can talk.”

“Not Great Falls again,” I said. “It’ll take too long to get there and then come home. I have things I need to do this evening.”

“Come on,” he said. “It’s our special place, right? We’ll both feel better if we can sit out on those rocks, feel the sun on our faces. I’ll have you back before supper.”

“I’d rather stick close to home today,” I said. “We could go to Potomac Overlook, maybe.”

“Too many Arlington people to run into there,” he said. “Great Falls is better.”

I gave up, settled back against the seat, and watched the houses and stores slip behind us, give way to the deep green shadows of old trees leaning over the narrow road. By the time we reached the ticket booth, it was almost 3:00 p.m.

Devlin led me out to the outcropping of rocks above the white water, the rush of the wild Potomac below us. Just as there had been on our last visit, kayakers rocked and jostled in the current. There were fewer spectators, though, than the last time we were here. Maybe because it was late afternoon, or because it was a holiday weekend, and people had gone out of town.

“So what’s so important that you had to see me today?” I asked. The surface of the rock as I leaned back on it was hot and wet beneath my hands. Even this far above the river, the spray settled, slick and glossy, on the surfaces of the stones.

I waited for him to say something to draw me in, to make me want to reach out and hold him, maybe to elicit my sympathy, but instead his eyes narrowed and he leaned forward, his hand resting on the stone I sat on. “I guess you’ve heard the news about that teacher you work with.”

I was surprised that he already knew what had happened to Mark. “Who told you?”

“Good God, half a dozen people,” he said. “It’s all over the place. Even Judy heard about it from a girlfriend of hers. People who live in the Central district are tearing up the phone lines.”

“Well, now you can see what I’ve been telling you is right,” I said. “He is the guy we saw that night. He’s still rotten. Still doing terrible things. God only knows what else he might have done since that night we saw him with Nina.”

Devlin tilted his head back, looking skyward, as though petitioning the heavens. “This is exactly what I was afraid of.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I knew as soon as I heard the news that you were going to overreact, go off half-cocked and maybe do something stupid.”

“Something stupid?” I asked. I couldn’t believe he was being so thickheaded. “Like what? Like report what I know about him?”

“Exactly,” he said. “Sara, you’re letting your imagination run away with you. Yeah, sure, this Raleigh guy seems to have done something pretty awful last night. And he’ll probably pay for it, too. But just because he messed around with that girl doesn’t mean he committed a murder ten years ago. You’ve got no proof of that at all. If you try to go to the cops with that story, they’ll laugh you out of the station. But not before people find out what you said about him and you get yourself in some real hot water. Maybe lose your job.” He grabbed my hand in his. “You’ve got to think this through.”

I pulled my hand back. “What are you so worried about? Are you really still scared that people will find out we were together that night? That’s nuts. That was ten years ago. You didn’t even know Judy back then.”

Devlin’s face darkened and his eyes on me were cold. “No, but if you go telling the cops I was with you that night, they’re going to want to talk to me. They’ll wonder why I didn’t report anything about what we saw. I don’t need that kind of press. And when it all comes out that I was with you, that’ll get Judy’s attention for sure. She gave me some crap about you that night of the reunion. I don’t want to put this back on her radar. I don’t want to mess things up for us.”

“Mess things up?” I asked. I couldn’t believe what he was saying. “Things are already about as messed up for us as they can get. You’re married. You have a child. And the only time we spend together is sneaking around on the sly.”

“Well, that could change,” he said, and he grabbed my hand again, harder.

I tried to pull it away, but his grip tightened.

“Don’t you want for things to work out for us?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t think so.”

“Why the hell not?” he said. “You’ve seemed pretty keen on the idea up until now.”

“I’ve always had feelings for you, Dev,” I said. “But I’m seeing now that I’ve just been kidding myself. You’re not leaving Judy. And I don’t want to waste my life just hoping for stolen Sundays here and there.”

“You need to be patient,” he said. “Just a little bit longer.”

“Until what?” I asked.

“Not that long,” he said. “Until the baby gets a little older and Judy gets herself straightened out. She’s been kind of a mess since he was born. You wait—she’s probably going to get together with the baby’s father and then there won’t be anything in our way.”

“You’re hurting my hand,” I said.

He let go and I pulled my hand back close to my chest, rubbing it with the other hand.

“Oh, come on,” he said. “I wasn’t hurting you.”

“You were.”

“Sara,” he said, and he leaned toward me as if to kiss me, but I drew back.

“I want to go home now,” I said. “I have something I need to do. I shouldn’t have even come out here with you today.”

“Tell me you’re not going to go to the cops,” he said, and it seemed less a request than a demand.

I didn’t want to get involved in this discussion any further. I stood up too quickly on the gray rock I had been sitting on and one foot slipped on its wet surface. I teetered for a moment, almost falling down the spill of boulders that led to the river, then caught myself. Devlin made no move to help me.

I stared at him and he stared back. His gaze on me was something I no longer recognized. He stood up and reached toward me, his face red with anger, and in that moment, something innate, something visceral and electric, coursed through my body and I took off running. I didn’t have time to consider if what I was doing was crazy, irrational. I only knew that I felt a primal fear that told me I needed to get as far away from him as I possibly could.

This was no smooth and simple trail back to the parking area. To follow the River Trail, park visitors are warned they need to be prepared to climb over large boulders, pileups of stones where footholds are not always easy to come by. Devlin and I had picked our way with care as we had walked to our favorite area, but on my scramble back the way we had come, I didn’t have time to be careful.

I raced over the uneven ground, leaping up onto rocks in my path that I would normally have tested carefully before trusting my weight on them. I slipped against the sharp edge of one stone and felt a slicing pain in my calf. No time to examine it. My hands scraped against the rough surfaces as I pulled myself upward along the jagged outcroppings, back to the smoother part of the trail above the falls.

Once I had cleared the large rocks, the path was still precarious. Smaller rocks jutted from the dirt liked aimed arrowheads. Old trees reached out across the path in a maze of twisting roots. I tripped twice as I fled, catching myself the first time, but then, the second, sprawling forward and smacking the gravel with a hard thud. I struggled upright and continued to run.

I was afraid to look back over my shoulder to see if he was following me. What could I possibly do, where could I go, to get away from him? I had come here in his car. I ran toward the Visitors Center, but a sign in the doorway said the center was closed for the day. Bursting off of the trail and into the parking area, I pivoted to run toward the green ticket booth. I banged on the window and a startled young man in a park uniform stood up from a folding chair and pulled back the glass.

I was panting so hard I could barely speak. “Please, please let me in there. I need to get away from someone.”

The man’s eyes were round with surprise. He hesitated, assessing, it seemed, if I was right in the head or not, then he reached behind his folding chair to a latch that opened a door on the other side. I raced around the booth and inside the door. He closed it behind me and I squatted down, out of sight of the window.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

His eyes traveled over my torn pants leg, the small circle of blood spreading out from the rip. My hands were scraped and also bleeding.

“Do you have a phone in here?” I asked him.

He shook his head and pointed to a walkie-talkie. “Just that.”

“Can you get someone to maybe call me a cab?”

He stared at me like I was nuts. “Cabs don’t come all the way out here to the falls.”

“Is there some way I can get to a phone?”

He pointed out the window, the way I had come. “There’s a phone in the Visitors Center.”

“It’s closed,” I told him.

“Someone will come and let you in if you bang on the glass,” he said.

“I don’t want to go back out there,” I said. “Not by myself. Can you come with me?”

“I can’t leave my post,” he said.

“Well, can you message someone on the walkie-talkie so I can talk to someone with a phone?”

He blinked, not sure what to make of me, wondering if he had made a mistake letting me into his booth. Then he picked up the walkie-talkie and said, “Hey, Keith. This is Virgil in the booth. You there?”

Keith replied, “What’s up?”

“Um, well, I’ve got a lady over here with me. She’s pretty upset. Could you please come over to help?”

There was a long pause. “Okay. Be over in a second.”

Keith turned out to be a tall, heavyset guy in a park uniform. He had a buzz cut and his face was red with either sunburn or exasperation. I wasn’t sure.

“I need to get to a phone,” I said. “Can you take me? I don’t want the guy I came here with to see me.”

He scowled. “Why not?”

“I—I don’t know,” I said. “He frightened me.”

His brow furrowed. “Doesn’t have a weapon, does he?”

I shook my head. “No.”

Keith shrugged. “Okay. Come with me, then.”

I walked across the parking lot toward the Visitors Center, sticking close to Keith’s side, scanning for Devlin. I didn’t see him. I looked over to where he had parked his car. It was gone.

Inside the Visitors Center, I picked up the phone and tried the number of the only cab company I knew. The operator told me they didn’t send cabs out as far as Great Falls. I surely couldn’t call Mom. I would never hear the end of it, her questions and then her disgust if I let her know who I had been with. So I called the only other number I knew by heart.

“I know you don’t want to talk to me,” I said when Henry answered. “But I’m in trouble. Serious trouble. I need a ride home. I’m stranded.”

“Where are you?” His voice was tight, unreadable.

“Great Falls Park,” I told him.

There was a long pause.

“Okay,” he said. “I’m on my way.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

EVENING, OCTOBER 12, 1986

When Henry pulled into a space beside the Visitors Center and got out, I ran to him, wrapped my arms around him, held on tight, and he let me. We stood there like that, neither of us speaking. Then I pulled back.

“I’m so sorry for making you come all the way out here,” I said. “I know you’re mad at me and I wouldn’t have done it if I had anybody else that I could call.”

“It’s okay, girlie,” he said. “I wouldn’t leave you stranded.”

When he called me that, used his pet name for me, my steely resolve fell apart. I began to cry and he put his arms around me again, stroking my hair.

“You going to tell me what’s going on?” he asked.

I mumbled my answer into his shirt collar. “I’m going to tell you everything. But please don’t hate me. And please don’t shut me out of your life anymore.”

He patted my back and my crying slowed.

He let go of me and took in my appearance. “You’re all banged up. That’s blood there on your pants leg.”

I nodded, then held up my hands so he could see the angry-red scrapes across my palms. “I washed everything. And one of the park employees gave me some sort of goop to put on the wounds. I’ll take better care of it all when I get home.”

He opened the passenger-side door. “Get in the car and we’ll head home. And when you’ve calmed down a little, and maybe when I’m not driving, so I can pay attention, you can tell me what’s up.”

Henry drove us home and didn’t prompt me for information. I leaned my head against the window and closed my eyes, almost fell asleep from exhaustion and relief.

By the time we picked up my car from Central and made it to my house, it was 6:00 p.m. I wondered if Janet had tried to call me already. Mom’s car was gone; she sometimes had choir practice on Sunday nights.

I glanced at the notepad Mom kept near the phone to leave messages. It was blank. So maybe Janet had not yet called.

After I put some antibiotic cream and bandages on my leg and hands, I grabbed two beers from the refrigerator—my emergency sixpack that Mom pretended not to notice. Henry and I sat down on the sofa and I took a deep breath.

“I’ve got a lot to tell you,” I said. “And most of it, you’re not going to like.”

He waited.

“I’ve made some big mistakes,” I said, watching his face closely.

“Too late to undo them?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I hope not.” I took a sip of my beer, then set the bottle down. “So it all begins back in 1976—when we were in high school.”

As I told Henry about my clandestine relationship with Devlin, his jaw tightened. I spared him all the details of the make-out sessions in the Camaro, but I shared every moment of the night that Nina was killed.

“Wow,” he said. “You must have been tore up when her body was found. I wonder if some lazy desk sergeant took down your report that night and then forgot to pass it along.”

I shook my head. “That can’t be. A report of a murder? He must have sent someone to check it out.” I took a long sip of my beer. “Well, I was never really okay after that. I felt so much guilt. It kind of messed me up while I was living in Madison. I guess you could say I had sort of a breakdown. I couldn’t teach. They didn’t fire me, but they helped me find my way to the door, if you get what I mean.”

“Aw, Sara, I could tell things weren’t right with you,” he said. “You should have talked to me about it.”

“I was too ashamed,” I said. “And I knew you’d be upset to hear about me and Devlin.”

He nodded. “That wasn’t one of your finer moments.”

I continued. “So, then I came home. And I had the interview for the job at Central.”

Henry’s eyes widened as I told him about seeing Mark, about recognizing him. “Goddamn, Sara. Are you sure?”

“Yes, completely. It was him.”

I told him everything—seeing Mark with girls at school, his invitation to meet him at Slade’s, breaking into his garage, and then his showing up at the dance. “I saw him with Linda Mallory, right before the dance was over.”

“So what’s your plan now?” he asked.

“I’ve left a message for Janet Farley to call me. I’ve never told her any of this. She’ll probably despise me when she hears what happened. How I’ve hung onto what I know without coming forward. But she’ll know who the detective is that’s assigned to Nina’s case. He’ll be the one I need to talk to. The one who might really listen.”

Henry leaned toward me. “And what about Devlin? What’s his part in all this? He was with you that night. Is he going to go with you to see this detective?”

I shook my head. “He wants no part in it.”

Henry tipped his head, reflecting. “That seem square to you? Why’s he want to keep mum on the whole thing?”

“He says he doesn’t want people knowing that he didn’t report it back when it happened,” I said. “And he doesn’t want his wife to know he ever had anything to do with me.”

Henry raised his eyebrows. “And does he? Still? Have anything to do with you?”

“No,” I said. “Not anymore. I let him reel me in there for a while. I was lonely and gullible. But I’m done with him. And today—he scared me, Henry.”

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“I can’t explain it exactly,” I said. “He didn’t really do anything that I can point to and say, there, that’s what scared me. But I was terrified. Some voice inside me told me to run, to get away from him, and so I did.”

The phone rang and startled both of us. It was Janet.

“I need to talk to you, Janet,” I said. “It’s important or I wouldn’t be bothering you on a holiday weekend. I’m with Henry Truett right now. Can we come by and talk?”

I could hear the confusion in Janet’s voice. But also, the curiosity.

“Okay. Sure. I guess. You know where I live?”

I told her I knew. That we’d be there soon.

Janet’s house was not as easy to get to as it once had been. Before the construction of 66, I could have walked there in under ten minutes. But now the highway divided us and the fastest route to her home was over the Utah Street overpass. On her side of the interstate, as on mine, streets that once were continuous now broke off into abrupt dead ends.

The Farley home was a small one-story white stucco that had narrowly missed being torn down by the Highway Department. Just twenty feet from the house’s north wall, a ribbon of shrubbery had been planted to hide the precipitous descent to the lanes of traffic speeding by below. Within that area between the house and the road was a flagstone patio that had once enjoyed peaceful breezes and birdsong. Now anyone sitting there, trying to converse, had to compete with gunning engines and the reverberations of their velocity. Still, that was where Janet led us to sit, on cheap aluminum lawn chairs, the only light that spilled out to illuminate our faces coming from the bright overhead through the kitchen window.

It was a warm night for October. Crickets had not yet gotten the word that summer was over. In uncanny concert with the traffic noise, we could still hear them trilling from somewhere in the backyard.

“I hope you don’t mind sitting out here,” Janet said. “I’m not sure what you’ve come to say, but I have an uneasy feeling that it might be something I don’t want Dad to hear. He isn’t … quite the same as he used to be.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said. “How is your mother doing?”

Janet offered us a sad smile. “I guess you didn’t hear. Mom died a few years back. Cancer.”

Henry and I offered our condolences, and then there was an awkward silence while we each waited to see who would speak next.

“I have something to tell you, Janet,” I started, “and I’m ashamed that it has taken me this long to finally do it.”

My face was in shadow, as I had my back to the light from the kitchen window, but Janet sat directly in front of it. Her eyes filled with fear.

“I know who killed Nina,” I said. “I saw it happen that night in 1976. But I didn’t know his name, who he was, until just a few months ago.”

As I spilled out the story of that long-ago night, I tried to read what her face was telling me, but all I could glean from it was shock. Each revelation I made added to it. Her hands were gripped tightly around the arms of the chair she sat in.

“I know I should have done more that night,” I said. “I should have gone to the station to make a report, but the guy I was with, he didn’t want me to, and so I made an anonymous call. But I told everything that I had seen. What he looked like. Where they were. I had hoped that it would be enough.”

Her eyes narrowed. “But it wasn’t.” She studied me before she continued. “I don’t understand why you let this guy you were with tell you what to do.”

I glanced down. What could I say? She was right. “I don’t know, Janet. I was eighteen. And stupid. I let him take advantage of me in all kinds of ways. I see it now. But I did try to let the police know.”

“Not hard enough, I guess.” Her voice was cold.

Part of me wanted to get up and run. Sitting there, hearing the accusation in her voice, was unbearable. But I deserved it. I knew I did. I took a deep breath. “So, there’s more. Maybe you’ve heard the news, about the Central teacher who was arrested last night?”

Her eyes opened wide. “Wait. Are you telling me that it was Mark Raleigh that killed Nina?”

“Yes,” I said. “I’m sure it was him. Do you know him?”

Janet put her hands over her face. “Oh God,” she said at last. “I always wondered. I thought it might have been him, but he had an alibi. I told the cops that I suspected him, but his parents—they said he was at home.”

“Why did you think it might be Mark?” I asked.

“He had been flirting with Nina. Off and on ever since she turned fourteen. Even though he was older. I know she had a crush on him. Whenever there were events at Leeway, I’d see him hanging around her. And he was like that, you know. He had a thing for the younger girls. I always thought he was creepy, but I could tell—I could tell Nina was flattered by all the attention he paid her.”

Henry spoke up. “What’s that you said about his folks?”

“It was after she went missing,” Janet said. “The police were questioning everyone who had been at the swim team party and then at the Leeway barbecue. A friend of mine who was there told me she saw Mark and Nina together, talking. And so I told the police that. They questioned Mark for a long time, I think. And he said he had left Leeway early because he had a bad headache. He said he went home. And then his parents backed him up. Told the cops he came home around 8:00 p.m. and went to bed.”

“Do you think they were deliberately lying?” I asked her.

“Well,” she said, “I didn’t know for sure. But if you saw him by the stream, if you’re sure it was him, then they must have been. His father’s got a lot of money, owns a lot of property and some small businesses here in Arlington. I guess the cops thought he was someone they’d better not challenge.”

I nodded. “I’m so sorry, Janet, that I didn’t come to you sooner.”

“I wish you had,” she said.

I searched her face. There was anger there. But it seemed to me that she was more sad than angry. That sadness shamed me far more than the anger.

“I came to see you because I think this could be my chance to go to the cops and tell them what I know,” I said. “I was afraid they wouldn’t put any stock in my story, but now that they’ve arrested him, caught him with another young girl, I think they may listen. But I need you to go with me. You know the detective assigned to the case. And he would know you.”

She looked at me without saying anything, as if weighing in her mind what the outcome of such a venture might be.

“What about this guy you were with that night?” she asked. “Will he come with us?”

“He doesn’t want any part of it,” I said. “He thinks I’m wrong, about it being Mark.”

Janet raised her eyebrows. “Really? Why?”

“He doesn’t think we had a clear enough view of him to make that kind of identification,” I said. “Really, I think it’s because he doesn’t want to get involved—for other reasons.”

Janet leaned forward. “The cops will want to know who he is. They’ll think it’s pretty strange if you don’t tell them that.”

I nodded. “Yeah. I know. He’ll be furious if I identify him. But I guess I’ll have to. It was Devlin Barrie.”

Janet sat back in her chair, clearly stunned. “Oh my God. Really?”

“I guess you remember Devlin from school?”

She nodded. “Yeah. But this is crazy. Crazy, I mean, that Devlin would say he couldn’t identify Mark. They’re friends. They’ve been close friends for a long time. We all knew each other—from Leeway.”

For a moment I couldn’t speak. My mind flooded with memories—the way Devlin had made me promise not to go to the police, the ways he denigrated my arguments that Mark Raleigh had been the guy we saw that night. My thoughts raced, pinging through my brain, one bouncing off the next. If Devlin had known that the guy we saw with Nina was his good friend, if he had pretended not to know him, what did that mean about Devlin’s part in all this? What had he done after he dropped me off that night?

“You didn’t know that?” Henry asked me.

I shook my head. I couldn’t find words.

Janet spoke up. “I’ll go with you to see Detective Nolan. I’ll call him tomorrow.”

“Okay,” I said, quietly at first, then louder. “Okay. I don’t have school tomorrow, since it’s Columbus Day. Will this Detective Nolan be working?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I’ll call you in the morning, as soon as I call him.”

When Henry and I got back into his car, he leaned over and put his arm around me.

“That really shook you, didn’t it?” he asked.

I nodded. “I can’t believe it—how he lied to me.”

“But you’ve always known Devlin was a liar,” Henry said.

“I didn’t think he was lying about this,” I said. “God, I’ve been so stupid. No wonder he’s been so adamant about me not going to the cops.” I looked up at Henry. “He’s going to lose his mind here. There’s no telling what he might do now.”
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LATE EVENING, OCTOBER 12, 1986

Mom was waiting for me in the living room when Henry dropped me off.

“I didn’t know where you were,” she said. “I was worried.”

