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			Funny thing about the Adirondacks. Head up the Northway toward Montreal, and right away you sense that you’re leaving the Rust Belt. Oh, sure, there’s still evidence of economic hardship, but on that multilane interstate you also begin to encounter cities and towns where your average upstate New Yorker can’t afford to live. The first of these is Saratoga Springs, with its thoroughbred racetrack, performing arts center, the famous Yaddo writers’ colony and posh Skidmore College. To a degree, Saratoga is seasonal, its population during racing season more than doubling with wealthy downstaters, but the city remains vibrant (and unaffordable to most upstaters) in all seasons. But keep going. There’s more. Just a few miles up the road you’ll find Lake George, and after that Ticonderoga and Lake Placid, which, thanks to the Olympics, is more famous as a winter destination than a summer one. And here’s the thing about all these prosperous mountain communities: They’re actual towns, with town centers. Structurally, they resemble their poorer Rust Belt neighbors—Broadalbin, Johnstown, Gloversville, Amsterdam, St. Johnsville, Little Falls, Herkimer—towns that parallel the New York State Thruway all the way to Buffalo. They all have mayors and police departments and local schools and town councils. The only difference that really matters is the size of their budgets.

			If the Northway is all you know about the Adirondacks, you might very well conclude that prosperity and good fortune are a matter of altitude, but you’d be wrong. If, for instance, you were to head up Route 29, not just north but also west into those same Adirondacks, what you’d find is a place called Stone Mountain. What you wouldn’t find is a town center. You’d sense, as you did on the Northway, that the place is seasonal, though you wouldn’t know—how could you?—that up here there are ten times as many people in the summer as there are in the winter. What the winding, two-lane blacktop reveals around each turn is a fragment of the place you’re in. You don’t see things. You glimpse them, and just that quickly, they’re gone. The exception is Stone Mountain Lake, where the road briefly straightens out, the terrain flattens, and you can take things in. The lake is surrounded by camps, many of which are uninsulated, though you wouldn’t necessarily know that, and therefore habitable only in warm weather. At the edge of the lake is the old Stone Mountain Amusement Park, fenced off now, some of its rides dismantled, others rusting. But go ahead. Use your imagination. Fill that deserted midway with throngs of people from down in the valley, clutching rolls of tickets, whole families waiting in long lines for the bumper cars and Snap the Whip. Don’t just imagine. Remember. Remember what amusement parks were like before they became corporate, before there were special lines for people who have more money than you do. Most of the time you don’t think of yourself as poor, and you don’t today, so when you get hungry, you figure, Why not splurge? Take the kids and eat at the restaurant that overlooks the lake. Fill your plate up at the all-you-can-eat buffet—macaroni and potato salads; hot dogs and burgers and fish sticks; roast beef, carved at a special station, costs extra—and grab a table over by the windows, which have been left open to capture the breeze off the lake. Mmmm, nice. You’re not poor; you’re rich.

			Okay, but now the lake is gone and you’re climbing again. Up ahead is the high school, its student body roughly a third of what it was back when the amusement park was open, one entire wing closed off now. Funding for the arts and shop and home economics is a thing of the past, but the dwindling budget still provides for boys’ basketball, baseball and football teams. Discouraging, sure, but it’s happening everywhere, right? Anyway, keep going. There’s more to see, even if it’s not what you saw along the Northway. A roadhouse advertising live music on weekends. A golf course that opens on Memorial Day and closes when the temperatures begin to fall and the valley dwellers stop making the journey up the mountain. A small, two-story brick police department with an attached one-cell jail, a couple cruisers parked out front, uniformed officers leaning up against them. Oh, look! you think at the next bend in the road. They have a coffee shop! But then you see how shabby it is, how its deck slopes. You suspect that all they serve is drip coffee. You can’t help wondering how far away you are from the nearest Starbucks. Thirty miles? More? Never mind. You don’t really even like Starbucks that much. Up ahead is another, smaller lake, its surface still, like glass. It, too, is ringed with camps. At the turnoff there’s a battered, faded sign that reads Private. Association Members Only and you idly wonder how much it would cost to join.