I sank down on the sofa. At some point, I was going to need to tell her everything, but I was exhausted, played out, and only wanted to go to bed. Who knew how early Janet would call me in the morning?

“I have more news,” she said, sitting down next to me. “About that Mark Raleigh fellow.”

“Oh?” I braced myself for whatever was coming.

“The name—Raleigh—it didn’t hit me at first,” she said. “It’s a common name. But tonight at choir practice, one of my friends told me who his parents are. His father is Gordon Raleigh.”

She announced the name triumphantly, expectantly, as though it would mean something to me.

“Should I know who that is?” I asked.

She sighed, frustrated that I didn’t recall him. “Well, I guess it’s been a long time. And you were young, so you’ve probably forgotten.”

“Did I meet him? Know him personally?” I asked.

“Oh no, nothing like that,” she said. “But God knows you would have heard me talking about him.” She offered me a wry smile. “Maybe you’d be more likely to remember him as ‘that bastard Gordon Raleigh’ or ‘that son-of-a-bitch Raleigh.’ That’s the usual way I referred to him, I expect.”

“That sounds vaguely familiar,” I said. “Was this around the time you were so involved with ACT?”

“Yes,” she said. “It was just a couple of months after your daddy died. When a group of us formed ACT to block the road construction, another group launched Citizens for I-66. Mostly made up of real estate developers and business owners who didn’t give a fig what happened to our community. Gordon Raleigh was a part of that. So was Ross Barrie, as I think you know.”

“Were they friends, Gordon and Ross?” I asked. Was this what explained the friendship between their sons?

She made a derisive sound. “As much as two men like that can be friends—I guess you could say that. But really, they were just associates. Two people who both thought money was more important than anything else.”

“Did you have any direct interactions with him?”

“He and a bunch of his pals hurled insults at us when we went up before the circuit court in 1971. We were demanding that the construction be halted until there could be a public hearing and environmental impact studies. I can still hear him yelling that we were a bunch of goddamn hippie tree huggers. Stuff like that.”

I had to smile at the idea of anyone calling Mom a hippie.

“But that’s not the worst thing he did,” she went on. “You had just turned six, back in 1964. The Highway Department had sent out eminent domain letters the year before to all the people who were being forced out of their homes. You remember what happened to your Uncle Carl and Aunt Lucy? So some company needed to come in and knock all those houses down. Demolition, they called it. Well, Gordon Raleigh had part ownership in a wrecking company and he made a lowball bid and got the contract.”

I shrugged my shoulders. “OK, that’s depressing, I guess, but someone was going to get that contract.”

“But that’s not the worst of it,” Mom said. “They came through and tore down all these houses in the path of 66, but they were so lazy and cheap, they didn’t finish the job. Knocked down the top parts of houses, but left basements untouched. Fences were still standing. Trees they needed out of the way. Patios.”

“And a fish pond!” I said. “I remember a vacant lot with a stone-encircled fish pond and how amazed I was to find goldfish still swimming around inside it.”

Mom nodded. “I’m surprised you remember that.”

“Oh, I remember that time really well,” I said. “My friends and I loved playing down there then. We’d play house in one of the abandoned basements. I’m sure it was probably dangerous. The stairway leading down to it was rickety. Crumbling. And there was a spot nearby where there was a tall white trellis covered in roses. The ground beside it was paved with flagstones. We would play wedding there. I’d taken one of your lacy half slips to use as a veil.”

Mom shook her head. “I’m a bit horrified, honestly, to think you were so unsupervised. At age six! Mercy, where was I?”

“Nobody’s mom was watching us back in those days,” I said. “Honestly, it was kind of magical.”

Mom smiled. “I can see how you might remember it that way. There were plenty of kids playing in those lots.” Her smile faded. “One day this boy—Daniel, his name was—he was just eleven, and he was playing down in one of those exposed basements and encountered a blasting cap the wrecking company had left behind. It exploded and blinded him in one eye.”

“Oh God,” I said. “That’s awful. I don’t remember that at all.”

“You were too young,” Mom said. “He lived four blocks away from us. I don’t think Gordon Raleigh or his company paid that family a nickel. Meanwhile, people were using the basements as dumping grounds. Some people said there were rats. So Richmond had to hire another company to come in and clean up the mess that Raleigh and his pals left behind.”

“No wonder you have such a dim view of him,” I said.

“And no wonder,” Mom added, “that he’d have a son who would do something like that—with a young girl. They’re all rotten.”

Mom had always had a tendency to paint with a very wide brush. But this time, maybe, I agreed with her.

That night I dreamed about those vacant lots, but in my dream they weren’t the enchanted places I remembered from childhood. Walking across them was perilous. There were holes in the ground I didn’t notice until I was right on top of them. The air was misty, hard to see through, and somewhere along the shadowy tree line that bordered the old railroad tracks, I knew that Suzanne was hiding from me. I would catch glimpses of her as she ran by, but when I called to her, she only laughed and ran away.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

COLUMBUS DAY, 1986

When Janet got into my car, she didn’t nod or say anything at first. She had called me early that morning to tell me Detective Nolan would meet us at 11:00 a.m., to pick her up at 10:30. She had hung up without further details.

We drove in silence for a couple of blocks before I dared a question. “How much did you tell the detective about why you wanted to talk to him?”

“Just that I had some new information for him,” she said. “And that I wanted to see him right away.”

She kept her head turned, looking out the window. Clearly she was in no mood to talk to me.

I headed down Wilson Boulevard, through Clarendon, and then turned into the lot for the police station on Courthouse Road.

She broke her silence as we walked into the station. “Let me explain things to him. Before you say anything.”

I nodded. “Sure.”

I had never been in a police department before. It looked like any other government building, but the front desk was staffed by a stout man in a blue uniform, and uniformed officers strode back and forth through the reception area. A wave of anxiety washed through me. I had avoided this moment for ten years. What would this detective think of me when he heard I had been sitting on valuable information? Was that a crime? Would I be getting myself into trouble, along with Mark?

Detective Nolan emerged from a door just beyond the front desk. He was maybe mid-forties, balding, but what hair he still had was flecked with gray. He wore horn-rimmed glasses, a gray suit, and a blue tie, which was knotted only loosely, pulled down from his collar as though it made him uncomfortable.

He grasped Janet’s forearm in a brief squeeze—what I guessed was the police version of a friendly hug. She introduced us and he shook my hand, then led us back through an open office area to a small room with a table and four chairs.

He offered us coffee, which we both declined.

“How’ve you been, Janet?” he asked, leaning forward, blue eyes behind the glasses kind and concerned. “I haven’t seen you since your mom passed. I was so sorry to hear about that.”

She nodded. “I’m okay. Dad, not so much. I guess you’ve heard about him, too?”

Detective Nolan offered her a sad smile. “I did. He was let go from his job, I believe?”

“Yes,” Janet said. “He isn’t himself anymore. It started after we lost Nina, but it got much worse after Mom died.”

“How are you managing?” he asked. “That must be very hard on you.”

“Dad has a small pension,” she said. “And I’ve got my job at DOL. Fortunately, the house is paid off. We get by.”

Detective Nolan glanced at me, no doubt curious why I was there. I waited for Janet to tell him.

“Sara is a friend from high school,” she said, conferring upon me a status I didn’t deserve. We had never been friends. “She teaches now at Central.”

“Is that so?” he said, politely. “What do you teach?”

“English,” I said.

“Oh, well, I’ll have to watch my grammar, then, won’t I?” he said. “That was never my best subject.”

He smiled, amused with himself, and I didn’t tell him that I had heard some version of that remark so many times, I had lost count.

“Sara came to me yesterday, to share some news about Nina’s case,” Janet said. “I wouldn’t have bothered you if I hadn’t realized that this changes everything.”

Detective Nolan raised his eyebrows and turned to me. “Do I need to turn that on?” he asked, motioning toward a large tape recorder at the end of the table.

Janet answered for me. “Yes. Turn it on.”

He turned to me to confirm I agreed to this and I nodded.

He switched the machine to record and waited.

I began with the night in 1976, naming Devlin as my companion. Let Devlin deal with the consequences of that revelation. I wasn’t going to protect him any longer. I shared all the details I recalled of that night, including my anonymous phone call. Then I jumped to the recent job interview, seeing Mark Raleigh and recognizing him as the man who killed Nina. As soon as that name was out of my mouth, the detective raised his hand to stop me.

“Mark Raleigh?” he asked. He seemed astonished. “You mean the man who was just arrested on Saturday night?”

“Yes,” I said.

“And you’re sure about that? That he is the man you saw with Nina?”

“Yes.”

He blinked, absorbed my affirmation. “OK, continue.”

I didn’t tell him about breaking into Mark’s garage. I hadn’t discovered anything that was important, and I already felt ashamed enough of my reticence to come forward. But I told him about Mark’s reputation around school, his interactions with female students, and how I had seen him talking to Linda Mallory at the dance that night.

“Why didn’t you come forward with this as soon as you recognized him?” Detective Nolan asked.

I knew the question was going to be asked, but I still flushed with shame when it was.

“I didn’t think anyone would believe me,” I said. “I had no evidence. I thought maybe if I kept my eye on him, once the school year started, I might find something that would make you believe me. But then he was arrested—and in that same van I had seen in the parking lot by the stream. I thought that would make the police pay attention.”

Detective Nolan leaned back in his chair and let out a long, noisy exhalation. “You’ve definitely got my attention, Sara.”

“Did the police who arrested Mark search the van?” I asked.

“The van is in our impound lot,” he said. “If it hasn’t already been searched, it will be. I’ll go see Detective Graham as soon as we conclude here. He’s handling the rape case.”

“Rape?” I asked, surprised.

“Well, technically, it’s statutory rape. In Virginia, though, he’ll be charged with something called Causing Juvenile Delinquency. It’s a misdemeanor—not a felony. But it could get him a jail sentence,” he said. “All the more likely, since she was his student and he abused his influence over her.”

“What happens next?” Janet asked him.

“Nina’s case is what’s usually referred to as a cold case. Because it hasn’t been solved,” he said. “But now that we have this new lead, we’ll pursue it. We’re going to need as much information, evidence, as we can obtain. I will keep you updated if there is enough to move ahead with charging Raleigh for Nina’s death.”

“Are you going to contact Devlin?” I asked.

“Absolutely,” he said. “You don’t think he will talk to us?”

“I know he won’t want to,” I said.

“Well,” Detective Nolan said. “He can be compelled.”

As Janet and I stood to leave, Detective Nolan put a hand on Janet’s shoulder and looked hard at us both. “You should be extremely cautious going forward. You, especially, Sara.”

I was confused. “Why?”

“Raleigh’s parents posted bond for him yesterday. He’s not currently in custody. If he learns that you’ve identified him, I imagine he won’t be too happy.”

My stomach dropped. “I thought he’d be held in jail. Until a trial.”

“Doesn’t work that way,” Detective Nolan said. “Just keep your eyes open. Be careful. Call me if anything happens that causes you concern.”

He handed me his card.

By the time Janet and I returned to my car, the card was bent in half from being clutched so tightly. My eyes shifted left, right, and back again, scanning the street for any sign of Mark.

I was doing the right thing. I knew that. But I didn’t feel any better for coming forward. Instead, I was terrified.
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OCTOBER 14, 1986

I felt unprepared for teaching my classes that day. With everything that had happened over the weekend, lesson planning and grading had been completely neglected. I decided to give students a quiet-reading day to catch up on their assigned novels. The peaceful flutter of pages turning while I tried to focus on my to-do list was what I craved, but in every class, there was instead the persistent murmur of voices behind cupped hands, the furtive passing back and forth of notes. Everyone, it seemed, knew what had happened to Mr. Raleigh.

Crystal stopped by the classroom and leaned over to whisper in my ear. “They’ve got the long-term sub teaching Mark’s classes. What a mess. That guy can barely sharpen a pencil, much less teach history.”

I whispered back. “Won’t they bring in someone more qualified?”

She shrugged. “Probably depends on how loudly the parents complain. And they’ve definitely been lighting up the phone lines. Mr. Jonas’s secretary looks so frazzled, I think she may jump out a window.”

At lunch I searched for Pete Morrissey, the PE teacher I had met at Mark’s party who knew Mark from high school and Leeway. I often saw him in the teachers’ lounge during lunch, but he wasn’t there. I ate lunch quickly, then walked by the gym. Scanning the room, I spotted Pete sitting in one of the second-floor balconies where there were overflow bleachers. I walked up the narrow stairs to that level and he looked up, startled.

He was sitting straddled across one of the bleachers, a sandwich and a bottle of Coke in front of him.

“Funny place to eat lunch,” I said. “We missed you in the teachers’ lounge.”

“Laying low,” he said. “Can’t believe what’s happened. Afraid the admins will remember he helped me get this job.”

I sat down next to him on the bleacher. “You’re hardly responsible for what Mark did. I’m sure they won’t hold that against you.”

He shook his head. “Not so sure. I’ve known the guy for a long time. Since high school. They may decide I’m someone to keep an eye on.”

I hesitated before I asked my next question. I didn’t want him to think I was holding him accountable, but the urge to know what he would say pressed down on me. “Did you have any idea—that all this was going on?”

Pete sighed. He didn’t say anything, took a sip of his Coke, glanced off across the gym below us, its glossy floor reflecting the sunlight through the high windows.

“Sorry,” I said. “I shouldn’t pry.”

He turned back to me, his face pained and weary. “I want to tell you no. That I had no idea. But that’d be a lie. I have eyes. I saw him doing fool things. He’s always been—that way.”

“What do you mean—that way?”

“Wild. Taking chances. Him and … some of the guys we hung around with.” He looked up into the rafters, as if his memories hovered somewhere far above his present reality. “I never said anything. Just wanted to fit in with them.”

I pushed. “What would you have said?”

He put up his hands, as if to tell me he was through with this conversation. “That’s ancient history. What’s done is done. I’ve just got to keep my head above water here. I want to keep this job.”

I nodded. “Of course. I’m sure that won’t be a problem.”

He wrapped his half-eaten sandwich back in its plastic wrap and took a last sip from his Coke. “Hope you’re right. Need to go get ready for my next class.”

“Me, too,” I said. “Take care, Pete.”

As I walked down the hall to my classroom, I wondered if I should have pushed Pete harder. Maybe he would have told me something useful about the night that Nina was killed. But no—better, maybe, not to scare him off. There was still time to get him to open up, if I didn’t alarm him, if I just played the part of a caring friend.

At the dismissal bell that afternoon, I sank down into my chair and let out a long breath that it seemed I’d been holding onto the whole day. Finally, no eyes on me. No one to put on a front for. I wanted to gather up my things and get out of the building as fast as I could, retreat to home where I could shut myself up in my bedroom, turn on some loud music, and pretend none of this was happening.

I had just grabbed my keys when Olivia appeared at the door, her face streaked with tears, her eyes swollen and red.

“Oh, honey,” I said. “Come here. Come in.”

She fell against me and sobbed. I let her, patting her back, until finally the crying slowed. She pulled away and I beckoned her to sit down beside me.

“This has been really hard on you, I know,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s like a bad dream,” she said. “When I woke up this morning, for a moment I thought that it was. Then I remembered.” She turned her wet face toward me, tears still glistening in her eyelashes. “Linda’s parents are withdrawing her from Central. They’re going to send her back to Catholic school.”

“Well, I guess I can see why they might do that,” I said. “But that doesn’t make it any easier for you. She’s your best friend, isn’t she?”

Olivia nodded, eyes welling again.

“How is she doing?” I asked. “This must be horrible for her.”

“She’s so embarrassed—that everyone knows,” Olivia said. “But she’s more upset because of what some people are saying.”

I wrinkled my brow. “And what is that?”

“There’s a bunch of kids—students of Mr. Raleigh’s.” She paused and I waited. “They say—they say that she led him on. That none of this would have happened if she hadn’t been such a—”

She stopped again.

“Such a what?” I asked.

Olivia dropped her voice. “Such a dick-tease. Sorry. That’s what they said.”

I shook my head, angry. “Good God, so they’re blaming her? For the bad judgment of a grown man?”

She nodded. “They’re mad at her for getting him into trouble.”

“Are these boys?”

“Mostly. But some girls, too,” she said. “They’re mad at me, too.”

“What?” I asked. “What’s it got to do with you?”

“Because I knew,” she said. “I knew all about their relationship. They said I should have stopped her.”

I looked heavenward. “Unbelievable.” I put my hand on her arm. “I hope you don’t pay any attention to this. You’re not responsible for a single second of what’s happened.”

She looked down at her hands. “I don’t know, Miss Barlow. Maybe I am. I kind of encouraged it, I think. I thought the whole thing was so romantic. How they both loved each other, but couldn’t be together.”

“Oh, Olivia,” I said. “You must understand that Mr. Raleigh had no business at all getting involved with Linda, much less telling her that he loved her. He was just using her.”

Her eyes flashed. “You don’t know that. Just because he was older doesn’t mean he didn’t love her. My dad is eight years older than my mom.”

“Did he start dating your mom when she was in high school?” I asked.

Olivia was silent.

“Yeah, I didn’t think so.”

“My parents say I have to stop hanging out with Linda,” she said. “My mom said she would never have let me be friends with her if she’d known what kind of girl she was.” Olivia gave me a look of anguish. “She’s my best friend. Now she’s going to be at a different school and I won’t even be able to see her on the weekends.”

“Aw, honey, I’m sorry to hear that,” I said. “That doesn’t seem fair.”

Olivia peered at me hopefully. “Could you talk to them? Talk to my mom? Maybe you can make her change her mind.”

I held up my hands. “Oh no, please, don’t ask me that. I have no place telling your parents what to do.” I paused. “Just wait, Olivia. Once things settle down a bit, your mom might reconsider.”

When Olivia stood to leave, she asked, “Are they going to put Mr. Raleigh in jail?”

I didn’t know how to answer. I surely hoped they would—and for more than just what he had done to Linda. “I don’t know,” I finally said. “It’s possible.”

I knew even as I passed by my street and kept driving that I shouldn’t do what I was about to do.

Driving by Mark’s house would do me no good at all. Either he’d be there—I’d see his car in the driveway—or he wouldn’t be. And so what either way? Still, I turned on Buchanan and rolled slowly toward the intersection with 13th. I stopped the car several houses back, too far off to attract any attention. I could see the house and just make out the back end of Mark’s 280Z in the driveway. There was a light on in the dining room. No movement.

So he was in there. What was he doing? He must be terrified of what would happen to him. Was he on the phone with his attorney? Plotting how to weasel his way out of this mess? What was life like for him now? If I had been in his shoes, I would be so distraught I wouldn’t be able to function. Was he cool under pressure? Somehow he had found a way to live the last ten years knowing he had caused the death of Nina Farley, that he had evaded justice. Did that knowledge gnaw at him, keep him awake at night? Or had he cast it off, long ago? Was it just some mishap from his distant past that he never thought about anymore? Had he found a way to justify it to himself, made himself out to be the victim of an accident instead of a murderer?

I was just about to turn the car around and head home when the front door opened. A figure stood in the doorway, talking to someone inside, but I could only make out the back of his head, a white shirt. It was a man. I waited.

The man turned and I froze, my heartbeat accelerating. It was Devlin. He walked swiftly down the front steps, then around the side of the house that bordered Buchanan. There was his red Corvette. I hadn’t noticed it, parked around the corner as it was.

I had to get out of there, fast, before he recognized my car. I backed into the closest driveway, miscalculating the space, running up a foot or so on the side of their lawn, then jolting forward in Drive and bumping over the sidewalk curb. “Please don’t let me get a flat tire,” I prayed under my breath. I pressed down on the accelerator and glanced in the rearview mirror. Devlin had turned his Corvette around and was a block behind me.

I screeched around the stop sign at 16th Street, barely glancing to my left for oncoming traffic. To my no-flat-tire prayer, I added another plea that there be no cop nearby, watching my recklessness. Up ahead, the traffic light at Glebe turned green and I flew through it going twice the speed limit. I didn’t brake until I pulled up in front of my house.

He hadn’t seen me. I was pretty sure of that. My heart rate slowed. I took deep breaths, trying to steady myself before I had to face Mom.

Why had Devlin gone to speak to Mark? There was only one plausible explanation. Devlin had recognized Mark that night. He had lied to me, pretending not to know who the man was, never letting on that they were good friends. He had since tried to convince me that I was wrong about it being Mark that we had seen by the stream. Devlin must have something he wanted to cover up about that night. Something that he was now afraid Mark might reveal to the police.

How deep was Devlin’s involvement in what happened? And what would he do now that his secret was in jeopardy?


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

OCTOBER 15, 1986

Janet left a phone message for me that I found in my main office mailbox when I checked before lunch. Detective Nolan wanted to see us both. Could we stop by at 4:00 p.m.? I called the work number she had left.

“Did he say anything?” I asked her. “Anything specific?”

“No,” she said. “Just that he had some information he’d like to discuss with us.”

We made plans for her to pick me up at the main entrance of school at three thirty.