			Then a long stretch of nothing. Tall, dark pines and sheer rock face. Part of you thinks about calling it a day and heading back down the mountain, but the other part is determined to see this through, because it really is breathtakingly beautiful up here, isn’t it? Also, it’s hard to completely surrender what you deduced on the Northway, that prosperity may somehow be linked to altitude. There has to be a Lake Placid up here somewhere if you just keep climbing. But no, the farther you go, the less there is to see. An abandoned pizza joint. Kids have shattered its sign with rocks, the sharp shards strewn on the ground. Another roadhouse, this one seedier, Utica Club beer signs in its otherwise dark windows, two or three cars in the rutted, unpaved lot that’s large enough to accommodate fifty. What really gets to you, though, are those cabins you glimpse in the woods, smoke drifting lazily from their chimneys. There’s one you’ll not soon forget, its yard strewn with tires and hubcaps and trash. A man with a long beard comes out, kicks a child’s toy out of the way and stares angrily at a small, yellow eight-seater school bus that’s up on blocks, its windows fogged. Someone must be living in that, too. Someone cold and afraid.

			Realizing that you’ve come to the end of the line, you start looking for a place to turn around and fear that there isn’t one, that you’ve waited too long. Now you have no choice but to keep climbing forever. You think to yourself that Stone Mountain is a place that doesn’t yield many good outcomes. People from around here don’t go out into the world and become rich and famous. If that’s what you’re thinking, you’re right.

			With one exception.
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			Tyler

			When they’re all in the limo and the driver has assured them that he’s clear on his instructions (to deliver Stone Mountain to Stone Mountain), Jason turns his attention to Tyler. He and Beth have both been watching him like hawks ever since they left Nashville. “Okay, explain it to me,” Jason says. “What am I missing here?”

			Tyler wishes he could explain, but in order to do that he’d have to admit to the paralyzing dread that’s been building steadily, ever since Jason told him about the concert on Stone Mountain without first getting Tyler’s permission or even asking for input. “Look,” Tyler says. “I’m not pissed at you.” Though they both know he is. “I’m pissed at myself for not vetoing the idea out of hand.”

			Jason, frustrated, exchanges a glance with Beth, who just shrugs. Is it Tyler’s imagination, or do they seem to be in cahoots a lot these days? Did Jason clear the idea with her first? Did she promise she’d talk Tyler into it? Or does he have it backwards? Is it possible that Beth was the one who suggested it?

			“Can you just explain what’s got you so bent out of shape,” Jason pleads. “I mean, it’s the perfect tune-up gig before we go somewhere that matters, an ideal place to work out the kinks.” The pandemic, he means. Two years of lockdown and no live shows.

			“Great band,” says Eddie, their tour drummer.

			They all regard him curiously.

			“The Kinks,” he clarifies.

			Jason blinks at him, then returns his attention to Tyler. “Plus, it’s for a good cause, right? Your old friend? What’s his name again?”

			Tyler’s pretty sure Jason hasn’t forgotten Doc’s name. He never forgets things. That’s what makes him such a good manager. He’s just trying to draw Tyler out of his inexplicable funk. “Doc,” Tyler reminds him. “Tim Dockery.”

			“Right, right, right,” Jason says, as if to suggest that the name was on the tip of his tongue. “How long since you’ve seen him?”

			“Eighteen years.”

			“Seriously?” Jason says. Tyler watches him do the arithmetic in his head. “You haven’t been back to Stone Mountain since you left?”

			“Nope,” Tyler says. “I made a clean getaway. Until today.”

			Jason exchanges another glance with Beth. Really? Can this be true?

			She nods. “All mail that arrives with a Stone Mountain postmark gets returned unopened.”