The meeting was all I could think about for the rest of the afternoon. In my sophomore classes, we were reading Cyrano de Bergerac out loud, a play I knew well and that had so many parts, no student, no matter how shy, was able to avoid taking a role. I was grateful not to have to lecture or lead a discussion. The play I could get through on autopilot, while my head was full of questions and worries about what the detective would share with us.

Detective Nolan was waiting for us when we walked into the station. He seemed restless, animated, and he led us quickly to the room where we had met two days before. On the table was a long gray plastic box.

“I have been working with Detective Graham, who is leading the investigation on the rape case. We’ve now had a team do an exhaustive search of Raleigh’s van, and some interesting things have come to light.”

I stared at the box where he had placed his hand. Something was in there, something important, and I felt sick to my stomach. I wasn’t sure I wanted him to show us what it was.

Detective Nolan looked at Janet. “When your sister’s body was discovered, there was an item found with the body that we retained.” He hesitated, seemingly uncomfortable. “I’m sorry, Janet—I don’t know how much you know about any of this. I had shared this information with your parents, but I expect they didn’t share it with you, given that you were so young.”

Janet nodded, uncertainly. “They didn’t tell me very much.”

Nolan cleared his throat. “I figured that was the case. So, when Nina’s body was found by the construction workers, she had been rolled into a piece of carpeting. It was synthetic, so it held up pretty well, despite being buried for a year.”

Janet’s face was pale, and she was hanging tightly onto the arms of her chair.

“Are you okay?” I asked her.

“Should I continue?” Detective Nolan asked.

Her voice was barely above a whisper. “Go ahead.”

“I will try to be careful,” he said, “in what I share with you, but I want you to understand.”

“No,” she said, her voice louder. “Don’t leave anything out. I want to know everything you can tell me.”

“All right,” he said. “But please stop me if you need a moment.” He took a deep breath. “The carpeting was retained for possible use as evidence. Forensic experts could make a comparison between its fibers and any fibers that might be found elsewhere.”

“Have you found fibers?” I asked.

“Detective Graham had a forensics team go over Raleigh’s van. It appears that between 1976 and now, it has been well-scrubbed. Likely with bleach. If he was making an effort to destroy evidence, he was pretty thorough. But maybe not thorough enough.”

He pulled from the gray box a plastic bag that contained several short orange fibers. “These were found deep in a crevice formed between the floor of the van and the side panel. They will be analyzed to see how they match up with the fibers in the carpeting Nina was wrapped in.” He paused, then added, “The carpeting found in 1977 was also orange. Or, well, it had been before it spent a year underground.”

I watched Janet to see how she was absorbing this information. She seemed even paler than she had a minute ago, but her eyes remained fixed on Nolan.

“Will that be enough?” she asked. “If there’s a match?”

“It will be in our favor,” he said. “But we will need more than that.”

He tapped the top of the gray box. “Luckily, there is more. I want to warn you that this might be more upsetting.”

Janet’s eyes flickered with fear. I imagine mine did, too, if I could have seen them.

“Janet, you know, I believe—it was widely reported—that Nina’s body was badly decomposed by the time she was found. Little more, I’m afraid, than hair, teeth, and bones.” Detective Nolan looked like he wished more than anything that he didn’t have to be the one to deliver this information. “One thing that we did find wrapped up in that carpeting, that was intact, was an earring. Did your parents tell you about that?”

Janet seemed confused. “No.”

“We showed it to your folks at the time, and, well, it upset them very much. It seems that this pair of earrings had been given to Nina by her grandmother when she became a teenager.”

“Oh!” Janet clapped her hand to her mouth, her eyes wide. “The emerald earrings. Grandma gave me sapphire ones when I turned thirteen. Sapphire is my birthstone. Emerald is—was—Nina’s.”

Detective Nolan drew a single emerald earring, in a small plastic bag, from the box. “This is the earring we found.” He handed the bag to Janet.

I leaned over to look at the earring. The emerald was small, only slightly larger than the top of a pencil eraser, and cut into a hexagon shape; the gem was fastened to a thin gold wire that would have looped through the ear.

“Do you recognize the earring, Janet?” Detective Nolan asked.

She nodded.

“It seemed likely to us that the mate must have been dislodged at some point that evening, perhaps in a struggle,” he said. “We searched for it, but it was never found.”

He pulled another plastic bag from the box. “Until yesterday.”

“Oh my God,” Janet said, taking the second bag from Nolan and laying it next to the first. The gold wire was bent on this earring, but it was plainly a match. “Where was it?”

“It had fallen down into the same crevice from which we extracted the fibers. Raleigh had done a thorough job cleaning that van—at least of all the surfaces he could see. He didn’t think about what might have fallen out of sight.”

I leaned forward. “Well, that does it, doesn’t it? I mean, that’s pretty cut-and-dried. It proves that he’s the one that killed Nina.”

Detective Nolan sighed. “I wish it were as simple as that.”

Janet tilted her head. “I don’t understand. This earring wouldn’t have been in his van unless he was the one—the one who hurt her.”

“Raleigh comes from money, so he’s going to have a sharp defense attorney if we bring charges against him,” he said. “That attorney could argue that the earring might have ended up in the van earlier that evening. Maybe he gave Nina a ride, they’ll say. Or they could argue that this earring isn’t one of a kind. That this just might be a coincidence. That the earring belonged to someone else—”

Janet interrupted him. “But the earrings are one of a kind. My grandmother had them made special for us, by a friend of hers.”

Nolan raised his eyebrows. “Well, that would be helpful if we can prove that.”

“What about the fibers?” I asked. “If they turn out to match, on top of finding the earring, that seems to me pretty open and shut.”

Nolan gave me a wry smile. “I know it seems that way to you. But we’d be better served by additional evidence. The more we have, the tighter the case.”

“You have my testimony,” I said. “Eyewitness testimony of what happened. What could be better than that?”

“Unfortunately, Sara,” he said, “eyewitness accounts are sometimes the easiest kind of evidence for defense attorneys to tear apart. It’s subjective. People think they remember what they saw, but they make mistakes. They get things mixed up. And for someone like you—testifying to something you saw a decade ago—and at night—well, any decent lawyer could punch holes in your account.”

“But I’m sure,” I said. “I’m absolutely certain that it was Mark I saw.”

Detective Nolan merely nodded. He wasn’t convinced.

“What about Devlin?” I asked him. “Did you get in touch with him?”

He glanced down at a notepad he had in front of him. “That has turned out to be more difficult than we’d anticipated.” He picked up the pad and referred to it. “Monday afternoon—just after you two left—I called the Barrie home. No answer. Tried again that evening—twice. Still no one picked up the phone. So I had one of my men knock on the door, yesterday morning, around 7:00 a.m. Wanted to catch him before he could leave for work. The wife answered, holding a crying baby. She was clearly upset. Said he didn’t come home the night before. She didn’t know where he was. My guy drove over to the real estate office where he works. Waited around until it opened at nine. Only person there was a receptionist. She said she’s not sure where Mr. Barrie is—probably meeting with a client. Said she’ll give him our message. I drove over there in the afternoon, talked to his brother who owns the place. He was real jumpy. Acting strange. Said Devlin must be out on some business. Said he’d call me when he hears from him.” Nolan looked up at us. “No word yet.”

I hesitated to tell what I knew. Was it unethical or suspicious that I had been spying on Mark’s house? Probably both. Detective Nolan would likely think less of me. I took a deep breath for courage.

“I saw him,” I said. “Yesterday afternoon.”

Detective Nolan’s eyes widened. “Where?”

I felt the flush creep up my face. “I drove by Mark Raleigh’s house. I just wanted to see—you know—if he was home. What he was up to. I parked far enough away that he wouldn’t see me. But then the door opened and Devlin walked out. Devlin got in his car and left. This was about four thirty. After I left school.”

Nolan stared at me hard. “Do you know where he went? Did you follow him?”

I guess now he must think me capable of anything. “No way. I’m afraid of him. I turned my car around and got out of there before he could spot me.”

He jotted something down on his notepad. “I’ll have my guy swing by his house again tonight.” He studied me again, as if he was trying to figure out what fool thing I might do next. “You’d be very wise, Sara, to stay away from both Barrie and Raleigh. Don’t invite trouble.”

I nodded.

He turned to Janet. “We’ll continue our forensic investigation. Into the fibers. And anything else that comes up. I’ll phone you if I have any updates.”

As Janet drove me back to school to retrieve my car, she was quiet at first. But when we were just a few blocks away, she said, “I’ll call you if Detective Nolan needs anything. Otherwise, I don’t think we need to be in touch.”

That stung. That she wanted nothing to do with me.

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll wait to hear from you.”
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OCTOBER 18, 1986

I was lonely.

All that Saturday, the wind whipped through the trees that had gone golden and red at last, and tore from them all their spangle, swirling them past my window, spinning them in bright eddies down the street. Our yard was a quilt of crimson and yellow, the grass beneath it hidden from view.

Mom had left that morning for a church choir retreat in the mountains and asked me to please rake the yard so she wouldn’t have to worry about it when she returned Sunday evening. I sat at the living room window, staring out at my task, not enthusiastic.

I had called Henry at noon, asking him if he was up for dinner that evening, but he seemed evasive, told me he had other plans and maybe next weekend. What were the plans, I wanted to know, but didn’t ask. Was he seeing someone? The needle of jealousy was sharp and surprising.

Henry was the only person in my life I felt comfortable enough to call. The women I had met at school were strictly work colleagues, and I suspected that the one I knew best, Crystal, didn’t even like me very much. I wished that Janet hadn’t pushed me away. She seemed like someone I could be close to, could be myself with, but she had made it clear that she wanted to keep our interaction to a minimum. I couldn’t blame her. I had been dishonest with her. Why should she like or trust me now?

The last female friend I had trusted completely was my sister. What would Suzanne be like now if she had lived? Would her wildness have waned as she grew older? Would she have found a way to conform to what the world expected of her? If she were alive, would I feel as alone as I now did?

The ache of her absence was always there, but most days I was better at pushing it down to a place where I didn’t have to think about it. I looked off in the distance, where the highway sound barrier obscured the tree where she had died. It still grew, tall and impervious, on the opposite edge of that rushing traffic. Sometimes I would drive the circuitous route of neighborhood streets that allowed me to pull up next to it, to visit it, not as a grave where one paid respects, but as a penance. Here is where I lost you, Suzanne. This is where my failure took you.

I tipped my face toward the sky, the gathering clouds. It might rain later, so if I was going to tackle the raking for Mom, I’d better get on it now before the skies opened.

Once I was out in the yard, rake in hand, moving briskly, scraping all that color into piles to guide toward the street, I felt better. Exercise always helped to burn off the anxiety, the sadness that dogged me. Maybe tomorrow Henry would feel like getting together for lunch. Maybe Janet would call with news from Detective Nolan and I could find a way to show her that I was different now, that I was someone she could trust.

I had almost finished the raking, the skies still brooding, not yet unleashing all that they held, when I looked up. Two young girls were walking down the street. One raised her hand to wave at me. Olivia. What was she doing on my street? As they drew closer, I could see that the other was Linda Mallory.

“Miss Barlow,” Olivia called out. Her face was anxious, but it was Linda’s face that caught my attention. As they drew closer, I could see that she had been crying. Her eyes were red and puffy, her skin blotchy. Olivia led her forward, and Linda trailed behind her, as though she had no will of her own.

“What are you two doing here?” I asked. “How did you know where I lived?”

Olivia shrugged. “Everyone knows.” She turned toward the house. “So this is where you grew up?”

I guess I had told the students more than I remembered. “Yes.”

“It’s nice,” she said. “I’m sorry to barge in on you, on the weekend and everything, but we had to talk to you. It’s important.” She paused. “It’s about Mr. Raleigh.”

Linda’s shoulders slumped lower and she hung her head.

“Okay, then,” I said, leaning the rake against a tree, wiping my hands off on my jeans. “Why don’t you come inside before it starts to rain?”

We settled ourselves in the living room, Olivia and Linda on the couch and me on the love seat.

“I’m surprised to see you two together,” I said. “I thought that wasn’t being allowed.”

“My parents don’t know where I am,” Olivia said. “I told them I was out with other friends.”

I wondered how Linda felt, knowing that her best friend’s parents had marked her as off-limits, no longer an appropriate companion for their daughter.

“I’m not going to desert my best friend,” Olivia said, chin raised, as though I might call her parents or banish Linda from my house.

“You’re both in a tough place,” I said. I looked at Linda. “Do your folks know you’re out of the house right now?”

Linda shook her head. “I have a bedroom in the basement. That’s where they think I am. I left the radio on and snuck out the window.”

This might well end up landing me in some hot water, entertaining two young girls in my house who were both defying their parents.

“What’s this all have to do with Mr. Raleigh?” I asked.

Olivia glanced at Linda, waiting for her to answer, but Linda only looked down at her hands.

“Linda needed to talk to him,” Olivia said. “We knew he must want to talk to her, but couldn’t. So we walked over to his house, around the back where he has the porch, and knocked on the door.”

I waited. Neither spoke. “Well? Did he come out?”

Olivia nodded. “He was really pissed off. He yelled at Linda.”

At that, Linda began to cry again.

“What did he say?” I asked.

“That she shouldn’t be there. That she’d get him in worse trouble. He was so mean, Miss Barlow. And when Linda told him she loved him, he just shook his head and said ‘Good God’ and slammed the door.”

That Mark had been so cold to her didn’t surprise me at all. But what a shock it must be to her, to realize how deceived and misused she had been. How utterly betrayed. I knew more than a little how that felt.

“This whole thing, Linda—this isn’t your fault. He’s a grown man who took advantage of someone much younger than him. I know this hurts right now, but make sure you put the blame where it belongs.”

Her eyes glistened. “I feel so stupid. And ashamed. Everyone thinks I’m a slut. They say it’s my fault.”

“It is not your fault,” I said. “He’s going to be convicted for this. He has to be. He’s the one who’ll be held accountable. Not a teenage girl.”

Linda’s eyes were so sad, she scared me.

I stood up, moved over to sit beside her on the sofa, and put my arm around her. “This feels now like it will never end. Never be over. I know.” She rested her head against my chest. “But I promise you, Linda. I promise you. You will get past this. And people are going to find out who the guilty party is. They’ll see that it was never you.”

We sat there in silence, me patting her arm, Olivia watching, nodding.

When I saw them off twenty minutes later, the rain had at last started to fall. I gave them an umbrella to share and they took off, two girls leaning toward each other beneath the black canopy Olivia held above them. I probably should have offered them a ride, but I didn’t want anyone to see me with them. I had enough problems.

My heart ached for Linda. I knew all too well what it felt like to be lured by a man, convinced he cared about you, only to discover how foolish you’d been to believe him. But Linda had the excuse of youth, of innocence. I was twenty-eight years old and ought to have known better. There was no excuse for me.
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OCTOBER 20, 1986

Just over a week had passed since Mark’s arrest. I called Janet once, Sunday night, to ask if she’d had any news from Detective Nolan, but she said she had not, and there was no warmth, no invitation in her voice to encourage me to keep talking.

The dismissal bell had just rung and kids were streaming out of my room, into the hallway, when the telephone in my classroom rang. On the other end was one of the main office secretaries.

“Hello, Miss Barlow,” she said. “You have a visitor here in the main office. Shall I send her up?”

Who could it be? I hadn’t scheduled any meeting with a parent. I hoped it wasn’t some mom, irate about my homework policy or a test grade. “What’s her name?”

I could hear a muffled exchange between the secretary and my visitor.

“Her name is Judy Barrie,” the secretary said. “Shall I send her up?”

A wave of anxiety washed over me and I felt so weak that I had to sit down.

“Miss Barlow?” she said. “Shall I send her up?”

“Yes,” I said, hanging up, grabbing my compact mirror out of my purse to have a look at my face. I look tired. Pale. My lipstick had rubbed off hours ago. Did it matter what I looked like? Probably not, but I wished I didn’t look so disheveled.

I wasn’t entirely sure why she was there to see me, but I could think of several possibilities, each alarming.

By the time she made it to the classroom door, my heart was hammering so hard I honestly felt like I might pass out. She didn’t bother knocking. She strode in like a woman on a mission.

“I guess you remember me,” she said. Her long blonde hair was shiny and perfect. She had lost most of her baby weight and was wearing what seemed to me like an expensive blue silk dress. No doubt this was part of the uniform for whatever mission she had set out on; she wanted to show me up, and she had succeeded.

“Yes,” I said. “Hello, Judy.”

“You probably think I’m pretty gullible, hmm?” she asked. Her voice was very loud and I wished I had the nerve to step around her so I could close the classroom door.

“Not at all,” I said. I had entertained many thoughts about her, but gullible had not been one of them.

“I know all about you and Devlin,” she said. If anything, her voice was getting louder.

I was afraid of this. But what did she know? How much did she know? If she thought I had been sleeping with her husband, I wanted to make sure she understood that I had not. I waited for her to continue.

“If he thought I didn’t see what was going on, he was wrong,” she said.

“It didn’t go any further than—just old friends spending time together,” I said.

She laughed, and it was not a pleasant sound. “Just old friends. That’s why you had to meet up on the sly, right? It didn’t take me long to figure out he wasn’t holding open houses on those Sundays.”

“We weren’t—it wasn’t like you’re thinking, Judy,” I said.

“I’m not interested in hearing you lie to me,” she said.

Over her shoulder, I could see a group of my colleagues—Crystal among them—standing in the hallway, watching this nightmare unfold.

“He told me he was concerned about you—about your involvement with another man,” I said, as quietly as I could.

The shocked look on her face told me in a matter of seconds what I should have figured out long before this. There was no other man.

“That’s crazy,” she said. “We were good until he ran into you at that damned reunion. Nothing’s been the same since then. And me left taking care of his son while he’s running around town with you.”

I lowered my voice even more, hoping to clue her in that people were listening to us. “He told me that he wasn’t sure the baby was actually his.”

The astonishment on her face was real. “Why would he say that?”

“I don’t know. Maybe because he thought I wouldn’t spend time with him unless I thought something was wrong in his marriage.”

“You need to tell me where he is,” she said, her hands on her hips.

“Isn’t he home?” I asked.

“He hasn’t been home in almost a week,” she said. “You got him caught up in something. Something that scared him. Something to do with Mark and that bad business he got himself in trouble for. Now Devlin’s gone.”

Her anger broke at last. She seemed on the verge of tears.

I walked across the classroom toward the door and the group in the hall scattered. I closed the door and turned back to Judy.

“I agree with you that Devlin’s scared,” I said. “But I don’t think it’s about what happened to Mark last week. I think it’s about something else. Something that happened a long time ago.”

Judy stared at me, confused. “So you don’t know where he is?”

I shook my head. “I have no idea.”

She sat down at one of the student desks. “He stole some money.” She watched my face, assessing my reaction.

I looked back at her, surprised. “What? Why? Who did he steal money from? You?”

“No,” she said. “From the company. From Connor & Barrie. His brother called me. He’s emptied one of the accounts. It was—a lot of money.” She paused. “So, really—you know nothing about it?”

“I don’t,” I said.

She took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “If he’s taken that much money, I don’t think he’s planning on coming back.”

“Where would he go?”

“I have no idea.” Her shoulders sagged and she hid her face with one hand. “What am I going to do? With a baby? No job?”

“You don’t think he’ll contact you?” I asked.

“I don’t think he wants to be found,” she said.

Judy stood up abruptly. She no longer seemed intimidating. “I’m leaving now.”

She didn’t wait for me to respond. She pivoted and walked out the door.

The hallway was empty now, but if my colleagues saw Judy leave, they’d descend on me any moment, with questions I didn’t want to answer. I gathered up my things and fled the building.

Hours later, as I lay in bed, unable to sleep, I turned over in my mind all that Judy had told me. Something must have happened that night in 1976 that involved Devlin far more than I had imagined. Why else would he be so desperate that he needed to steal money and disappear? If he were somehow caught up in what Mark had done, it made sense to me now why he had worked so assiduously to get me to stop trying to uncover the facts.

Maybe Devlin’s pursuit of me these last few months had never been because he had feelings for me. Maybe he had only been using me to try to derail my interest in pursuing Mark.

The memory of Linda’s sad face, her broken spirit, this weekend, seemed sharper to me now than it had then. We had both been hoodwinked and beguiled into thinking we mattered to a man when we were no more than means to an end.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

OCTOBER 21, 1986

Walking into school that morning was an act of courage. I was certain the news of my face-off with Judy would have spread far and wide, given that Crystal had been part of the group watching what happened. Crystal loved gossip, and she also didn’t like me all that much. I was sure that she had wasted no time in lighting up the phone lines last night, that everyone had been told that the quiet, we-thought-she-was-dull-as-dirt Sara Barlow had been knocking boots with a married man and that his wife had shown up, pistols blazing, to settle the score.

As I walked to my first class, I noted a few huddled whisperers. Of course, they could have been whispering about anything, but I knew in my gut that it must be about me. Their eyes tracked me as I walked by. I wanted to flee the building, but there was nothing to be done but hold my head high and keep moving. I hoped that the gossip would stay contained to the teaching community, and not get out to the students.

Crystal was in the classroom when I entered and she chose the part of concerned friend, no doubt to see what more she could glean. She put her arm across my shoulders and gave me a quick hug.

“Are you okay, Sara?” she asked, face feigning concern.

“I’m fine,” I said. “Just want to put it behind me.”

“That must have hit you like a ton of bricks. Did you expect her to show up like that?”

So many unspoken questions were embedded in the one that Crystal asked out loud. I shook my head.

“I looked at the visitor sign-in sheet down in the office,” she said.

Of course she did. She must have raced down there to get the dirt on who the wronged wife actually was.

“I’ve met Devlin before,” she said. “At parties. Out at bars. He’s pretty well-known in the community. So good-looking. How do you know him?”

Her pushiness was stunning. She seemed to have no shame at all in trying to ferret out information.

“We’re friends from high school. That’s all,” I said. “Crystal, I’d really rather not talk about it anymore, if you don’t mind. I need to get ready for my class.”

She looked affronted. “Oh, sure, okay. Just trying to help. Let me know if you need to talk.”

No one else confronted me as directly as Crystal, but the rest of the school day was a misery. People were definitely sharing the news. I sensed it as I walked down the hall, in the way that conversation in the teachers’ lounge stopped as soon as I entered.

During my final planning period, an office runner approached me with a message that Mr. Jonas would like to see me in his private office. Oh God. How had he learned of it? What would he say? He was such a formal old fuddy-duddy. I couldn’t imagine how he would bring up such an awkward topic.

When I knocked tentatively at his door, he glanced up and motioned me in.

“Close the door, Miss Barlow,” he said, “and have a seat.”

My heart thudded against my chest. I tried to look him in the eyes, but it was hard.

“How are you doing? How have you been settling in here?” He peered at me intently over his bifocals.

“Everything has been great,” I said. “I’m really enjoying my classes.”

He nodded. “I’ve heard good things. The students seem to like you.” He paused, studied his hands, which were clasped together on his desk. “Is there anything amiss that I should know about?”

“No, not at all,” I said. “My classes are going well. I haven’t had any issues with students—or anything.” My voice trailed off.

“It seems you had a visitor yesterday afternoon,” he said, still looking down at his hands as though he were embarrassed to meet my gaze. “As I understand it, things got a bit heated.”

I took a deep breath. “It was nothing. Just a misunderstanding. It’s all ironed out now.”

“This was—a personal matter. Is that correct? Not school-related?” Mr. Jonas looked as uncomfortable as I felt.

“Yes,” I said. “I’m sorry she showed up here at school. I assure you it won’t happen again.”

“Like it or not, Miss Barlow, people talk. They like to blow things out of proportion. I hope that is what happened here.” A sharp crease of concern appeared between his eyebrows. “You realize, as teachers in this small community, our private lives are never really fully private. We have to be role models.”

He appeared to be blushing. I was miserable for putting the both of us through this.

“Really, Mr. Jonas, it was all just a big misunderstanding. And it’s cleared up now. It won’t happen again.”

He nodded vigorously. “Well, good. Good, then. I’m glad we had this chance to talk.”

Clearly, I was dismissed. It was all I could do not to run out of his office, but I maintained a dignified gait. A couple of Social Studies teachers were across the hall when I exited, deep in a hushed conversation. They watched me intently as I walked by them, heading for the stairwell.

At the dismissal bell, I picked up the classroom phone and called the number Henry had given me a while back for his classroom phone at Swanson.

“Mr. Truett,” he said, when answering.

“Henry, it’s me,” I said. “Please, please don’t say no. I need to see you. Can we meet this afternoon? Soon?”

There was a pause. “I have a meeting in a few minutes. But I should be free by four. It’s not too chilly. Want to meet at our bench in the park?”

“Yes,” I said. “Thank you so much.”

“You don’t sound so good, girlie,” he said.

“No. No, I’m not.” I held back tears. “I’ll see you at four.”

Despite the weekend wind, there were still plenty of red and gold leaves shaking on the branches overhead at the park as I waded through the many that had fallen, that no one had raked away. Our bench was empty, as though waiting for us.

It wasn’t cold, but the breeze blowing through made me glad of my warm jacket. The creek just beyond the bench rippled in that breeze. I could still hear its burble along the stones, even over the hum of the highway to the south. I was the only person in the park.

When Henry emerged from the deep shade and foliage that bordered Washington Boulevard, I had the sudden urge to run to him, to wrap my arms around him and make him feel how sorry I was, for every stupid thing I had done in the past that hurt him. But instead I waited as he moved toward me, watching the way his eyes took me in as he drew closer, wondering if he would ever look at me again the way he had all those years ago in high school.

He sat down beside me and leaned in to give me a small hug. “Hey there, girlie. What’s got you so blue?”

The enormity of everything that was going wrong in my life welled up in me. I told him what had happened with Judy Barrie—how she had accused me of carrying on with her husband—and revealed also that Devlin had disappeared with a lot of Connor & Barrie money. I told him how some of my colleagues had overheard it all, and that now the teachers were gossiping about me, and finally, the humiliation of being called in to Mr. Jonas’s office.

“It’s so embarrassing,” I said. “I wish I never had to walk back into that school ever again.”

He nodded. “Well, you got your share of troubles, for sure. It’s a lot, I’ll grant you. But I expect this will blow over. People will forget after a while. You’re just going to need to hang tough a while longer, Sara.”

I looked down at the leaves pooling around our feet. “I feel so alone, Henry. It would be easier to get through if I wasn’t—if I didn’t have to go through it by myself.”

He ran his hand over my hair and left it resting in the small of my back. “You’ve always got me to turn to. I’m your true-blue pal, no matter how many wives and principals you piss off.”

I glanced up at him. “I wish, sometimes, that we could be—more to each other than pals.”

His eyes widened at that. He didn’t say anything.

“I’m serious,” I said. I took his hand in mine. “I’ve wanted to say this to you for a long while.”

Henry raised his eyebrows. “Couldn’t have been that long, Sara. You were making time in Devlin’s Corvette, not three weeks ago.”

I pulled my hand back, stung. I didn’t know how to respond to that. It was technically true, but it didn’t feel true, deep inside me. How did I explain that to him when I didn’t really understand it myself?

“That was a mistake,” I said. “A mistake I regret.”

“It was a mistake you made twice,” he said. “Guy must have meant something to you, since you fell all over him—once when we were in school and now again, ten years gone by.”

I shook my head. “He never cared about me. I was just too dumb to see how he was using me. He’s—seductive. I got reeled in. But it wasn’t real—the way we’re real.”

“That’s a pattern, don’t you think?” he asked.

“What do you mean?”

“I remember when you came back on a visit from Wisconsin, your first year teaching up there,” he said. “I was so damned glad to see you, and the first thing you tell me is about this guy Andy you’d fallen into bed with. One of the admins at your school. I knew that guy had to be a shit-heel. Told you not to talk about your relationship, made you keep it all a secret. That whole mess wasn’t right from the get-go, but you had stars in your eyes. Wasn’t no point in me saying otherwise.”

I stared at him. “You were upset about that? About me and Andy?”

He shook his head, like I just didn’t get it. “I would have given up the stars and moon if you’d paid me any heed. Back in high school. When you came home from Wisconsin. That night this summer at the reunion. Nobody ever wanted anybody as much as I wanted you, Sara. You just never wanted me back. It took me a long time, but I’ve made peace with that.”

I put my arms around him, tried to make him hold me. “But you are what I want. Who I want. It took me a long time, too—to finally see that.”

Henry drew back, tipped his head, looked at me a long while without speaking.

“Aren’t you going to say anything?” I asked.

He sighed. “I know you think you mean it. You’re not trying to rope me in. But I expect you felt just as sure with Devlin, with Andy, as you say you are about me. You’ve got this knack for jumping in without looking, and once you’re in over your head, it’s too late to get out. I don’t want you and me, our friendship, to go under for some big mistake you’ll wish you hadn’t made.”

“But it’s not like that with us,” I said. “You can’t compare what I have with you to what I had with Devlin or Andy. We’ve got a history. What’s between us is real.”

“Let’s think on it a spell,” he said. “See if you still feel the same way after all this trouble dies down. Maybe when life is smoother, when you’re not so upset, you’ll realize that all you really wanted was somebody to hold onto while the boat was rocking. It won’t hurt us none to wait and see.” He took my hand. “I’m not going anywhere. Still here, same as always. Your pal.”

I leaned toward him. “Can I just kiss you? Just once—to see what it might be like?”

For a second it seemed he was going to let me. He leaned closer. I could feel the heat of his body, the pressure of his chest against mine. But then he sat back.

“I don’t think that’s a good plan,” he said.

“Why not?” I asked, reaching for him.

“I need to make the right decision—for both of us. I’m not sure I can if we start up with something like that. Better not to know.”

“But I really want you, Henry,” I said.

He stood up abruptly, his hands held up to keep me at bay. “I want you, too, Sara. Jeez all, that’s not the point. I’m gonna hightail it out of here while I still got my head on straight. Talk to you later.”

And with that, he was halfway down the path away from me before I had any idea how to make him stay.
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OCTOBER 24, 1986

It was Friday, the weekend looming before me, but there was nothing to look forward to. Since Henry had walked away from me in the park, we hadn’t spoken. My colleagues were either chilly to me or weirdly solicitous, as though being nice to me might net them some juicy bit of gossip. I hadn’t been sleeping well, and those hours spent alone, wide awake between 2:00 a.m. and dawn, felt way too much like that terrible spring in Madison.

I tried to throw myself into my teaching, to focus on my students and lesson planning, but I was barely staying afloat. I didn’t know if the kids could see it. I hoped not. Crystal had been eyeing me curiously whenever she popped into the room, taking in what I assumed she saw as me well on the way to falling apart.

I had been avoiding the teachers’ lounge, instead taking my sandwich and apple out to my car, sitting there staring more than eating, the radio on. The top hit that week was Cyndi Lauper’s “True Colors,” so I could usually count on hearing it at least once before I had to go back inside. The lyrics were a balm, and I closed my eyes to listen, imagining that Cyndi was really Suzanne, serenading me from heaven or wherever it was the dead congregated.

That day, I was on my way out to the parking lot, brown bag in hand, when Pete Morrissey approached me.

“Sara, hi,” he said. He looked as stressed and unhappy as I’m sure that I did. “Can we talk? Up where we talked the other day?”

I was curious what he wanted to say. And the prospect of another human being to spend time with made me glad to abandon my solo lunch in the car. “Sure.”

“Meet you there,” he said. “Just going to buy a soda and I’ll be right up.”

There was a PE class meeting down in the gym. Some sort of relays. The thunder of many sneakers across the glossy wood. The intermittent shriek of a shrill whistle.

“Kind of noisy up here,” I said to Pete when he joined me.

He shrugged. “I can tune it out. And maybe just as well—no one can hear us over all that racket.”

He settled himself on the bleacher beside me, spreading out his lunch. I waited—didn’t even open up my bag because I hadn’t had much of an appetite in days.

“I think we have more in common than I realized at first,” he said.

“Oh?” What was he getting at?

He flashed me a rueful smile. “I couldn’t help hearing all the gossip—about you and Devlin Barrie.”

I nodded. “Yeah. I don’t suppose there’s anyone here at school who missed out on that.”

“I know him,” Pete said. “Wouldn’t say we were close friends or anything—not these days anyway—but he was one of the guys I hung out with back in the day. At Leeway. He and Mark were best buds.”

“Yeah, well, I just learned that recently,” I said. “That they were friends. Devlin kept that from me.”

Pete looked down at his lunch. “I can guess why.”

I leaned in. “What do you know?”

“Devlin—he was the one—the leader, kind of, of our gang. He called the shots. I don’t think any of us would have admitted it back then—that he led us around by the nose. Not a very macho thing to own up to.” Pete took a sip of his soda. I waited for him to continue.

“Mark—he was really the worst—when it came to tagging after Devlin. It was like—well, kind of like he had a crush on him.” Pete raised his hand to make a clarification. “Nothing sexual. Not like that. But he let Devlin get him into all kinds of messes.”

I could easily imagine that. “That’s Devlin. Compelling. You’re in over your head before you even realize you’ve waded into the water.”

“Well put,” Pete said. He paused. “Don’t know if you’re aware of any of what I’m about to tell you—but I suspect you are. The police called me last night. They want me to come in for questioning.”

I widened my eyes. “About what?”

“Well, it’s about Mark. But not this whole mess with the student,” he began. “It’s about something that happened a long time ago.”

“Nina Farley?” I asked. My heart rate quickened. What was Pete about to tell me?

He nodded. “Yeah.” He looked up into the rafters as though he wished he could transport himself far away, anywhere but where he was. Then he faced me. “When she went missing, all of us guys were questioned. I was scared to death. Never had to deal with anything like that—with the police. Devlin told all of us to watch what we said. To keep our traps shut. We all knew what he meant.”

Pete had only taken one bite out of his sandwich and it seemed now he might never take another. But he took a second gulp of his soda, then wiped the condensation from his hand down the front of his sweatshirt.

“They wanted to find out if I knew anything. Anything that connected Mark to Nina,” he said. “And, of course, I did. We all did. He’d been trying to get into that girl’s pants for weeks. She was there, at Leeway. At the barbecue. Mark was all over her. Trailing after her. When I left, around 8:00 p.m., he was still at it.”

“I heard that Mark’s parents said he was home by then,” I said. “With a bad headache.”

Pete’s eyes narrowed. “Yeah. That’s what they said. But when I left, he was still there. I didn’t tell the cops that, though. I just said I had seen them talking. I was vague about the time.”

“So you think they were lying for him?” I asked.

Pete shrugged. “It seems that way to me.”

“Are you going to tell the police the truth now?” I asked. “Like you’re telling me?”

Pete sighed, then ran his hand over his face. “Yeah. I guess I am. What kind of trouble do you think that’ll get me into? That I was lying?”

“I don’t think the cops care a whit about you, Pete,” I said. “They just want to get to the truth about Mark.”

“I’m not sure how much to tell,” he said.

“What do you mean?” I pressed.

“I’m ashamed that I ever had any part in any of it,” he said. “There’s no excuse for it. Other than that we were just a bunch of horny teenage boys with too much time for getting into trouble.” He paused. “I was never as bad as Devlin and Mark. But I wasn’t innocent either. It makes me sick when I think about it now.”

I waited, afraid that if I said anything he would change his mind and not say any more.

“When all of us were sixteen, Devlin got into a real mess,” Pete said. “He was dating this girl—Grace Albrecht. She went to Northside, but we knew her at Leeway. And at St. Agatha’s. Well, things got pretty hot between them. And Grace got pregnant. Man, the shit really flew when Devlin’s dad found out about that. Grace ended up telling her dad and he called Devlin’s parents, mad as hell. They wanted Grace to have an abortion—even though, you know, we were all Catholic and that was supposed to be a sin.

“So Dev’s father paid for Grace to get the abortion. And even though the Albrechts and the Barries had been on good terms—friends, really—before this all went down, well, after the abortion, that was the end of that. Mr. Albrecht didn’t want any part of the Barries anymore, and he told Devlin if he ever caught him anywhere near Grace again, he’d blow his brains out. And that dude had guns, let me tell you. So Devlin paid attention.”

Nothing Pete had said so far shocked me. That Devlin had been having sex at the age of sixteen with a girl he knew from church was completely in keeping with my memory of him back in those days.

“One night, not long after that whole mess, a bunch of us were sleeping over at Devlin’s house. We’d been out at a dance—most of us messing around a little with the girls there. We were pretty horny and jazzed up, and Mr. Barrie heard us talking about the girls we’d been with. And he blew his top. That guy was scary when he was mad, and he was really mad at us that night.

“He said he understood we wanted to sow our wild oats—that was how he put it, sow our oats. But we needed to stay the hell away from the girls at St. Ag’s—the girls in what he called ‘our social set.’ He said if we wanted to get laid, go right ahead. But to find ourselves some girls whose families weren’t people we socialized with. Girls whose fathers weren’t members of Citizens for I-66, which all of our dads were. That there were plenty of girls whose folks didn’t amount to much, as he put it.

“He was pretty hammered when he said all that. Mr. Barrie really liked to knock back the bourbon on weekend nights. Then he said something that I don’t think he really meant—something nuts that I think he said only because he was so wasted. He said, “Go fuck the daughters of all those damned protesters. You’ve got my blessing to slip it to those bitches.”

Pete studied me, nervously, trying to assess my reaction to all he had told me. I tried to keep my face from showing my shock, the thoughts he had sent flying through my head. I didn’t trust myself at that moment to say anything. My silence seemed to embolden him.

“Anyway, that Devlin—being the crazy bastard he always was—well, he takes that to heart. After his dad wobbled off to bed, he said that’s what we should do. Go after the daughters of the tree huggers and the sign-wavers. He called them easy pickins. Acted like the whole thing was some kind of grand quest—like a competition among us. I didn’t want any part of it. Honestly, Devlin scared me. Always did. There was something … not quite right about him. But Mark—he would go along with whatever fool thing Devlin proposed. And that’s why he took up with Nina.”

I found my voice. “And why Devlin started hitting on me senior year, I guess.”

Pete seemed embarrassed. “I think so. Yeah.”

I shook my head, trying to make sense of everything he had just told me. “So you’re going to tell all this to the police, right?”

He turned away from me.

“Right?” I repeated.

“Yeah,” he finally said. “I will.”

“You know what happened—that night. You’ve known all this time?” I asked.

“I kind of put two and two together,” he said. “No one came out and said it outright.” He paused. “Will I get in big trouble, you think? Like—I’m an accessory or something?”

I was angry—angry at all of them, angry at Pete for not saying anything before now. An accessory. But that’s what I was, as well, wasn’t it? Was I any better than he was?

“I don’t know,” I said. “They’re going after Mark. I don’t think they care all that much about you.”

The bell rang to return to class. I was so shaken by all that Pete had revealed, I wasn’t sure I could enter my classroom and start teaching like I was expected to do. But what choice did I have?

I left Pete on the bleacher, next to his uneaten sandwich and his soda. I didn’t even say goodbye.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

OCTOBER 31, 1986

Halloween.

Anyone who thinks that being a teacher in a high school might spare you all the costumes-and-candy folderol that an elementary school teacher endures has never walked into a high school on the last day in October.

Many of my students had grabbed the chance to be little kids again, and the seats in my classes were filled with approximations of Madonna, Prince, Freddy Krueger, Crocodile Dundee, ninjas, and the ever-popular sexy witch, who was considerably less scary than seductive.

I handed out candy and pretty much wrote the day off in terms of getting anything accomplished. Energy levels were high and I was glad to find the kids laughing and interacting with me. They had been quiet, almost sullen, for a while now—ever since the fiasco with Judy Barrie. I had hoped that the gossip about that would have stayed contained to the teaching staff, but somehow it had leaked out to the students. I wondered what they were saying about me. I tried to block it out, but it was hard.

It had been over two weeks since I had heard anything more from Detective Nolan. I wondered every day if I would be summoned back to give testimony, but instead, there was only silence. When Pete had mentioned that he would be going in for questioning, I had thought for sure I would hear something soon. I wanted to ask Pete what had happened, but our last conversation had left us both feeling awkward around each other. I was still upset by all that he had told me, and if he had any sense of shame, I imagine it might be weighing heavily on him.

Henry had been quiet, as well. Every night when I got home, I would fight off the temptation to call him. I was lonely and miserable, but I couldn’t bear any more of his pushing me away. Maybe if I waited, if I gave him time to think over all I had said, he might change his mind.

When I walked into the house that afternoon, Mom was preparing for trick-or-treaters, filling up two bowls with Baby Ruths, Charms Pops, and Pixy Stix. On the counter atop a sodden section of the newspaper was a scowling jack-o-lantern and a carving knife dripping with seeds and pumpkin pulp.

“That looks great, Mom,” I said, eyeing the jagged grin and slashes intended to be downturned eyebrows. “Very creepy. We’ll scare away all the little kids and have the candy for ourselves.”

She handed me a Baby Ruth. “We’ve got brave little souls here on Vernon Street. Better take one while you have the chance.”

She picked up two scraps of paper off the counter. I could see they were phone messages. “Sara, I think we need to have a talk.”

I furrowed my brow. My heart was thumping, without even knowing the cause. “What? Who called?”

She held up one. “Janet Farley. Isn’t she the sister of that poor girl who was killed back when you were in school?”

I nodded.

“Why is she calling you?” Mom asked. “You two were never friends.” Before I could reply, she waved the other message in the air. “And who is Detective Nolan? Why is a police detective calling you?”

I had tried to keep Mom out of all this mess, but clearly, that wasn’t going to be possible any longer.

“Let me go call them back,” I said, “and then we’ll sit down and talk.”

I went upstairs to use the phone in Mom’s room and called Janet first.

“Detective Nolan wants to have you come back in for a second round of questioning,” she said. “He’s re-interviewed a bunch of the people he questioned back in ’76. I got the sense that maybe he was getting some new information.”

“Okay,” I said. “He called me earlier today while I was at school. I’ll call him right now.”