			“That’s kind of sad,” Jason says. Pitiful, he seems to mean. Or possibly unhinged.

			“You think?” Tyler says, pretending innocence. “How so?”

			“It’s…your home?”

			Eddie snorts at this. “Musicians don’t have homes,” he says. “How can you not know that?”

			Jason ignores this, as he does most of what Eddie has to say. Tyler senses the other man’s mounting frustration. He’d like to probe further, get to the bottom of Tyler’s foul mood, but how?

			Jack, their bassist, says, “They only knew three chords.”

			Jason regards Jack the way you would an alien beamed down from a planet made up of congenital idiots. Here he is trying to have an important, serious conversation, and shit keeps coming out of left field. “Who?”

			“The Kinks,” Jack explains, demonstrating the three chords in question on an air guitar as he growls out the opening sequence to “All Day and All of the Night.”

			“Jesus,” Jason says, rubbing his temples. Tyler can tell he’s already regretting his decision to have Jack and Eddie travel with them instead of with the roadies. The way he’d explained it to Tyler, he wanted to establish a camaraderie, make them feel like part of the band, despite the fact that Stone Mountain is, for all intents and purposes, a duo. That’s how important Beth has become. Would there even be a Stone Mountain without her? Well, yeah, he supposes there would. He is still the band’s front man, and he’d find a way to soldier on. Important though Beth may be, she’s not vital, which is why Jason is concerned. Because the truth is, Tyler is not right, hasn’t been for a while. Nobody knows this better than Tyler himself. The whole idea of the tour is to make things right, and they won’t be until he is. If Tyler can’t somehow find his way, it’s game over until whatever’s fucked up can be sorted out. And if it can’t be? The good news is that Beth will probably land on her feet, find a career as a solo artist. Unless Tyler is mistaken, that’s been her secret ambition for some time. It’s not that she’s looking to quit the band. At least Tyler doesn’t think she is. But she’d probably like to step out of Stone Mountain’s shadow, and if so, who could blame her? She’s a gifted songwriter, every bit as talented as Tyler himself. To this point they’ve had a Lennon-McCartney-type agreement, the bylines of their songs reading Tyler Sinclair and Beth Delaney, regardless of who’s taken the lead or who’s done the majority of the work. And as with Lennon-McCartney, Stone Mountain fans have begun to speculate, based on both lyrics and melody, whether it’s a Tyler song or one of Beth’s. Back when they started to collaborate, they worked pretty much from scratch, Beth at the piano or Tyler on his acoustic twelve-string, but over time that’s changed. These days, he’ll come home unexpectedly and Beth will be noodling at the piano, but when she becomes aware of his presence, she’ll stop and lower the cover over the keys, as if he’s caught her on a porn site. “Don’t stop,” he’ll tell her. “I like it.” At which she just shakes her head. “There’s nothing to like yet. It’s too new.”

			He gets it. He too is a perfectionist and worries about sharing stuff that’s too raw. Nobody likes to be glimpsed fumbling around in the dark, blindly searching the wall for the light switch. Still, he misses how things used to be when he and Beth collaborated earlier in the process. Part of the fun was watching things that seemed unfixable get repaired, and for it not to matter who did the fixing. What’s happened, he suspects, is that Beth has simply caught up to him, skill-wise. She wants to work by herself until she can’t make the song any better. Only then will she invite him in. But it’s also more than that. She’s becoming not just more skilled but also more confident. It’s not just that she doesn’t need him as early as she used to, it’s that she doesn’t need him as much at any point in the process. The difference between them is that he knows that he can do what needs to be done without her help because he was doing it before they met, whereas Beth suspects she can succeed without him and would like to know for sure.

			Same deal with her performing onstage. As a member of Stone Mountain, she’s been mostly relegated to background harmonies behind Tyler’s lead vocals. Which is why, except for Jason, nobody really knows what a kick-ass singer she is, that she’d be capable of commanding the stage if Tyler himself weren’t already commanding it. She knows—she has to know—that she and her keyboard are literally three feet from stardom. Of course she’d like to do a solo album. What he doesn’t know, because he’s never wanted to ask, is whether she thinks he’s been purposely holding her back. It’s not like he’s a domineering guy. At least he doesn’t think he is. True, onstage he’s a force of nature, but that doesn’t carry over into the rest of their lives, does it? The way he sees it, they’ve been good for each other pretty much from the start. He’s helped her come out of her shell, to overcome her natural shyness not only by giving her permission to assert herself but insisting that she do so. And God knows she’s been good for him. Since they became a couple, he’s cut way back on his drinking, started taking better care of himself—exercising more and eating healthier. There’s no question he looks better. Actually, he’d been thinking about suggesting they get married when the pandemic hit, but who wanted to get married when you couldn’t have a wedding? Now, with the pandemic finally behind them, he wonders if marriage is even necessary. Awful though it was, the virus had been good for them, clarifying what was important and what they could manage without. (Does marriage fall into that category? he wonders.) They’d made the most of lockdown and gotten a shitload of work done. How many new songs did they write? A couple albums’ worth? Okay, a few still need work, but that’s what this tour is all about. The idea is to get their groove back, shed the worst of the rust. After a month on the road, they’ll take a two-week break, return to Nashville, hit the studio and record the songs that are ready, then finish the tour. It’s not a bad plan. If only the first stop wasn’t Stone Mountain. If he can somehow just survive that.

			Of course there’s an irony in all this. Over time, Tyler has managed to convince himself that he’s put Stone Mountain, a place he swore never to set foot in again, behind him, but of course he now knows that he hasn’t. These last few days, memories of home have come flooding back like, well, like water over a dam. And not just any dam, the dam, the one that got rebuilt every summer, transforming the rushing mountain stream to a tranquil pond, large enough for a few dozen kids to cavort in, the water-winged little ones splashing about in the shallows, the older ones rope-swinging out into the middle where the deeper water was still numbingly frigid even in July. On weekends people arrived at the campground early, parking their vehicles among the pines, staking out picnic tables with ice chests and adjacent fireplaces with bags of charcoal and wood chips.

			As a kid, Tyler’s favorite spot in the whole campground was under the Falls. There, the water roaring over the dam created a dark cave just big enough for two or three boys, or maybe a boy and a girl, to huddle together. You couldn’t be seen from the outside, and anything you said there would be drowned out by the rushing water. Because it wasn’t considered safe there—what if the dam gave way?—you had to sneak behind the Falls when the lifeguard wasn’t looking, but once there, you were safe. The particular memory that’s been haunting Tyler of late is of the day his best friend, Curt, found him hiding there. They’d both turned eleven that year, and Tyler will always remember it as the summer everything turned to shit. Sitting by himself, his tailbone up against the leaky dam, his head between his bony knees, he didn’t realize Curt had joined him until the other boy settled in next to him and said his name.

			“Go away,” Tyler told him, not looking up, not wanting his friend to know he was crying.

			“I saw your bike,” Curt said. “I’ve been looking for you everywhere. I heard about what happened.”

			“I don’t want to talk about it,” Tyler told him, though he did, at least part of him did, the small part that didn’t wish himself dead.

			“Is your mom okay?”

			“She’s still in the hospital.”

			“Your dad beat her up again?”

			Now Tyler raised his head and looked at his friend. “I just watched,” he said.

			“There’s nothing you could’ve done,” Curt said. “He’s a grown-up. You’re a kid.”

			“All I did was watch,” Tyler repeated, choking on his tears now. “I just…stood there. She was on the floor and begging him to stop, but he just kept kicking her and telling her to get up so he could punch her again.”

			“That really sucks,” Curt said. “But, hey. You can stay with us for a while. I already asked my parents.”

			“Yeah?” Tyler said, and now, on his way back to Stone Mountain in a stretch limo, he feels all over again the rush of gratitude he’d felt that day under the Falls.