Detective Nolan was friendly, but brisk. “Sara, when can you come in for additional questioning? We’ve been getting a fuller story from people this time around. And some compelling evidence. I think we may move to taking this before a grand jury soon to get an indictment. But I’d like to go over with you all you told me last time. Get everything straight.”

“Sure,” I said. “I could come in Monday after school.”

“Good,” he said. “You haven’t received any communication from Devlin Barrie, have you?”

“No,” I said. “I think he may have left town.”

“Yes, we’ve spoken to his wife,” Detective Nolan said. “We can discuss that, too, on Monday. See you then.”

When I went back downstairs, I found Mom in the living room, two glasses of lemonade on the coffee table.

“Sit down, Sara,” she said. “And please be honest with me about what’s going on. I can’t help you if I’m in the dark.”

I settled myself beside her on the couch, staring down at my hands, trying to think how to begin.

“Is this about that teacher who got caught with the student?” she asked. “Please tell me you haven’t gotten yourself involved with the likes of him.”

“Well, he’s a part of what I have to tell you, but definitely not because I am involved with him in any way.”

She waited for me to continue.

I took a deep breath. “You remember—in the spring of my senior year—how I started hanging out with Devlin Barrie?”

Mom rolled her eyes. “Oh Lord, do I. I couldn’t believe you’d taken up with anyone from that family.”

“Well, one night, after you’d gone to bed, I slipped out of the house to be with him. And we ended up seeing—something terrible.”

As I told her the story of that night, Mom’s face changed. Her eyes were wide with horror and she clapped her hand over her mouth. When I finished, she took my hand.

“You wanted to go to the police, and that boy stopped you,” she said. “Something very strange about that, Sara.”

I nodded. “Well, I did make the anonymous call, but it didn’t do any good.” I paused, marshaling my energy to continue. “Anyway, that’s not the end of it. When I had my interview at Central this summer, I saw him. The guy who killed Nina. It was Mark Raleigh. I recognized him.”

“Oh my God,” she said. “Sara! Are you sure?”

“Yes,” I said. “I didn’t have any evidence, other than my say-so. I was biding my time, hoping to find something that would help me prove it. But then—this mess with Linda Mallory happened. I figured the cops might believe me, after that.”

“And do they?” she asked.

“I think so,” I said. “That detective who called—he wants me to come in for more questioning. They might move to indict him.”

“And Janet Farley? You’ve told her all this, I guess?” Mom asked.

I nodded. “She’s angry with me. For not coming forward sooner. I can’t blame her. I made one bad decision after another.” My shoulders slumped and I looked away. “I’d hate me, too, if I were her.”

Mom wrapped her arms around me and drew me tight to her chest. “Hush, now.” I hadn’t heard those words from her in a long time. “I doubt she hates you. You’ve been through so much. I can’t believe you had to keep that inside, all this time. I wish you’d told me.”

She stroked the back of my head. I could smell her hairspray, the scent of pumpkin that must have somehow gotten on to her clothes. Tears welled in my eyes and spilled out on her blouse. I sat up. “Sorry. I’m getting you wet.”

“Oh, sweetie,” she said. “That’s all right. You’ve been carrying a lot.”

We sat there in silence for a moment.

“You’ve been in contact with that Devlin again,” she said. “Did you talk to him about all this?”

I wanted no part of telling my mother I had been sneaking around with a married man. “Yes. He said I was off-base about it being Mark. But I’ve since learned that he and Mark were close friends back then. So he must have recognized Mark that night. And that’s why he didn’t want me to go to the police.”

She shook her head. “So, he’s fine with his friend killing someone? I always thought the Barries and the Raleighs were selfish, crooked people, but not as evil as that.” Her eyes filled with concern. “Does he know you’ve gone to the police, Sara?”

“Yes,” I said. “And I guess he must be more involved in what happened than I ever knew, because he’s disappeared. Left town and stole money from his real estate company.”

Mom tipped her head. “How do you know that?”

“His wife told me,” I said.

“How do you know his wife?”

I recognized that look on Mom’s face. Suspicion. I had seen it plenty while I was growing up.

I sighed. “I don’t really. She thought—she thought that there was something between Devlin and me. And she showed up at school not long ago, pretty mad.”

Mom stared at me hard and I knew what she wanted to know without her having to ask it.

“Nothing really happened between us,” I said. “Nothing … sexual. But I was spending time with him behind his wife’s back. He was telling me all kinds of lies about their marriage.” I winced at the thought of my own stupidity. “That’s no excuse. I know.”

Mom was quiet for a moment, pondering. “Devlin must have done something pretty bad if he’s gone into hiding. Stealing money. Deserting his family.”

I nodded. “I think so.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure he’s left the area,” she said. “Maybe he has. Or maybe he’s just laying low somewhere nearby. You need to be very careful, Sara. If he thinks you have information that could hurt him, he’s going to want to come after you.”

My first instinct was to tell Mom she was off-base, that she was catastrophizing. But the surge of anxiety that ran through my body as I considered her words felt real and indisputable. Devlin had frightened me badly that day at Great Falls. There was something unpredictable in him—an entity behind the face he showed to the world that seemed capable of anything.

“Is that Raleigh fellow locked up?” Mom asked.

“No,” I said. “He’s out on bond.”

Her eyes narrowed. “You may have more to worry about from him than Devlin, if that’s the case. That payment of the bond—that came from his father. If the son is out, he could be anywhere. You need to keep your eyes open.”

I glanced out the window. It was getting dark. “The trick-or-treaters will be showing up soon.”

Mom stood up. “I’ll make us some dinner before the doorbell ringing starts.” She started for the kitchen, then turned back. “When is it you have to go in to see that detective?”

“Monday,” I said. “After school.”

“I’m going with you then,” she said. “I don’t want you over at that police station by yourself.”

The part of me that still had a shred of grown-up pride almost objected. But I felt too unsure of what lay ahead of me to let that part of me hold sway. “Okay. Thanks, Mom.”

She nodded. “Of course.” She stood there, tall and steely, the way she used to look to me during those years she helped to fight against the highway. I could sense a change in her. She was putting on her armor.
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I introduced Detective Nolan to Mom. She had dressed up for this trip to the police station, wearing her dark green suit with the gold buttons that she usually saved for church, and her always-permed hair was fluffed up and secured in place with repeated sprays of Aqua Net. She always wore lipstick, but this outing seemed to have demanded a new shade—a darker russet that made her look dramatic, like those old-school Hollywood stars she loved so much.

A man with short, dark curly hair and wire-rimmed glasses joined us in the interview room.

“This is Ted Emerson,” Detective Nolan said. “The prosecutor assigned to this investigation. He’s going to sit in on this conversation.”

I nodded.

“Sara, we have been re-interviewing people that we interviewed back in 1976 when Nina went missing. A couple of them have been more forthcoming than they were then, and that, along with evidence discovered in Mr. Raleigh’s van, has made it likely that we will bring this before the grand jury and seek an indictment.” His hands rested on a cassette tape and a typed document on the table in front of him. “This is the recording I made of your statement when you first came in to see me. Mr. Emerson and I would like to record you again, in a more formal way. We need your consent to turn on the recorder.”

“Sure,” I said. “I’m ready.”

Mr. Emerson leaned forward in his seat. “You do realize, Miss Barlow, that we will be subpoenaing you to appear before the grand jury to testify to this account?”

“Yes, I understand,” I said.

An hour later, Mom and I were walking out of the station.

“That account you gave,” she said, now that we were alone, without anyone else listening in. “It was much more upsetting than the way you told it to me at home.”

“I’m sorry if it upset you, Mom,” I said. “I didn’t go into as much detail with you. I didn’t think you needed to hear all of it.”

“Well, maybe so,” she said. “I just feel—bad, somehow—almost guilty—that you were going through such a horrible experience at the age of eighteen, and I didn’t know anything about it. I guess I wasn’t—vigilant enough, after your daddy died. I let other things distract me. And then, after Suzanne. I wasn’t much good for anything, I don’t think.”

I put my arm around her. “You went through a lot. We both did. But you were always a good mom.”

“It’s hard,” she said, “looking back and seeing how I might have done things differently.”

“I don’t imagine there’s a soul alive who hasn’t had that feeling, once or twice,” I said.

We had just entered the large municipal parking lot when Mom stopped in her tracks and reached out to grab my arm. “Oh my God,” she said.

I followed her gaze. Walking toward us was Mark Raleigh and a shorter, heavier man in a gray suit. Mark was wearing a white shirt with a tie and a blue blazer. They caught sight of us, as well.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” the man said. “If it isn’t Marian Barlow.” Up close, I could see how much he resembled Mark, despite being overweight and about six inches shorter. Even though it was a chilly day, his skin was flushed and perspiring, and his neck strained against the tight collar of his shirt.

Mom’s eyes narrowed and she stood up straighter. “Hello, Gordon.”

Gordon Raleigh stepped closer to Mom than I’m sure she felt comfortable with, but she held her ground.

“Haven’t seen you in years,” he said. “Not since all the highway fracas. What are you up to these days now that you’ve put down your protest signs?” His voice seemed pleasant enough, but his expression was more of a sneer.

Mom ignored his question. “What are you doing in Arlington? I thought you’d moved to Richmond.” Of course, Mom knew exactly why he was in Arlington.

“Visiting,” he said. “This is my son, Mark.”

Mom didn’t even glance in Mark’s direction. “I know who he is.”

Gordon scowled, then turned his glance on me. “You’re the daughter? The one who teaches at Central?”

“Yes,” I said. I looked nervously at Mark, who was looking down at his shoes.

“I guess it must be a family tradition for you folks,” he said. “Stirring up trouble.”

I could think of nothing to say, but Mom was just getting warmed up. “We speak up when we need to.”

Mark put his hand on his father’s back. “Dad, come on. Let’s go.”

Gordon’s eyes were trained on Mom. “Things didn’t work out so well for you the last time you felt the need to speak up. You and your girl here might take a lesson from that.”

“We’ll do what’s right, is what we’ll do,” Mom shot back.

Gordon laughed, and it wasn’t a friendly laugh. “You sure about that? I think maybe that girl of yours has a different agenda. I hear she’s been catting around town with a married guy.”

Oh my God. This was excruciating. I tried to guide Mom away from the Raleighs, but her feet were firmly planted. She wasn’t going anywhere.

“I know what kind of person my daughter is,” Mom said. “And I’m proud of her. Are you proud of that boy of yours, taking advantage of teenage girls in the back of a van? That apple fell smack dab beneath the tree that grew it.”

People walking by us were turning their heads, drawn in by the raised voices.

“Mom, come on,” I said, tugging at her.

“You haven’t changed a bit,” Gordon said.

“That’s right,” she said. “I can still see exactly what you are.”

The two of them glared at each other so malevolently, I thought for a second there was going to be an actual brawl.

“We’re late,” Mark said to his father. He grabbed Gordon by the arm and the two of them began to move away from us. Gordon shot a look back over his shoulder.

“Looking forward to seeing you again—real soon, Marian.” The threat in his words was unmistakable.

Once Mom and I were in her car, the doors closed and locked, I turned to her.

“Whoa. Mom. That was shocking. I’ve seen you mad before, but never like that. I knew you didn’t like that guy, but that was dialed up way past what I expected.”

Mom’s cheeks were still flushed with anger. “I’m sorry if I embarrassed you. But he’s a horrible man, Sara. He said things to me, way back then, that I can never forget. It just took me off-guard to see him like that.”

I gave her a tentative smile. “Remind me not to get on your bad side. You’re fierce.”

I thought she would laugh, but she didn’t. She nodded. “I am.”

When we walked into the house, the red light on the answering machine was blinking on and off. I pushed play and felt my stomach do a little somersault to hear Henry’s voice.

“Hey there, girlie. It’s me. Been missing you. Hope we can maybe get together for a drink soon. Give me a call.”

Mom looked at me. “Haven’t heard from Henry in a while. Everything okay between you two?”

I made a small shrug. “Not really.”

Usually when Mom asked such a probing question, I would deflect her curiosity with some noncommittal answer. But things were different that afternoon. The wall I was used to keeping between us seemed to have toppled.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

I sank down into the sofa and she sat beside me. I poured out everything. The conversation in the park when he had rejected my overtures. How he had found out about me and Devlin, how hurt he had been. The way my feelings about him had slowly changed.

“I’ve messed up everything,” I said. “And I’m afraid it’s too late. He’s so disillusioned with me.”

“That message didn’t sound like a door slam to me,” Mom said.

“Maybe,” I said. “But I think he’s just trying to keep our friendship going. He made it pretty clear to me that day that he doesn’t put a lot of faith in my decision-making skills—at least when it comes to relationships. And God, I can’t really say that I blame him.”

“You mean because of Devlin?” she asked.

“Well, yeah,” I said. “That’s a big part of it. Maybe the biggest part. But also the whole thing with Andy. That was three years of my life that I spent with the wrong person.” I shook my head. “What’s wrong with me, Mom, that I make these bad choices?”

Mom kicked off her high heels, leaned back on the sofa pillows, and propped her stocking feet up on the coffee table. “Is that a rhetorical question—or would you really like to hear what I think?”

I blinked, surprised. “I really want to hear.”

“Well, first off,” she said. “I think you’re too hard on yourself. You’ve had a lot of tough knocks growing up and I think those have a lot to do with everything that’s happened since.”

“What do you mean exactly?” I asked.

“For one, your dad dying when you were twelve. That was hard for all of us, but maybe you most of all. You were such a daddy’s girl. Always trying to win his approval. And, God love him—and you know I did—but that approval wasn’t always easy to come by.”

A memory flickered through my brain, of Dad getting annoyed with me when I didn’t want to accompany him to one of the 66 hearings. There had been something I had wanted to do with a friend instead, but he made such a stink about it that I canceled on the friend and tagged along with him to the meeting after all. “I hated it when he got mad at me.”

“I know you did,” Mom said. “That wasn’t one of your father’s better qualities. He expected too much of you. You were just a kid.”

“Didn’t he expect too much of Suzanne?” I asked. I remembered Suzanne coming along with us to at least some of those protest meetings.

Mom shook her head. “Not really. She was younger—and not as serious as you were. Your father saw a lot of himself in you, so he latched onto that. Too much so, I think.” She paused for a moment, lost in thought. “Anyway, after he died—so suddenly—we were all shocked. And devastated. But I had this sense that you somehow felt guilty about it.”

Her words stirred up a strange anxiety in me.

“You brooded about it. Maybe you thought that if you had been more the way he wanted you to be, he wouldn’t have died. That was nonsensical, of course. I tried to make you see that. But I’m not sure I was successful. You changed, after that. You were always a quiet, intense kid. But you became even more so after he died.”

I wanted Mom to keep talking, but at the same time, I felt unsettled by what she was telling me. She was talking about me, of course, but oddly, it felt almost like she was talking about someone else—someone I had once known well, but could now recall only dimly.

“After we lost Suzanne, I thought I might lose you, too,” she went on. “You seemed to believe it was all your fault. I worried you might do something crazy. You were so depressed. I should have found you a therapist. That would have been the smart thing to do. But I was caught up in my own pain. And I just didn’t.” Her eyes were sad. “I neglected you.”

That surprised me. I had never thought about it that way—that she had neglected me. But hearing her say it made me realize that it was at least a little bit true. I could scarcely bear to remember those months after Suzanne’s death. I hadn’t known then what I needed—but I knew I wasn’t getting it. That I couldn’t find it anywhere.

“I’m not surprised,” Mom said, “that you got drawn in by someone like Devlin. When he started driving over, picking you up in that hot rod of his, I tried to make you see sense, but you couldn’t see anything but him. I’ll grant you—he was a looker. I’m sure it must have been flattering to have him pay attention to you. You had gone a long time without being the apple of someone’s eye, the way you were to your dad. Having someone focus all that attention on you, someone that handsome and popular—you just never had a chance.”

“I didn’t have many friends,” I said. “Really just Henry. I couldn’t believe someone like Devlin was paying any attention to me at all.”

“So, is it any wonder,” she said, “that you went along with everything he told you to do? Not telling anyone. Not going to the police. You had seen what happened when you didn’t go along with your daddy’s ideas. So you learned not to push back.”

I had never thought about any of it the way Mom was presenting it to me, but it made sense. “I guess this kind of explains the whole thing with Andy, too.”

Mom raised her eyebrows. “I think so, too. How do you see it?”

“He was older. An authority figure,” I said. “He had these unreasonable expectations—that we had to keep our relationship a secret. And like a dope, I just went along with that. Too afraid to say anything.”

“You never really seemed happy when you were with him,” Mom said. “But what could I say? It would only have driven a wedge between us. So I kept my mouth closed, and hoped you would wise up.”

“I did, but not before I fell apart,” I said.

Mom nodded. “That was a bad time. I hated knowing you were in such rough shape, and me so far away from you. I was relieved when you told me you were seeing a therapist.”

“I can’t believe I fell right into the same pattern with Devlin again,” I said. “I’ve been such a fool. But now that I see it—now that I see that it’s Henry I really care about—he doesn’t have any faith in me. He’s watched me make the same bad mistakes over and over again, and he doesn’t want to become one of those mistakes.”

Mom patted my hand. “Give him some time—to see a different Sara. Just be patient. You’ll see. He’ll come around.”

I smiled at her. “You’ve always liked Henry.”

She smiled back. “He’s a real sweetie. He’s the kind of man I’d like to see you with.” She glanced over at the phone. “Go call him back.”

I went upstairs to the phone in Mom’s room and called him.

“I was so happy to hear your voice on the machine,” I said when he answered.

“Yeah, well, I’ve been busy. And thinking about things since we last talked. You really threw me for a loop that day, Sara.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I waited.

“What say we go out this weekend,” he said.

“For a drink, you mean? At the Black Forest?”

“No, for dinner, maybe. Somewhere you won’t come home smelling like a campfire. Somewhere we can really talk.”

I felt a small surge of hope. “That would be great.”

When I came back downstairs, Mom looked up. “Well?”

I smiled. “I don’t know exactly. But he asked me out to dinner this weekend.”

She smiled back and held up her hand, fingers crossed. “I always did like that boy.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

NOVEMBER 6, 1986

It was the first Thursday of the month, so I was committed to staying after school to supervise a meeting of the sophomore class officers. They were dreaming up fundraisers to help them earn money for their eventual prom and boat party in their senior year and everyone had a different pet project. There was a lot of arguing, and by the time I headed out to my car on the parking deck, it was already growing dark.

The sun was disappearing beyond the tree line and the air was brisk. I buttoned my coat as I walked, shivering. Cold weather always made me think about Wisconsin, and I never liked to remember those days.

My car was one of only two on the deck. The concrete rumbled with the sound of 66 traffic below, all those commuters leaving the city and heading home for the night. I had just inserted the key in the lock when a man appeared beside me. I startled, cried out, throwing my hands up in a defensive posture, dropping my purse and school bag at my feet.

“Don’t yell,” he said, putting his hand on my shoulder. “Sara, it’s me. Mark.”

I looked up. His hair was tucked into a black knit hat and, despite the growing darkness, he was wearing sunglasses. If it weren’t for his uncanny height, no one would ever recognize him.

I scrambled to pick up my purse and bag, to turn the key in the door lock.

“Look, Sara, just listen. I just want to talk to you for a minute.” He put his hand up to stop me from opening the car door.

“You’re not supposed to be here on school property,” I said. “Please let me get in my car.”

“I’m not going to hurt you,” he said. “I just need to talk to you. To tell you what really happened that night. Before you testify.”

“Let me get in my car,” I said again.

He shook his head. “I don’t want you taking off before you hear what I have to say.”

“I’m cold,” I said.

He reached out and grabbed the keys from me, then opened the door. “Get in. We’ll sit in the car. And then I’ll give you your keys back and you can leave.”

He pushed me down into the seat and closed the door, then walked around to the passenger side and got in. The seat was pushed much too far forward for his long legs, and he jimmied with the lever until he could push the seat back as far as it would go.

My heart was pounding, my breath coming in short, jagged bursts. I might pass out. I might keel over against the steering wheel, and then what would happen to me?

“Calm down, Sara,” he said. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

Wasn’t that what he had likely said to Nina that night at the stream? What should I do? I could leap out of the car and run, but I wouldn’t get far before he caught up to me.

“You think you know what happened that night,” Mark said. “But you don’t really. Not all of it. Not what really happened. You need to know the truth.”

He took off the sunglasses. There were dark circles under his eyes and he looked tired—like someone who wasn’t getting enough sleep. I knew that look all too well.

“That night, what you saw with Nina, it was all a terrible accident.” He leaned toward me, so close that I could feel his breath on my face. “Yeah, I was trying to have sex with her. That much is true. And I should have stopped, shouldn’t have kept after her like I did. I was just a horny teenager who couldn’t take no for an answer.”

There were plenty of horny teenagers who knew how to accept that answer. What you were, Mark, was a rapist. I wanted to shout that at him, but I held my tongue, waiting to hear what he would say next.