			“It’ll be fun,” Curt said, determined to cheer him up. “You want the top bunk or the bottom one?” Curt’s family wasn’t rich, but they had a nice house, nicer than Tyler’s, and Curt had his own bedroom with bunk beds his parents had purchased when his mom was pregnant with Curt’s little brother, who’d been born dead.

			Tyler had allowed himself a momentary surge of hope, to imagine himself living with Curt and his family forever, but of course he knew it was impossible. When his mother got out of the hospital and his father was released from jail, they’d go back to being a family again. “He’s just going to keep doing it until he kills her.”

			“Maybe not,” Curt said. “Maybe this time he’s learned his lesson. Maybe he’ll quit drinking.”

			But no. That would never happen. “I just want to grow up, you know? Get big enough to kick his fucking ass.” Had this been the first time he used the word fuck? Tyler remembers how surprised he was to hear it come out of his mouth, more shocking, somehow, than his desire to beat his father bloody, maybe even kill him.

			“You will someday,” Curt assured him. “And you know what?”

			Their eyes met.

			“I’ll help you.”

			“Yeah?” Tyler said, feeling a small smile begin to form at the thought. How desperately he’d wanted to believe that such a day would ever come.

			“You bet,” Curt said, extending the pinkie finger of his right hand. “Best friends forever?”

			“Forever,” Tyler agreed, linking his own pinkie with Curt’s.

			How strange, Tyler reflects, back in the limo now, these promises people make to each other, every single one of them predicated on the belief that how they feel at the moment is how they will always feel, that tomorrow will be like today, that you will be the same person next Tuesday or next month, or next year, that you are now.

			Which is, Tyler now understands, a crock. Even an eleven-year-old should know better. Seven short years after he and Curt linked pinkies, Tyler had left Stone Mountain with nothing but a duffel bag full of clothes, a few bucks stolen from his father’s dresser drawer and his guitar. He’d left without saying goodbye to Curt or Freddi or Doc or any of his other friends and he hasn’t been back since.

			But thanks to fucking Jason, that’s where he’s now headed. Maybe, he thinks, he’ll get lucky. Maybe the limo will fall off the Mountain.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			An hour later, thanks to Beth, who’s taken his cold hand in her warm one, Tyler has managed to tamp down the worst of his dread. Somehow, he tells himself, he’ll get through this.

			Jason is craning his neck to peer out the window. “Wow,” he says. “Take a gander at this.”

			They’re passing the old Stone Mountain Amusement Park, which was in decline when Tyler was a kid and now looks completely abandoned. There’s a rusted Ferris wheel, an empty pavilion that once housed bumper cars, a Snap the Whip, a Tilt-A-Whirl and, saddest of all, a carousel from which the horses have all been removed, leaving only their silver poles. And beyond all this the shimmering lake, which even Tyler has to admit is beautiful.

			“So…” Jason says, trying to make sense of what he’s seeing, “once upon a time this place was prosperous?”

			“For a while,” Tyler admits.

			“What happened?”

			“Same as everywhere else in the Rust Belt. The mills shut down. Jobs went overseas. Those who had the wherewithal fled.”

			Jason nods. “And those who were left behind?”

			Tyler snorts. “Wild guess? They wear MAGA hats and stockpile guns and spread conspiracy theories about how the Jews are behind it all.”

			Jason, who is Jewish, cocks his head. “You must sympathize. At least a little?”

			“Not particularly,” Tyler says. “You’ve heard of natural selection?”

			At this, Jack shakes his head. “That’s fuckin’ cold, dude,” he says.

			Half a mile farther up the road, the limo driver turns onto a rutted, dirt driveway at the top of which sits a rusty, water-stained double-wide trailer. The yard is weedy and littered with used tires, discarded sheets of metal skirting and all manner of other crap. Beth is wide-eyed. “Oh…my…God,” she says.