“She shoved at me,” he said, “and that’s why she lost her balance. She fell back and hit her head against a rock. I freaked out. I panicked. I didn’t know what to do. And then I looked up and saw you there with Devlin.”

“You knew it was us?” I asked him. “From that far away?”

“I knew Devlin was somewhere close by,” he said. “That stream area—that was our place, where we always brought girls. I knew he was out with you that night. And he knew I was with Nina.”

I stared at him, horrified. “So it was all … some sort of plan?”

“Look, I don’t expect you to understand … the way guys are,” he said. “We had this thing—kind of like a competition. Yeah, it’s fucked up. I know. But we were just young guys.”

He leaned in even closer to me and I leaned away from him, the back of my head against the window.

“When you two took off, I didn’t know what to do,” he said. “Nina—she was kind of moaning—”

My eyes widened. “She was alive?”

“Yeah. Barely. There was a lot of blood—coming out of the back of her head. It was awful. I didn’t know what to do. I just stood there, kind of paralyzed. I don’t know for how long.” He took a long, ragged breath. “And then Devlin came back. He came running down the ravine, and I started sobbing, saying over and over it was an accident, and what was I going to do? Devlin leaned over her. She was still making sounds. I said we should call for an ambulance, and he said she wouldn’t last that long. And that then everyone would know what I’d done. That we needed to cover it up.”

Mark turned away from me, shaking his head. “I can’t stand to think about it, even now. It was terrible.” He looked back at me. “Devlin—he kind of lifted up her head a little, and then he slammed it back down hard against that rock.”

I gasped. “Oh my God.” The thought of Devlin doing such a thing was horrifying. And yet, I didn’t doubt that it had happened, just as Mark said. I could imagine it.

“She didn’t make any more sounds after that,” he said. “Devlin told me to run up to my van and get this rug I had in the back. So I did. We rolled her up in it. Then Devlin cupped his hands into the stream and started rinsing away the blood. We carried her up that steep hill. It was hard. We kept slipping on all the loose rocks. And we put her in the back of my van.”

His voice had changed. It was almost a monotone now, reciting events he had probably already recited to his attorney, to his father.

“I didn’t know what to do,” Mark said. “Devlin was in charge of all of it. He told me to drive over to his house and he slipped into their garage and got a shovel. Then he told me to drive down into the Cherrydale neighborhood, where the stream went past Page School. It was pitch black. Nobody was out around an elementary school at night. And we buried her there.”

He rested his face in his hands. “After that, after Devlin made me do that, made me bury her, I couldn’t go to the police. He told me I needed to keep my mouth shut, that we were in it now—we were in it together.” Mark straightened, turned toward me. “I was scared of him. That night, there was something about him that … I had never seen before. He didn’t say it, but I knew that if I tried to go to the cops, he’d do something to me.”

I had glimpsed that side of Devlin. Even though I had plenty of reason to doubt Mark Raleigh, I believed him.

“I was so fucked up for a long time after that. But slowly, I began to put it behind me. Devlin and I stayed friends. I think maybe it was more because he wanted to keep his eye on me than because he really wanted to be my friend.” He shrugged. “When you showed up back in Arlington, and you saw me that day in the gym, I figured you couldn’t recognize me—all that time later and you’d only seen me from a distance that night. But then, after your reunion, Devlin told me what you’d said to him, and I lost it. I was so scared. Devlin said not to worry. That he knew how to deal with you—how to ‘work you,’ is what he said. I guess he figured if he could get you involved with him again, he could keep you from going to the police.”

So everything between Devlin and me since the night of the reunion had been nothing more than a calculated plot. What an idiot I had been to have imagined it otherwise.

“He’s deserted his wife and baby,” I said. “And stolen money from his brother.”

Mark stared at me. I wasn’t sure how much of that he already knew.

“He only married Judy because she got pregnant,” he said. “I guess he figured it would look bad if he didn’t. If people knew he was the dad.”

“Where do you think he’s gone?” I asked.

He shook his head. “No idea.” He watched my reaction. “Really. Not a clue. I’ve got enough to worry about without worrying about that, too.”

Maybe you should have thought about that before raping underage girls. What would he do if I said that out loud?

“So, that’s it,” he said. “That’s what I wanted to tell you. I want you to know the truth before you testify. I never meant to hurt Nina. I would have gone to the cops if Devlin hadn’t come along and taken over. You need to make sure you tell them that.”

I narrowed my eyes. “I’ll tell them what I saw. What I’ve already told Detective Nolan. I didn’t see any of what you just told me.”

I held out my hand. “Please give me back my keys.”

Mark sighed and gave me the keys. “I know you think I’m a bad person. Maybe I’ve done some bad things. But I’m not a murderer, Sara.”

He opened the door and pulled himself out. He ran across the deck to the black sedan parked near the entrance, got in, and drove away. I wondered whose car that was. Probably his father’s.

I locked the doors and turned on the ignition, dialing the heat up full blast. I wanted to open the windows to get the stale smell of Mark out of the car, but I didn’t feel safe opening them until I was out of the lot and well on my way home.

[image: Image]

NOVEMBER 8, 1986

It was Saturday, the evening of my dinner out with Henry. I hadn’t yet told him what had happened on the parking deck Thursday after school. I didn’t want our evening to be consumed with discussion of Mark and Devlin. I’d have to tell him, of course, about Mark approaching me and everything he revealed, but I didn’t want it to be the first topic of conversation, right out of the gate.

I had told Mom, though, as soon as I got home. I was still amped up with adrenaline when I walked into the house, and after she heard all that had transpired, she insisted that I call Detective Nolan to let him know. I caught him just as he was getting ready to walk out the door for the night.

“Isn’t this like a confession?” I asked him, after I had filled him in. “I mean, he’s admitted to all of it.”

“It’s just your say-so, Sara,” Detective Nolan said. “He can deny that he said any of it. But I will meet with him again. I’d like you to come in and make a formal statement about what happened. When can you do that?”

I hadn’t wanted to go in on Friday. I had planned to go out shopping for something to wear to dinner with Henry. I wanted to look good—to be irresistible, if I could manage it. So we agreed that I would come in on Monday after school.

I knew Henry wasn’t going to show up in a suit and tie. Most likely jeans and a flannel shirt. We were going to a little Italian restaurant on Lee Highway that we had been to before. So I had bought myself a new pair of black pants—snugger, more form-fitting, than I usually wore—and a turquoise silk blouse that looked pretty great, I had to admit, especially when I unbuttoned the top two buttons. I wore my hair loose around my shoulders, as always, but I’d blown it dry to make it fuller. Dangly silver earrings to catch his eye. Extra mascara. A touch of perfume, the same kind I had worn the night of the reunion.

Mom smiled at me when I came downstairs. “He won’t know what hit him.”

When the waiter came to our table, Henry ordered a good bottle of pinot noir, without even asking what I wanted.

I raised my eyebrows. “Well, that’s a surprise. I thought for sure you were going to get a beer, same as usual.”

“I don’t want this night to be ‘same as usual,’ if I can help it,” he said. He smiled. “Just feeling my way here. Trying on these fancy new boots to see if they fit.”

I smiled back. “English teachers always appreciate a good metaphor. Let me know if they start to pinch and you want to kick them off—go back to what you’re used to.”

“We’re in kind of a funny place, you and me,” he said. “We know each other backwards and forwards, after all these years. But this is different. I’m not right sure what we’re heading into.”

The waiter arrived with the pinot noir and made a great show of opening it, having Henry taste it. Henry motioned to me. “She’s the one that needs to sample these wares, sir. I don’t drink much wine.”

The waiter offered me some and I pronounced it perfect, like I knew what I was talking about.

After we ordered, Henry lifted his glass and I lifted mine to his. “Here’s to getting this right—you and me, Sara.”

I sipped my wine. “Is that really what you want? That day in the park, you made it sound like I was a bad bet.” I made a wry face. “And you might well be right about that.”

“You walloped me that day,” he said. “I didn’t see it coming, all that you said to me. I was so thrown, I lit out for home as fast as I could. I needed time to think it all through.”

“And have you?” I asked. “Thought it all through?”

“I haven’t got a handle on all of it yet,” he said. “But I’ve been missing you something fierce. And I reckon maybe the best thing for us is just to stumble our way forward and hope we don’t run off the road.”

“Okay,” I said. “I’m pretty good at stumbling. Lots of experience.” I reached across the table and took his hand. “And I missed you, too.”

I waited until we had eaten our dinner and were finishing off our bottle of wine before I brought up my recent conversation with Mark. I told him everything—how Mark had surprised me on the way to my car, how he held onto my keys until I heard him out, and what he revealed about the outsized part that Devlin had played in what happened that night.

Henry shook his head in disbelief. “Damn. Good God. I think you know what I’ve always thought of Devlin, but this is much worse than I ever imagined. And Mark—how’s he going to plead not guilty, now that he’s laid out this whole dirty story?”

“Detective Nolan said it’s just my word against his,” I said. “That he can deny it.”

“Then why spill it all to you in the first place?” Henry asked. “Doesn’t make sense.”

“I think it’s because he knows I’m going to testify, no matter what,” I said, “and he wants me to paint him as the one who meant no harm, who wanted to call for help. So he’ll look less culpable than Devlin.” I paused. “I think he knows he’s going to be found guilty and he wants something that will soften his sentence.”

“So, you don’t believe him?” Henry asked.

“Oh no, I do believe him. Everything he says rings true. It doesn’t change what he did to Nina, though. Or how he took advantage of Linda.”

A silence settled over us, dark and uncomfortable. I grabbed Henry’s hand. “No more talk about this for the rest of the night. I had to tell you, but I don’t want to dwell on it.”

He nodded. “Agreed.”

We walked out to the parking lot, but before I could get into his car, Henry put his arms around me.

“I want to say goodnight to you here,” he said, “where I know your mama won’t be eyeing us out the window.”

I laughed. “That’s probably a good idea.”

He leaned in and kissed me, his lips tasting of wine, his face rough where his beard was already growing back after his morning shave. The scent of him surrounded me—his skin, his aftershave, the clean smell of his shirt, something herbal that I think must have been his shampoo. I pulled him closer, pressing my body against his. The minutes passed and neither of us moved to get into his car, even though it was cold and the wind was picking up.

Headlights from a passing car startled us and at last we stepped apart.

“I think it’s probably a good thing,” he said, “that your mama is expecting you back home tonight. Keeps me on the straight and narrow.”

“Do we need to be straight and narrow?” I asked. “I’m not a kid anymore. I don’t think Mom would bat an eye if I didn’t come home.”

“Let’s not jump the gun, Sara,” he said. “We’ve got time. I don’t want to do anything that might screw things up for us.”

I considered pressing for a different outcome, but decided maybe he was right. Every dumb decision I had ever made had been impulsive, ill-considered. This night had been lovely. I would savor it.

We were heading down Washington Boulevard, just at the cross street before Lacey Woods Park, when I looked out the window and saw something that sent a shock wave of fear through my body.

“Henry!” I said. “Stop. Make a U-turn. Go back.”

He slowed the car abruptly. “Damn, Sara, you scared me to death. What’s wrong?”

I pointed frantically over my shoulder. “Back there. On Frederick Street. There was a car parked on the side of the road. And Devlin was in it.”

“Are you sure?” Henry asked, even as he was U-turning in the middle of the road.

“Yes! It was him,” I said. “Go back; go back. Hurry.”

Henry executed his turn and was slowly moving back the way that we had come. At Frederick Street, he turned left and proceeded forward at a crawl.

“Where?” he asked. “I don’t see him.”

I scanned wildly around for the car I had spotted. It hadn’t been his Corvette, but something darker, boxier. It was gone.

“Drive farther down the street,” I said. “Maybe he’s trying to get away.”

Henry drove down Frederick Street for several more blocks, but there was no sign of Devlin or the car I had seen. He pulled over.

“Maybe you just imagined it, Sara,” he said. “You’ve got him on your mind. Maybe it was just someone who looked like Devlin.”

I shook my head emphatically. “I know it was him. He must have seen us and so he took off.”

Henry was quiet for a moment. “Well, okay. But he’s gone now. Let’s just get you home.”

We pulled up in front of my house and Henry walked me up to the front door. He leaned in and gave me a quick kiss, nothing like what had happened outside the restaurant. “That’s for show, in case your mama’s watching.”

I nodded, smiling.

“Be careful, Sara,” he said, as he began to walk back to his car. “I don’t know if that was Devlin you saw or not, but if it was, you want to stay well clear of him. Keep your eyes open.”

“I will,” I said.

And I meant it. His face was in my mind now, and I was seeing it everywhere. I scanned the bushes in my mother’s garden as I put my key in the lock. If Devlin was still in town, I feared that he might be looking for me, and if he were to find me, I didn’t know what he might do. I wanted to make sure that we never again came face-to-face.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

NOVEMBER 10, 1986

It was Monday and I had an appointment to meet with Detective Nolan after school.

I had spent all of Sunday at home, trying to catch up on all the paper-grading I had been neglecting. Mom suggested going out for lunch, but I told her I was too behind in all my work. That was true, but perhaps even more true was that I was unnerved by my glimpse of Devlin in that car by Lacey Woods. If I was right, if it had really been him, then I felt safer ensconced in my room with all my students’ essays than I would out in the world beyond my house.

If I had been living a normal life, I might have spent those hours daydreaming about my date with Henry, reliving the memory of kissing him outside the restaurant, thinking about seeing him again. But the ominous cloud of uncertainty and fear that hovered over me made it hard to concentrate on what was going right. I was too consumed by what might go wrong.

When I left school to drive over to the police station, I walked briskly—almost at a run—down to the parking deck, eyes darting left and right for any sign of Mark or Devlin. Even though I felt silly doing so, I checked my back seat before getting into my car, and as soon as I was inside, I reached over to lock the door.

The station seemed unusually busy when I walked in. More people milling about, waiting for something or someone, and more uniformed officers rushing in and out, faces purposeful, even grim. I told the sergeant at the front desk that I was there to see Detective Nolan, then sat down on a bench against the wall to wait for him.

It was taking longer than I expected. I stood up to walk back over to the desk and inquire about the delay, when the door leading back into the private part of the station burst open, slamming against the wall, and a very red-faced, angry-looking Gordon Raleigh strode out. Instead of the suit and tie I had seen him in last, he was wearing a wrinkled white shirt, similarly wrinkled khakis, and a large, open overcoat. His hair was uncombed, his face unshaven.

He was headed toward the exit when he saw me, and his eyes narrowed. I took an instinctive step backward. He walked up to me, pointed a finger in my face. “I blame you for this. This would never have happened if you had minded your own goddamned business.” Spit flew from his mouth as he talked.

I stepped back further. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Had the date for the grand jury hearing been finalized? Had more evidence been found in the van?

His face contorted, looking less like anger and more like someone about to burst into tears. “My son is dead.” He yelled the words at me and heads swiveled in our direction. “They can call it an accident, but I know what I know. And it would never have happened if it wasn’t for you.”

My eyes widened, my mind racing with more thoughts than I could process. Mark was dead? An accident? How? Where? I put up my hands, afraid he might come at me. “I don’t know anything about this.”

“No?” he said, leaning in. “Maybe not. But you sure as hell knew plenty about some other things—and couldn’t wait to race over here and share it all with the cops. You set this in motion. You killed him just as good as if you’d pushed him down those stairs.”

“What stairs?” I asked. My head was spinning. If there had been something other than Gordon Raleigh to hang onto, I would have reached for it, but instead I stood there, dizzy, my head feeling hot, my vision not right.

“I found him this morning,” he said. “At the bottom of the basement steps. Neck broken.” He shook his head, furious. “They try to tell me it was an accident. But it makes no sense. Why the hell would he have tried to go down to the basement in the middle of the night? There’s nothing down there but a washer and a dryer.”

An image of Mark, crumpled in a heap, neck at an unnatural angle, appeared in my head and I swayed, caught myself against Gordon Raleigh’s chest.

“Get your damned hands off me, you stupid bitch,” he yelled.

I righted myself.

“I should have gone downstairs,” he said. “I thought I heard voices, but I was so damned tired and it was late. I thought maybe Mark had on the TV. This morning, there was a bottle of whiskey on the table. Just one glass. And my boy—at the bottom of the stairs.” He put his hands up in front of his face and began to cry. “On that hard concrete. My sweet boy.”

I felt a hand on my arm, holding me up. It was Detective Nolan.

“Mr. Raleigh, I am asking you to please leave,” he said. “I understand how upset you are, and we will be in touch with you when we have more information.”

Gordon withdrew his hands from his face, straightened his back. “My boy didn’t even like whiskey.” His voice now was quieter. “I told you that, right? Why would he be drinking whiskey?”

Detective Nolan nodded. “We’ll be looking into everything. All that you told us. Do you need someone to help you out to your car?”

Gordon’s face twisted into a sneer. “No, I don’t need any fucking help going to my car. What I need is for you to do your fucking job and find out what really happened to my boy.”

Nolan nodded. “I will. I can assure you we will do a complete investigation of what happened to your son.”

“You’d better. Or you’ll never hear the last of me.”

Gordon pivoted and walked out of the station.

Nolan turned to me. “Come on, Sara. Let’s go back to the conference room so we can talk.”

He sat me down at a long table.

“Do you need some water?” he asked. “I know that must have been very upsetting for you.”

I shook my head. “No. Please. Tell me what happened.”

The detective sat down next to me. “Sounds as if Mr. Raleigh already told you.”

“It doesn’t make sense. Mark’s dead? How can that be?” I struggled to absorb this news, to understand how everything had changed in just the last fifteen minutes.

“His father told you what there is to tell. He found Mark at the bottom of the basement steps this morning. Dead.” He sighed. “It appears he got very drunk. Must have lost his balance and fell.”

“So you think it was just that? An accident?” I asked him.

Nolan lifted upturned palms, indicating he had no idea. “God knows he had plenty of reason to drink. Maybe he just wanted to blot out everything that happened.”

“But Mr. Raleigh said he thought he heard voices,” I said. “But there was only one glass, right?”

“Only one,” he said. “If anybody had been with him, they got rid of their own glass. We’ll be doing an autopsy. We’ll find out what was in Mark’s system when he died. We’ll also test that bottle of whiskey.”

“Detective, I need to tell you something … that happened Saturday night,” I said. “I was out with a friend and I think I saw Devlin—in a car parked next to Lacey Woods.”

Detective Nolan’s eyebrows shot up. “Are you sure it was him?”

“I think so,” I said. “When we went back to check, he was gone.”

“What time was this? What kind of car?”

“I think it was around 9:00 p.m. I don’t know cars very well,” I told him. “But it was black, I think. A sedan.”

He jotted this down on a notepad he had left on the table.

“I came in today to talk to you about what Mark told me about Devlin,” I said. “Now that we know how involved Devlin was in what happened to Nina, doesn’t it seem very suspicious—what happened to Mark? Maybe it wasn’t an accident.”

Detective Nolan nodded. “Maybe not. We’ll be looking into that possibility.”

“Well, what happens now? I was going to testify,” I said.

“You were going to testify to get an indictment against Mark,” he said. “But Mark’s dead. Everything’s different now.”

How had it all changed so quickly? “So—you don’t need me now?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “If we put out an arrest warrant for Devlin—if we get him—well, then I will need your help. But if we don’t locate him …” He trailed off, shrugged. “Perhaps not.”

“So—that’s it? It might all be over now?” I asked.

Detective Nolan sighed again. “I don’t know yet. Let’s see. I’ll be in touch if I need your help.”

I drove home from the station in a daze. I had been braced for appearing before the grand jury, for watching a trial unfold, for seeing Mark at last be held accountable for what he had done to Nina. Now none of that would happen.

I had wanted to see him found guilty. To see him end up behind bars, to know that he was paying for what he had done. Instead, he paid for it with his life.

It felt wrong to me. It didn’t feel at all like justice.
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NOVEMBER 14, 1986

It had been a terrible week at school. News got out quickly about what had happened to Mark. Some reporter must have had an inside source in the police department; not only was his death reported, but also the revelation that he was being investigated for his part in Nina Farley’s death, that the police had been nearing an indictment. I was stunned by the headline on the paper Mom laid out for me at breakfast: “Arlington Teacher Nabbed in Sex Scandal with Student Found Dead; Was Also Being Investigated in 1976 Murder of 15-Year-Old Arlington Girl.”

Someone standing there in the police station during the confrontation between me and Gordon Raleigh had made it his business to spread that story far and wide. I was contacted by reporters from two newspapers and a local TV station, asking me to comment on what I knew about the Farley murder. I made no statement, but it didn’t stop my colleagues at school from speculating, from eyeing me suspiciously.

Mark still had his allies at Central. Not having all the facts, they seemed to decide that I had made a false accusation, that if it weren’t for me spreading vicious lies, their friend would still be alive. Then there were the others, who were shocked to learn that I had witnessed Nina’s death. If I had known who did it all those years ago, then why had I remained silent? If I had spoken up at the time, then Mark might have been caught in short order.

It was the latter group that upset me the most, because I agreed with them. If not for my failure to come forward, things might have played out differently. If Mark had been arrested back in 1976, then what happened to Linda Mallory would never have occurred.