			“What?” Tyler chortles. “You thought all of Appalachia’s in West Virginia?”

			Two vehicles are parked outside the trailer. One is a bright orange hearse with Doc-Mobile stenciled on the side. The other is a van bearing the logo of an Albany TV station. A guy with a shoulder-mounted camera is filming as they make their way up the sloping drive.

			Tyler nudges Jason. “Now do you see why I split?”

			Eddie says, “Actually, I’m beginning to feel right at home.”

			When Tyler starts to open the door, Beth touches his elbow. “Do you need me to come with?”

			Is it his imagination, or is she the one who’s looking anxious now? He gives her a peck on the cheek. “No reason to put you through this,” he tells her, for which she looks grateful. To Jason, he says, “I’ll catch a ride with the TV crew.”

			“Call if there’s a problem,” he says. “I’ll send a roadie.”

			As Tyler gets out of the limo, a small-market pretty woman in her thirties, microphone in hand, appears in the dismal trailer’s doorway. Tyler pastes a big smile on his face and waves enthusiastically before leaning back into the limo, where the smile instantly vanishes. “I blame you for this,” he tells Jason, only half in jest. “And I always will.”

			Then, taking a deep breath, he shuts the limo’s door, trots across the yard and up the rickety, U-shaped ramp, telling himself that this right here will be the worst part, that everything else will be a piece of cake.
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			The TV woman introduces herself as Emma, and Tyler follows her inside. The trailer, he sees, has been customized for a man in a wheelchair, its cabinets and countertops low. The TV crew has set up in the living room, which is ablaze with bright lights mounted on collapsible aluminum tripods. Though it’s been almost two decades, Tyler immediately recognizes Doc, who’s dressed in gym shorts, a Walmart polo shirt and flip-flops. From the waist up, he looks pretty normal. Tyler doesn’t want to look at his legs but can’t help himself. They’re pale and thin and clearly atrophied from disuse. Gathering himself, Tyler swallows hard and exclaims, “There he is!” as if he’s been looking forward to this reunion for the longest time. One of the things Tyler sometimes worries about is just how good he is when cameras are rolling. He has to be, of course. It’s part of a front man’s job, but he does wonder about the toll so much false cheer may be taking on him. Can you be false in the moment, in a series of moments, hundreds and hundreds of them, without becoming permanently false? When he and Doc shake, Tyler flexes his right hand theatrically. “Wow!” he says for the camera. “What a grip!”

			Doc, seemingly in excellent spirits and not at all nervous, is grinning up at him. “I’d stand, but…”

			Emma directs Tyler to a stool positioned next to Doc’s wheelchair. “Was he always such a joker when you were kids?” she wants to know.

			“Always,” Tyler says, because this is what she seems to want to hear.

			Emma takes her own seat across from them. “So, Tyler. What’s it like to see your old friend after so long?”

			“Are you kidding?” he says. “You probably know, my band and I are embarking on a thirty-city tour, but this right here is the stop I’ve been looking forward to.”

			“And how about you, Doc?” Emma wants to know. “What’s it like to have a Nashville legend come all this way just to see you?”

			“Well, it’s the first time a stretch limo ever pulled into my driveway, I’ll tell you that. I’ve got all Tyler’s records, though, so in a way, he’s been here the whole time.”

			“Tyler, your band is named Stone Mountain—”

			Tyler feigns surprise at this. “It is? Oh my God, you’re right!”

			Emma offers an obligatory chuckle but stays her course. “But it’s not just a name, is it. Several of your songs are rooted here. What is it about this place that makes you want to write songs about it?”

			Tyler has a variety of masks that he uses during interviews. He decides to don his serious one now. “Well,” he tells her, “as somebody famous once said, if you manage to survive childhood and adolescence, you probably have enough to write about for the rest of your life. Stone Mountain is where I spent the first eighteen years of my life.”

			She nods, apparently accepting this glib utterance as profound, then turns back to Doc. “Doc, you almost didn’t survive adolescence. You had a tragic accident. Can you talk about it, or is it too painful?”