Olivia had stopped by my room after school on Wednesday to tell me how worried she was about her friend.

“She thinks it’s her fault that he’s dead,” Olivia said. “I’ve never heard her so depressed. What should I do, Miss Barlow?”

“Do her parents know how upset she is?” I asked.

She nodded. “I told her mom. Even though I’m not supposed to be talking to Linda at all.”

“That was brave of you,” I said. “To speak up. You’ve done what you can.”

So much braver than me, Olivia, I added, though not out loud.

Crystal barely spoke to me these days. She still barged in and out of the classroom, but made no effort to share any news or gossip. I imagined her holding forth before other teachers, claiming that she’d been dubious about me all along.

I had stopped eating lunch in the teachers’ lounge. This afternoon, I decided to venture up to the balcony above the gym to find Pete. Maybe he would still talk to me. And maybe he knew something I didn’t.

He looked up, startled when I walked in, then nodded in a manner I chose to take as a greeting.

“Can I join you?” I asked.

He made a sweeping gesture with his hand. “My bleacher is your bleacher.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I don’t feel very welcome downstairs.”

“People are definitely talking,” he said.

“I’m sorry,” I began, “about your friend. Despite all the rest of it, I know he was your buddy, for a long time.”

“Pretty much nothing that’s happened in the last month or so seems real to me,” he said. “How can life change that fast?”

It could change in a single night. No one knew that better than I.

“That detective had me come back in,” he said. “All new questions. What did I know about Mark’s drinking habits? Did he have a history of abusing barbiturates? Was he prone to depression?” He shook his head. “Good God, I don’t know. I know he liked a stiff drink often enough. But if he was popping pills, that’s news to me. Up until all this mess, he always seemed like a pretty cheerful dude.”

“I guess he might have been very upset over getting arrested—and having me identify him as being—Nina’s killer.”

He squinted hard at me. “You’re sure about that? That it was him?”

I nodded. “Very sure.” No point in telling him that Mark had actually confessed to me. What did that matter now?

“His dad’s not having a funeral,” Pete said. “I guess I can see why. But it’s sad, you know? Just stick him in a hole in the ground, like he never even existed.”

Just like he did with Nina. It was a good thing Pete couldn’t listen to my inner dialogue.

“Funerals are for the living,” I said. “It must be very hard for his family and friends.” I hesitated. “Do you think the staff here is going to get past this, at some point? Or should I be looking for a new job?”

Pete studied me. I could almost read his mind, wondering how honest he should be with me.

“I know things are bad now,” he said. “But it’ll die down after a while. Most people will find other things to talk about.”

Most people. But not all. Unfortunately for me, I had to share a classroom with one of those people unlikely to let it go.

“Thanks,” I said, “for the encouragement.”

He nodded, gave me a tight smile. “You’ll notice, though, that I’m still eating my lunch alone up here in the rafters. I’m waiting to see how quick people forget, as well.”

I lifted my can of soda in a mock toast. “To colleagues with short memories.”

He clicked his own soda can against mine.

That night, I dragged the extension from Mom’s room into mine, just the way I used to when I was a teenager, and dialed Henry.

“Things are really bad at school,” I said. “Everyone hates me. I don’t know how I’m going to make it to the end of the year.”

“But you will,” he said. “You’re tougher than you look.”

“You don’t understand how bad it is, Henry,” I said.

“But I know you, Sara,” he said. “Do you realize how much crap you’ve been through in your life? You lost your daddy, lost your sister, witnessed a murder, and then crawled out from under that tough spell you had back in Wisconsin. And here you still are, standin’ straight and takin’ names. I wouldn’t bet against you in a bar fight.”

I had to laugh. “You’re giving me a lot more credit than I deserve.”

“I don’t think so,” he said. “I don’t think you’ve ever given yourself enough credit for how strong you are.”

“Maybe, though,” I said, after a moment. “Maybe it would be best if I were to resign and find a new job next school year.”

“No way,” he said. “You know how that works, right? You quit midstream and your name’ll be mud. That’s a resignation with prejudice. Black mark against you. You can make it to the end of this year. If you want to quit after that, well, I won’t stop you. But I think if you ride this out, you’ll find things are a lot easier by the time you make it to June. Then you might not want to quit after all.”

I was quiet. He was right about one thing. If I quit, that would look bad to any other school that I might apply to. Maybe Henry was right, also, that the anger and the gossip would die down over time. Still, I felt sure that the next few months would be awful. And I was so tired of feeling miserable.

“No matter how bad it gets,” he said, “you’ll always have me.”

“I’m counting on that,” I said.


CHAPTER TWENTY

NOVEMBER 15, 1986

All that Saturday morning, despite the sun, a cloud hung stubbornly over me. It started when I turned on an oldies station and heard Bob Dylan wailing out his love to his wife, Sara, begging her not to leave him, to forgive him for his unworthiness. It was stupid to hear Devlin’s voice in that song, but that sad tune, the aching beauty of those words, were inextricably bound up for me in my memory of that terrible night. Did Devlin really feel nothing at all for me? Had it all been entirely a sham?

I had been wronged by Devlin, but it was hard to muster any righteous indignation over that when the wrong that I had done—to Judy—was every bit as bad. I closed my eyes and pictured her storming into my classroom. She had been angry, but more than the anger, she was sad. Heartbroken.

She was likely struggling now with pain much worse than mine. She’d given her trust to this man, had a child with him, and he had disappeared without a word, leaving her to cope with that betrayal all alone.

The more I thought about it, the more ashamed I felt. I hadn’t caused Devlin to leave Judy. Not directly anyway. He was fleeing from his part in what happened to Nina. Evading justice. But I had participated in a deception of her. Convinced myself that it didn’t matter because Judy was apparently involved with some other man. A fiction I had been foolish to believe.

Without thinking it through, I let my guilt push me forward. I got into my car and drove over to Devlin’s house in the ritzy New Dover section of Arlington. Judy had no job. How would she be able to stay in this house? I doubted her name was on the deed. With Devlin not there to make the property tax payments, would it not be taken away from her? Where would she go?

Her eyes widened when she opened the door to my knock. She was holding the baby, Patrick, who was now about two months old, and I saw in an instant what an utter liar Devlin was. He had told me the baby looked nothing like him, but this child was the spitting image of his father. A replica in miniature.

Judy seemed tired and far less polished than she had the day she showed up at school. She was wearing a pair of jeans and a gray sweatshirt that was stained in drool. Her long blonde hair was tied up in a messy ponytail.

“What do you want?” she asked.

“I’m sorry for just barging in on you like this,” I began. “I was afraid if I called first you’d tell me not to come.”

She eyed me, curious. “Probably so.”

“I want to apologize to you,” I said. “I’ve been thinking about you a lot and hoped we could talk.”

She didn’t say anything.

“Please?” I said. “I won’t keep you long.”

She sighed. “Fine. Come in, then.”

She led me down a hallway to a large kitchen that opened into a family room. She bent over a playpen and lay the baby in it on a fuzzy white blanket.

“He’s pretty groggy,” she said. “He’ll probably nod off if I’m lucky.”

She sat down on a large blue couch. I sat close to her in a white lacquered rocking chair.

“I thought you were the cops when I heard the knock at the door,” she said. “They’ve been here twice now.”

“What did they want?” I asked.

“Wanting to know if I’ve seen him,” she said. “When they came the other day, they said someone had reported spotting him somewhere—in a car.”

“I think that might have been me,” I said. “I told Detective Nolan that I’d seen someone parked near Lacey Woods that I’m pretty sure was Devlin.”

Her eyes narrowed. “What was he doing? When was this?”

“It was Saturday night,” I said. “About 9:00 p.m. He was just sitting in a car, watching the traffic on Washington Boulevard. I went back to see if I could find him, but he’d taken off.” I paused. “You haven’t heard from him?”

“Nothing. Not a word.” She shook her head. “I thought for sure, even if he didn’t care about me, that he wouldn’t just take off and leave his son.”

I glanced over at the baby, who was now sound asleep in the playpen.

“Maybe he thinks he doesn’t have any choice,” I said.

She gave me a searching look. “Was Devlin tangled up in this mess—from back in high school? With what happened to that girl, Nina Farley?”

I wondered how much to tell her. Would it all come out anyway? “You know that Devlin and Mark Raleigh were friends?”

“Oh, sure,” she said. “Mark’s been over here at the house, lots of times. He and that crew of guys Dev knew from Leeway. They were like groupies.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Groupies?”

“Maybe sycophants is a better word,” she said. “You probably thought I didn’t know any big words, hmm? Whatever Devlin told you—I’m not dumb.”

“He never said you were dumb,” I told her. “So these friends—they weren’t on an equal footing with Devlin? He was like—the ringleader?”

She shrugged. “Guess you could put it like that. They just seemed to fawn over him, hoping for some attention. I don’t think Dev really respected any of them.”

That didn’t surprise me.

“I want to try to explain some things to you, Judy. They don’t excuse what happened between me and Devlin, but they’ll give you an understanding, I hope, of why it happened at all.”

She waited for me to continue.

“When I was in my senior year of high school, in the late spring, Devlin started flirting with me,” I said. “I was shocked, to say the least. I was nobody. Very unpopular and quiet. I was just—bowled over by him, I guess. He was on the outs with his girlfriend at the time—Allison. And he started driving over to my house every night for a few weeks and we’d go out in his car, and … well … mess around. Make out. I was just—I guess the term is ‘swept off my feet.’”

Judy looked stunned. “Wow,” she said. “He did exactly the same thing with me—in the fall of my senior year at Flynn. He had graduated by then, but he was still dating that Allison. He told me they had a fight and were probably going to break up.”

I nodded. That sounded all too familiar.

She went on. “He ditched me by Christmastime. And then I went off to college and he stayed here in Arlington and started working for his brother. We ran into each other one night about a year and a half ago—at a bar. And we picked right up where we left off. Only this time, things went a lot further. And I got pregnant.”

“How did Devlin react to that?” I asked.

“He wanted me to get an abortion. But I couldn’t do that,” she said. “He fought me on it for a while, but finally, he caved and said, ‘Okay, then let’s get married.’” Her face grew sad. “I always thought I’d be so excited, so happy, when I got engaged. But it wasn’t anything like that. He was just doing it because he felt like he had to. Still—I did think he loved me. I thought that—until recently.”

“Maybe he did—love you. But he feels now like he has to protect himself,” I said. “Devlin and I were together the night Nina was killed. We saw it happen. Devlin took me home. Told me not to call the police. And then left. I know now that he went back to help Mark. I didn’t know then that they knew each other. I made an anonymous call to the cops—but they didn’t find anything, I guess. Not that night.”

Judy blinked rapidly. Her hands clutched at the bottom of her sweatshirt, clenching into fists. “That—explains a lot.”

“I thought you should know,” I said. “I think the only reason Devlin took up with me again after the reunion was because I told him I knew who Nina’s killer was. He was trying to protect himself by keeping a close eye on me.”

The baby made some soft mewling sounds, like he might start to cry. Judy glanced over at him, then back at me.

“What I did with Devlin was wrong,” I said. “I tried to convince myself it wasn’t immoral because he led me to believe your marriage was on the rocks and that the baby—wasn’t his. But even if that had been true, it was still wrong. I just wanted to tell you—how sorry I am. For everything. For what I did—and for what you’re going through now.”

She nodded, slowly. “Okay.”

“Are you and the baby going to be all right?” I asked. “Will you have to move?”

“Probably,” she said. “I can’t afford to stay here. I’ll probably move back in with my mother.”

“You know,” I said, “our mothers knew each other. Your mom’s Frances Doherty, right?”

Judy nodded.

“My mom’s Marian Barlow. They worked together when they were part of ACT, fighting the highway.”

“I remember that name,” she said. “Mom was really active in that effort. She was so upset when they failed. And she really didn’t like it when I took up with Ross Barrie’s son.”

I considered telling her what Pete had told me, about how the group of those boys had targeted the daughters of 66 protesters. But I didn’t. She’d heard a lot of bad news about her husband in the last few days. Maybe she didn’t need to know everything.

As I began walking back to my car, Judy called after me. “You should be careful.”

I cocked my head, waiting for her to elaborate.

“If Devlin has done something that terrible, something that could land him in jail, and he thinks you might testify against him …” She hesitated. “Well, he’s brutal, Sara. If someone crosses him. He could do anything.”

I nodded. I didn’t tell her that I already knew that.

The phone was ringing when I got home. Mom must be out.

I was surprised to hear Detective Nolan’s voice.

“Hi,” I said. “I didn’t know you worked on Saturdays.”

“Well, I usually don’t,” he said, “except when I’ve got a big case going.”

“I thought our case was pretty much over,” I said. “With Mark dead. There’s no one to indict. Is there?”

“Well, no. That’s right. But we’re still investigating what happened. The circumstances of his death. And I wanted to make sure you are aware that we’ve issued a warrant for Mr. Barrie’s arrest—in connection with Nina Farley’s death, and also with Mr. Raleigh’s.”

I froze, trying to take in what he was saying.

“So—does that mean you have some evidence that Devlin was involved in Mark’s death?”

“We’re ruling it a suspicious death,” he said. “We tested the contents of the whiskey bottle and there are high concentrations of diazepam in the liquor. That’s the generic name for Valium. So, if Mark drank a combination of that and whiskey, he might well have passed out. He’d certainly be woozy, unstable on his feet. If someone had wanted it to look like Mark accidentally fell down the stairs, that would be one way to go about it.”

“Wow,” I said. “So he was drugged.”

“We can’t be sure of that yet. He might have emptied the contents of Valium capsules into the bottle—but that seems unlikely. If he wanted to ingest a barbiturate, he could have simply swallowed them. And we found no pill container. But there’s something else. We questioned the neighbors, and a gentleman who lives across the street said he woke up in the night to go to the bathroom, and when he looked out the window, he saw a male figure leave the Raleigh residence by the side door. It was dark, of course, and he couldn’t give any description beyond that it appeared to be a male. But given what Mark told you previously, about Devlin’s involvement in Nina’s death, it seems like a likely bet.”

I felt wobbly, lightheaded, and sat down in one of the dining room chairs. It shouldn’t surprise me that Devlin might have killed Mark. I already knew what he was capable of. But it unnerved me, all the same. Nina had been someone he barely knew, but Mark was a friend of many years. How could a person set out so coldly to kill someone he’d practically grown up with?

Detective Nolan cleared his throat. “I wanted to keep you apprised of this, Sara, because I want you to—be very careful. Watchful. I don’t want to frighten you. Chances are that if Barrie is responsible for Mark’s death, he has now lit out for parts unknown. But he appears to be an amoral and violent individual. If he thinks that you pose any threat to him, he might—well, he might be watching you, hoping to make contact.”

My breath was coming in short, rapid inhalations, my heart hammering. “Do you think he will do that? Is that what you think will happen?”

“Calm down, Sara,” he said. “My best guess is he is now long gone. But I would be remiss if I didn’t caution you to be alert. If you catch sight of him—anywhere—call me immediately.”

“Okay,” I said, my voice barely audible.

“I’m about to call Janet, as well,” he said. “She needs to know we have reached this—dead end in our case.”

That stung me to hear. Poor Janet. She had waited so long for some sort of justice for her sister, and now, when it was at last within reach, it was all being taken away.

“Does Janet know—all about Devlin? About how involved he was in what happened to Nina?” I asked him.

“Yes,” he said. “I told her. I don’t expect she needs to feel any threat from Barrie. But I thought she should know.”

How horrified she must have been to learn that Nina had been alive when Devlin showed up. I still couldn’t hold the image of what he had done in my mind. How much worse must it be for Janet?

“Go live your life, Sara,” Detective Nolan said. “Don’t let this consume you. Just be careful.”

After we hung up, I sat at the table, staring blankly. Go live my life, he tells me. Easier said than done. I wanted more than anything to follow that advice. But I didn’t know how to move forward without being paranoid, afraid to go anywhere, looking anxiously into every dark corner.

I heard a sound at the door and jumped up, arms raised in a defensive position. But it was just Mom.

She eyed me curiously. “What in the world is wrong, Sara?”
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NOVEMBER 16, 1986

Sunday morning and the weather was too lovely for a day in mid-November. The sky was that heartbreaking blue that makes you think happiness might really be yours, if only you reached for it. When I went downstairs to get some coffee, I heard the weather reporter on the TV declaring we’d probably top sixty degrees.

As I sipped my coffee, I remembered Judy in that big fancy house that she was going to have to leave soon. She’d put all her trust in one man, gambling her security and her future on having a husband to pay the bills, to take care of her and the baby. And that trust had been yanked out from under her. Without warning.

Nothing was ever certain. You think you have your life planned out and then, in a single terrible moment, all those plans have to be rewritten. Mom must surely have felt that way after Dad died. He left us enough to live on—barely—with Mom taking on a part-time job to help make ends meet. But we’d been able to stay in our house. The three of us moved forward, but then Suzanne was killed. And everything got turned upside down yet again.

Janet must have gone through some version of that with her own family. Everything had been perfect until, one night, her little sister didn’t come home. For a year they suffered, not knowing where she was, and then, the terrible discovery of her body. But even then, they were left without answers. Who had done it? And why?

Janet had told me her mom had died of cancer not long after. And she intimated her father was not quite stable anymore. It appeared she was still living at home because she needed to take care of him. Her life had been derailed.

We were alike that way. I wasn’t taking care of anyone. I barely took care of myself. But I was still living with my mother at the age of twenty-eight. I had fled home when everything went wrong in Wisconsin, but at the time, I’d never planned to stay with Mom for long. I’d imagined that once I had a steady salary, I’d find myself a small apartment. That I’d be independent.

I still wanted that. Or did I? Right now, the thought of living alone seemed especially scary, having been warned to be watchful in case Devlin might be looking for me. There was comfort in living here with Mom—in knowing she was right across the hall. But it made me feel needy. Like I was still a little girl who had not quite managed to grow up.

Everything seemed unsettled. I had been so focused on trying to bring Mark to justice that now I didn’t know where to channel my thoughts, my energy. Surely Janet must be feeling the same way. She had been bitter that I hadn’t spoken up sooner. Now that bitterness must be even sharper, with Mark dead, Devlin on the run, and the hope of making either of them pay likely gone forever.

I had felt a bit better yesterday after going to see Judy, after formally apologizing to her. Maybe doing the same with Janet would help, as well. She might never forgive me, but I could at least make her understand how deeply sorry I was for the mistakes I had made.

I got dressed, left a note for Mom who was at church, and drove over to Taylor Street. Janet’s little stucco house, perched there on the very edge of the highway, called up mixed feelings in me. It looked so sad, neglected, and overwhelmed by the rushing traffic hurtling by right below it. But at the same time, it seemed like a survivor. Tiny, battered, but still standing, despite everything the Highway Department had thrown at it.

Janet, when she came to the door, seemed less surprised to see me than Judy had.

“Let me get my jacket,” she said. “We’ll sit out on the patio again. I don’t want Dad listening in.”

Now that all the leaves had fallen from the trees, there seemed even less buffer from the road noise than there had been before. I walked over to the edge of the property and looked across the lanes of moving traffic to the other side of Taylor Street, where another small stucco house perched precariously over the highway.

“Do you know who lives in that house over there?” I asked Janet, when she joined me.

“An old lady. Mrs. Vance, I think. Mom knew her. They wanted to knock down her home, but her husband had been alive then, and he fought like hell. Even got a lawyer. Anyway, they shaved off her garage, but left the house. I don’t think I’ve seen any house that’s closer to the road than that one.”

“Do you remember who lived in the houses in between? The ones whose houses were torn down?”

“I was pretty young then,” she said. “My parents knew them all. There was a little boy named Kenny that I used to play with, who lived right next door. Right where you’re standing now, there was a little path through some azaleas that led to his house. He had a big swing set. Mom said I cried and cried when they left, when the wreckers came to tear the house down.”

I hesitated. “Sometimes, when I’m walking over the Central parking deck, I peek over the edge of that railing that looks down on the highway and think about—how that’s where it happened. Nina. It’s a creepy thought. I have lots of them, unfortunately.”

She didn’t seem shocked. “I’ve thought that, too. Even walked over there and stared down at it. You’d think, after all these years, that I would have kind of forgotten my sister. But I haven’t. I miss her.” She paused. “I miss the life we would have had had, as sisters—if she’d lived.”

I nodded. “That’s how I feel about Suzanne. I try to imagine what she would be like now. If she’d still be that wild free spirit she used to be, or if she would have grown up and settled down. I’d give anything to hear her voice again. Sometimes I worry it’s fading a little—in my memory.”

We walked over to the lawn chairs beside the house and sat down. The patio was covered in wet, brown leaves.

“I wanted to come by,” I said, “because I know you must be upset—about what happened with Mark.”

She looked off in the direction of the highway. “Yeah. I wanted to see him in jail. Death seems too easy.” She sighed. “But that’s the way it played out. Nothing to do about it now.”

We were quiet for a moment, thinking.

“I wanted to tell you how sorry I am,” I said. “I said it before, but I need to tell you again. I should have made a formal report the night it happened. And after I saw him at Central, I should have gone straight to the police. I made a lot of bad choices—that I regret. I just want you to know—that it weighs on me. I feel so bad about all of it. I failed you—your family. And Nina.”

Janet studied me. “I was really mad at you for a while. But not so much anymore. I’ve beat myself up over all this, too. I should have kept a better eye out for my little sister. She might not have gotten involved with those boys if I had.”

I felt like I was eavesdropping inside my own head. “I’ve felt the same way—about Suzanne. I’ll never forgive myself for not stopping her—the night she snuck out to be with Mickey.”

“It’s strange,” she said, “how I can see that what you’re telling me is wrong. Unhealthy. I could tell you, you have to forgive yourself, Sara. But I can’t seem to say that to myself.”

I found myself on the verge of blurting out something that sounded stupid, hesitated, and then said it anyway. “I wish we could be friends, Janet. We have so much in common. I feel like you understand me in a way that almost no one else ever could. But maybe—our being friends—would never work. Because of all the bad stuff that’s happened. The things I’ve done.”

She was quiet. I figured she was about to tell me she would rather be friends with Satan himself. But she didn’t. “Maybe we could be friends. Maybe—after some time has passed. I don’t have many friends, stuck here with Dad the way I am.” She paused. “I’d like that, I think.”

I nodded. She had opened a door. The light that poured through it felt a lot like hope.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

NOVEMBER 20, 1986

The warm weather continued for days, but the sunshine disappeared.

Mom stood in the doorway, tugging on her raincoat, tying a plastic rain bonnet over her perm. All day the clouds had hung low and gloomy in the sky, seemingly waiting until she had to leave for choir practice to open. It was pouring. The wind battered against the dining room window, rattling the panes and bending the rhododendron branches along the glass with a rhythmic scraping sound.

“It’s horrible out,” I said. “Can’t you just ditch practice this one time? I’ll bet you won’t be the only one.”

“Well, now, that would be a fine way to do people,” she said. “We’re singing three services this Sunday. Two at our church and one in the evening in Alexandria. I’m not going to let people down. Mr. Fenton is counting on all of us.”

Luke Fenton was our church’s choir director.

She grabbed her umbrella from the stand. “Look, I know it’s awful out there, but I don’t have time to take out the trash cans for tomorrow’s pickup. Could you please do it?”

I was cozy and dry, wearing fuzzy slippers and my bathrobe over my sweater and jeans, sitting at the table grading essay tests. “Sure. Okay.”

Mom opened the door and a rain-swirled gust blew in and lifted the corner of one of my graded tests. I put out my hand to hold it down.

“See you in a few hours,” she called out.

I tried to refocus on the test in front of me, but the wind tossing the hickory tree in the front yard sent down a steady volley of nuts that thudded against the driveway bricks and the walkway to the house. From the street came the loud clang of someone’s metal can overturning and rolling along the asphalt. With each new blast, it rolled again. I was glad that wouldn’t be my mess to have to clean up. Maybe I should take a couple of the stones from Mom’s garden to put on top of our cans when I left them at the curb. Maybe the added weight would keep them from tipping over.

Might as well get it over with. The rain wasn’t going to stop anytime soon.

I put on some shoes and my yellow rain slicker and walked out to the porch. The swing in the backyard was rocking to and fro, as though ghosts were sitting in it. The metal door to the garage was up and the hard rain hitting it made a loud clattering staccato. I pulled up the hood of my jacket and stepped outside. A sudden gale sprayed my face and I wiped my eyes, searching along the garden perimeter for some stones heavy enough to put on top of the cans.

I leaned over to grab one and a large, hot, wet hand clapped over my mouth. I shot up and tried to breathe, my fingers tugging at it to loosen its hold on me. I twisted my body to break free, but then another hand grabbed my arm.

“Sara, it’s me. Please hold still.” My heart didn’t pound any less with the realization that it was Devlin.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” he said. “You know I’d never do that. I just want to talk to you.”

I strained against his grip and shook my head back and forth in an attempt to dislodge his hand. It was clamped so tightly across my mouth and nose, I could scarcely breathe. His skin smelled of dirt, of sweat. I tried to open my lips wide enough to bite him, but his hold was too strong.

“Just stop, Sara. Stop and talk to me,” Devlin said in my ear. “I just want you to listen. Will you please do that? I swear I’m not going to hurt you.”

I bucked against him, managing to slam my foot down on one of his. He yelped, but his grip only tightened. “Goddamn it, Sara. Stop it. If you just promise to be quiet, for just a few minutes, I’ll let go. Just let me say what I came here to say.”

There seemed no point in trying to break free. He was too strong. Maybe I would have a chance to run if I agreed. I nodded my head up and down.

“So if I take my hand away,” he said, “you’re not going to scream. Right?”

I shook my head no.

“Before I let go,” he said, “you should know that I have a knife. I don’t want to use it. But if you scream, I will.”

My body froze and my nails dug into my palms. Knives have always terrified me. A gun would be frightening, of course, but a knife was something truly horrible, holding the power to cause far more pain, more agony, than a bullet. I nodded again.

Devlin released me and I turned around to face him, my hands raised as though I might need to defend myself against a sudden, slashing blade. The rain and wind whipped at my face, making it hard to see him clearly. I looked down at his hands and caught the glint of metal reflecting off the light of the Logans’ house next door.

His hair was soaked, dripping. He wore a dark coat that wasn’t waterproof. It hung on him, sodden and muddy. His eyes blinked frequently, trying to clear the rain from his vision.

“What do you want?” I asked. My voice sounded high-pitched and far away, like it came from somewhere outside of me.

“I need you to help me, Sara,” he said. “I’ve missed you. You know I care about you.”

My eyes widened. “You can’t be serious. Do you really think I’m dumb enough to believe that?”

“It’s true,” he said, in that earnest voice I had allowed myself to be suckered by so many times before. “You know how I feel. How I hoped things might work out between us, once I could end things with Judy. But then all this shit blew up and it’s all fucked now. The cops think I had something to do with Mark’s death. But you know me. You know I could never do something like that.”

The nerve he had to pursue this gambit was astonishing. “I never really knew you at all, Devlin. You’ve just been using me. All along. Back in high school. And now. If you think you can just show up and lure me back in, you’re insane.”

He grabbed my forearm and pulled me closer. His breath was stale and hot against my face. “Look, you’ve got to help me out, Sara. Tell the cops I was with you the night Mark died. Tell them you made a mistake. My whole life has blown up here. I’ve got to make it right. You can do that for me.”

I shook my head, shocked that he could believe this situation was something that could be repaired. “I’ve already told everything I know to the police. Even if I wanted to help you—and I don’t—they’d never buy me suddenly recanting everything. Coming up with a whole new story.” I pulled my arm out of his grasp. “You’re out of your mind.”

I glanced beyond him, to where the light blazed out from the Logans’ kitchen window. I could see Mrs. Logan at her sink. Could she see me out here? Probably not. I hadn’t turned on the porch light when I came outside. It was just too dark and the lashing rain against her window glass would make it even harder to see beyond it. The only bright thing in her view was the vivid yellow of my slicker. If she glanced up, would she notice it? Even if she did, what difference would it make? Devlin, dressed in dark colors, was surely all but invisible.

“Look,” Devlin said, noting my eyes on the house next door. “Let’s not stand here in this rain. We can at least go up on the porch and stay dry while we talk.”

I stepped back abruptly. “No. We can talk here.” Somehow I sensed that if I went inside the porch with Devlin, no one would ever see me alive again. Maybe Mrs. Logan couldn’t see me here. But at least standing outside made it remotely possible.

“I’m soaked,” he said. “So are you.” He gave me a shove toward the porch steps. “It’ll be easier to talk there.”

“There’s nothing more to say.” I planted my feet. He was going to have to yank me, kicking and thrashing, if he wanted me indoors.

He lunged forward, taking me by both shoulders. The flashing blade of the knife in his right hand angled upward, away from me.

A sharp crack of sound startled both of us. The Logans’ back screen door banged shut. Mr. Logan was walking toward his driveway, a bag full of trash in his hand. As he approached, he looked up and saw me standing there. He lifted his free hand in greeting, then stopped when he noticed Devlin’s shadowy form beside me.

Before I could call out to him, Devlin shot off across the backyard and over the back fence, running toward Wakefield Street.

I darted into the house, locking the back door, then hurried to the front door to draw the heavy chain across it. My hands shook as I dialed the police emergency number. I had to act fast, before Devlin could get too far away.

I told the officer who answered my name, address, and exactly what had happened. “It was Devlin Barrie,” I said. “Please notify Detective Nolan immediately!”

A couple of hours later, Nolan called me himself.

“Did you find him?” I asked, before he could say a word.

There was a long, loud sigh. “No. Not yet. But he must be close at hand. He couldn’t have gotten far. You did the right thing, Sara, notifying us as quickly as you did. There’s an APB out for him now. Cops all over the area are on the lookout. Not just in Arlington. Don’t worry. We’ll get him.”

He seemed so certain. I had been happy to let myself believe he was right.
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A week went by and Devlin was still at large.

“At this point, I suspect he has fled the area entirely,” Detective Nolan told me when I called him. “I know that’s not much of a comfort to you, Sara. But someone as desperate as Devlin isn’t going to lay low indefinitely. We will nab him eventually. He’s had his crack at you and didn’t get what he wanted. I seriously doubt you are going to hear from him again.”

“But what if you’re wrong about that?” I asked him.

There was a long pause. “I don’t think I am, Sara. I know it’s hard, but you need to put this behind you. I’ll let you know if anything happens.”

I resolved to try. I had to. I couldn’t keep going on like I had been, on edge, afraid of my shadow. I didn’t want to give Devlin any more of my life than I already had.

And now it was Thanksgiving. More than anything, I was grateful for the reprieve from school, from the prying eyes of my colleagues.

Mom had invited Henry to spend the holiday with us, instead of him going home to Texas.

“My mama was a bit out of sorts about it,” he told me, before we sat down for our midday dinner. “But I promised I’d be home for Christmas. And I think she’s more than a little curious—about what’s happening between you and me.”

When we were all seated at the table, passing around the platters of potatoes and stuffing, Henry said to Mom, “This looks delicious, Mrs. Barlow. I’m mighty grateful, you having me over like this.”

“Well, of course, Henry,” she said. “Always happy to have you here.”

“Maybe you’ll let me steal Sara away—after Christmas—for New Year’s. I know my folks would be happy to have her come visit us in Austin.”

Mom’s eyes darted to me and she smiled. “New Year’s Eve together. That sounds very—romantic.”

“Oh, Mom,” I said, embarrassed. “Stop.”

“I think it might could be,” Henry said. He smiled at Mom, and then at me.

After we finished our meal and helped Mom clean up, it was 3:30 p.m.

“Won’t be much light left for long,” Henry said. “What say we walk over to the park, while the sun is still up?”

“Sure,” I said. “It’s pretty warm for late November. I’ll get my jacket.”

Most of the leaves were gone now, from the trees and even from the ground. Someone had been through with rakes. I could see the lines the rakes had left, through the brown grass and the dirt.

We sat down on our bench and Henry took my hand.

“I remember the autumn I met you down here,” he said. “We were both fifteen. I thought you were the prettiest girl I’d ever seen.”

I laughed. “I was a lot of things in those days, but pretty wasn’t one of them. More like awkward, still kind of flat-chested, skin prone to breaking out, not sure at all what to say to a boy.” I paused. “Except for you. I always seemed to be able to talk to you.”

“You were pretty,” he insisted. “Still are.”

He leaned over and kissed me.

“I’ve been thinking,” I said, when we settled back on the bench.

“Uh-oh,” he said. “That’s usually trouble.”

I smiled. “No. Listen. I’ve been thinking of moving out of the house, finding a small apartment, if I can manage it. If not an apartment, then an efficiency.”

He studied my face, brow creasing. “You mean alone?”

“Yes,” I said. “I’ve never really been on my own. I’ve lived with my family and with Andy, but never by myself. I think I should. I think it’s important that I do that.”

“Seems like a pretty risky move to make right now—with Devlin still out there, God knows where.”

“Detective Nolan feels sure he has fled the area. I can’t let Devlin ruin what’s left of my life.” I shook my head. “I won’t let him do that.”

Henry reached up and ran his fingers through my hair, then let them linger on my neck. “I was kind of picturing the two of us—living together, maybe.”

I took his free hand in mine. “I want that, too, I think. Someday. But maybe not quite yet.”

“Having doubts about us, girlie?” he asked.

I shook my head. “Not at all.” I squeezed his hand. “I love you.”

“I love you, too,” he said. “That’s why I want us to be together.”

“We will be. For all I know, if I get my own place, we’ll probably spend all our time going back and forth between each other’s apartments. But I need to feel—independent. For once. I’ve jumped into things—too fast. I need to have some time to slow down. To get my bearings.”

“Hardly seems too fast, you and me,” Henry said. “It’s been thirteen years now.”

“I know,” I said. “But we’ve only been together—as a couple—for a few weeks now. I want to do this right. To be certain. Is that so terrible?”

He shook his head. “No. You’re right. That’s not terrible.” He flashed me a wry grin. “I’m just impatient, I guess.”

“You’ve stuck by me through everything,” I said. “So much crap I’ve put you through. That doesn’t sound like impatience to me.”

“Well, alrighty, then,” he said. “If you’re bound to do this, at least let me suggest that you look for a place over in my neck of the woods. There’s places available in my complex.” He paused. “Truth be told, Sara, I want you nearby—especially with that Devlin out there, who knows where. If you’re going to be in your own place, I’ll feel a heap better if it’s only just down the road from mine. If you holler, I want to hear you.”

I bristled a little at his words. How would that be taking a move toward independence, if Henry was going to be guarding the castle, always at the ready? But the thought of Devlin, lurking somewhere in the shadows, was still too frightening to me to push back. “Okay,” I said. “I’ll set up appointments to go see them. We can go together.”

Henry and I lingered in the park for an hour more. The sun was setting below the tree line, and I zipped up my jacket.

“We should head home,” I said. “Mom saved the pie and coffee for when we get back.”

Henry and I set out, hand in hand, up 13th Street toward Glebe Road. After we crossed Glebe, I paused there on the overpass, looking down at the highway below us.

Holiday traffic was fairly light, but there were still plenty of cars speeding by, full of people heading either to or from Thanksgiving dinners with their families. I pointed off to the left, where we could just make out the roofline of the last house on my street, the one that had evaded destruction when its neighbors to the south had met with the wrecking ball.

“Right there,” I said, “just a few paces down from that house, where now you see a lane full of rushing cars, that’s where we used to sit. You and me. Near the rope swing. And the abandoned railroad tracks.”

“I remember,” he said. “Tried to kiss you there one night, but you wouldn’t let me.”

I smiled. “Wonder how everything might have been different, if I’d let you.”

“Well,” he said, “we’ll never know. No point in fretting over that, all these years later. All any of us have is what is. The now. The present.”

“I guess,” I said. “I know I spend too much time in the past. Brooding over it. When I look down at this highway, I can let my eyes go hazy, kind of out of focus, and instead of the concrete and the cars, I see things the way they used to be. I see the path through that dusty red-clay lot that led to the store where we’d buy candy and Creamsicles. And the line of dogwoods Suzanne and I used to sit beneath and talk about boys. I see the crest of Vernon Street, right above the railroad tracks, where I’d spot my dad heading home, after he got off the bus from the city. I’d run down the street as fast as I could go, and he’d hoist me up on his shoulders, and I’d ride home that way, taller than anyone else in the world.”

Henry put his arm around me, tugged me toward him. “I love that about you, girlie. How you can do that. It’s like time travel.”

“It’s kind of like those paintings—that have a whole other painting beneath the one you can see. The artist paints a new painting over the old one.” I paused. “How do they decide, I wonder, that the new painting is going to be better than the one that’s already there?” I sighed. “I can’t help it—missing the old days.”

“Be glad,” Henry said, “that you had some old days worth missing. Not everybody does. You were lucky. Think of it that way.”

I nodded. “Yeah. But there were some very dark days, as well. I hang onto those, too. Why, I’m not sure. I guess because they’re a part of it all. Of everything that happened. To let go of them would be to hold onto a story that isn’t true.”

The story I was left with hadn’t ended the way I’d hoped it would. I had imagined justice—guilty verdicts and jail time for the wrongdoers. But that hope had slipped away, with Mark’s death and Devlin’s disappearance. Just like this highway that my parents had fought so hard against had been the victor in the end, had left its slash of progress through the neighborhood we loved. Too often, the story we’re left with is not the one we want told. But it is the one we have to find a way to live inside.

I took one last glance at the scene below us, letting my memory pinpoint each of the landmarks I cherished, imagining the two little girls who had roamed those streets, those vacant lots, those tracks through the high grass and wildflowers. In my mind, those two girls would always be there, as long as I was alive to remember them.

But where they once wandered and laughed and played, today there was a road.

And I realized that, somehow, I must learn to travel it.
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Beautiful views, deadly encounters


 Grief-stricken over her mother' s death and bruised by her failure on her most recent case, Special Agent Emmeline Helliwell with the National Park Service returns to her Utah hometown to heal and regroup. She' s determined to turn in her badge and take over her mother' s bakery for a much quieter life . . . until the body of a childhood friend turns up in The Narrows of Zion National Park. 


 The case is too personal for Emme to turn down, but the seemingly simple investigation turns treacherous as clues that connect to her previous case grow too glaring to ignore. When bodies start to pile up, Emme must track down the killer before they take more lives, venturing deep into Zion National Park to uncover the sordid secrets hiding beneath its stunning beauty. 
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A foot in a geyser. A school in the wild. A truth no one saw coming.

  When a human foot is ejected from a geyser in Yellowstone National Park, Special Agent Emme Helliwell of the National Park Service is assigned the chilling case.

  Tasked with identifying the victim and uncovering what led to such a grisly end, Emme is drawn into the park's vast, unforgiving wilderness—and into the orbit of a private school for at-risk teens where extreme backcountry excursions are part of the curriculum. As disturbing truths begin to surface, Emme must also confront personal fault lines, including the unresolved tension with an ex-boyfriend who's suddenly back in her life and assigned to the same case.

  In a place where danger hides behind natural beauty and good intentions can mask darker motives, Emme must navigate both treacherous terrain and emotional landmines to solve a mystery that could cost her everything.
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An ex-con traces a victim's clues to set a cold case ablaze


 Between fending off a lecherous parole officer and trying to get by in 1978 San Francisco, private investigator Colleen Hayes struggles to put her life back together so she can reconnect with her runaway teenage daughter. Then her life changes dramatically. She accepts a case from wealthy, retired industrialist Edward Copeland. The old man is desperate to solve the brutal murder of his daughter, a murder that took place in Golden Gate Park eleven years earlier—during the Summer of Love. The case has since gone cold, her murderer never found. Now, in his final days, Copeland hires Colleen to find his daughter's killer in hopes he might die in peace. 


 Colleen understands what it means to take a life—she spent a decade in prison for killing her ex. Battling her own demons, she immerses herself in San Francisco's underbelly, where police corruption is rampant. Her investigation turns deadly as she pries for information, yet there is little to go on. However, a song on the radio makes her wonder—did the murdered girl leave any clues that others may have missed? 
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A notable archaeologist, close to finding a priceless artifact, meets his untimely demise— Matthew Shane vows to find his murderer


 Matthew Shane is a law professor in Salem, Massachusetts, where he enjoys a rewarding mentorship with Professor Barrington Holmes, a well-known archaeologist. So when Professor Holmes is found dead in his office and the police rule it a suicide, something doesn' t sit right with Matthew. He becomes determined to find the true cause of Holmes' death and bring closure to his widow. 


 Matthew soon learns that Professor Holmes belonged to a group of notable archaeologists dubbed " The Monkey' s Paw," who were all entangled in an expedition to find an unknown object of unprecedented historical and financial value. Each member had been given one piece of the instructions to find the object, but some of the men had encountered horrific twists of fate before the group could reunite to continue in their search. Joining forces with the remaining members, Matthew' s quest for the cause of the apparent curse of The Monkey' s Paw leads him on a global wild goose chase that culminates in a turn of events not even Professor Holmes could have predicted. 
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Pull a trigger and everything changes. Medical student Laura Nelson had just finished examining her first patient when she is forced to make a split-second decision that will alter the course of her life - forever. One life will end, and one life will never be the same. But keeping her dreadful secret will be one of the toughest challenges Laura will ever face. With a persistent and perceptive detective hot on her trail and a host of eerie incidents suggesting that maybe her secret isn't really a secret, Laura is drawn into an unseemly web of peril, deceit, and treachery and is forced to risk both her freedom and her sanity. Will her deadly secret come to light, or must she live forever in the shadow of death? Set amidst the upheaval and smoldering chaos of the Detroit riots of 1967, Shadow of Death is a haunting tale of unrest, fear, and consequences. Hailed as a stunning debut novel, Shadow of Death provides a spine-chilling glimpse of what lurks in the shadows.
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