			Doc raps his knuckles on his lifeless legs. “Hell, it’s not painful at all. See?” But then he, too, becomes serious, and Tyler notes Doc’s seriousness does not appear to be a mask, but rather the real thing. “What’s painful is being young and dumb.” He elbows Tyler playfully now. “That’s what we were, right?”

			Tyler nods, but for some reason he’s having a difficult time situating himself in the moment. He’s both surprised and a little unnerved by how well Doc is acquitting himself before the cameras. Unlike Tyler, he hasn’t done ten thousand interviews, and you’d think this would put him at a disadvantage, but what if the opposite is true? Is it possible that simply by being himself, Doc might actually steal the show? It occurs to Tyler that the most effective way to respond might be for him to chuck his tried-and-true interview strategies and simply be himself, as well. But is that person—the real Tyler Sinclair—someone he even has access to? Alone, writing a song, sure. But here? Now?

			“Anyhow,” Doc is saying. “Me and Tyler and another friend were at this place called the Falls, not far from here, and we were having a contest to see who could swing out farthest into the water. We used this rope that was tied to a tree branch, and we would…”

			Tyler can see the three of them as if it were yesterday. Curt—now several years older than he was when he and Tyler linked pinkies—is hurtling down the riverbank. At the water’s edge, he launches himself, his feet bicycling in the air like a long jumper’s. Letting go of the rope at the last possible moment, his body arcs, rotating through the air. He enters the water feetfirst, like a knife blade, barely making a splash. When he emerges, his arms are raised in triumph. “A new record!” he shouts, though of course there’s no way to tell for sure. It’s not like there are yard markers on the water’s surface.

			“Which I am going to break!” Doc calls back, having already retrieved the rope.

			“Anyhow,” Doc is explaining to Emma, “something went wrong. I don’t know what.”

			Tyler does. Doc, determined to best Curt’s leap, has decided on a new strategy, which he explains to Tyler, because it requires the two of them. They will take the rope a bit farther up the bank than usual in order to extend the runway and gather more speed. Doc will shinny up the rope until he’s three or four feet off the ground and make himself into a human cannonball. Then Tyler will grab Doc by the waist and haul ass down the slope and launch Doc out…

			“I remember flying through the air,” Doc tells Emma, “and looking down and seeing that I’m not where I’m supposed to be. Instead of out in the middle, I’m right over the dam.” He pauses here, and Tyler sees his dilemma. Doc has meant for the story to be funny, a narrative about him and his friends doing something stupid, except now, reliving what happened that day, it’s turned serious. “If I’d just held on, I probably would’ve been okay, but for some reason I let go of the rope…”

			Doc isn’t the only one reliving the moment. Tyler sees it in his mind’s eye, his friend falling, hearing him land with a sickening crack on the iron pipe that extended across the top of the dam, balancing there for a moment before slipping silently into the water.

			“Anyhow,” Doc says, yanking himself out of the memory, “the rest is history.” He nudges Tyler again. “Music history.”

			Emma might be a small-market newscaster, but give her this much—she’s not one to miss a cue. “ ‘The Long Fall,’ ” she says, turning to Tyler. “Your most famous song.”

			The lights seem hotter and brighter than they were when the interview began, and Tyler suddenly feels lightheaded. A trickle of perspiration inches down his spine. Emma is waiting for him to say something, but he can’t seem to find his voice. For a moment he wonders if he might actually pass out, but Emma, bless her, offers him a prompt. “Was it Doc you were thinking about when you wrote that song?”

			“I don’t know,” he tells her, his voice sounding strange, almost strangled. “I guess I must’ve been.”

			She nods knowingly. “In the song, the boy who’s falling never lands. Was that you, trying to keep Doc from landing? From being injured?”

			Perhaps because this is such a kind, generous interpretation of the lyric, Tyler is able to rally a little, to pull himself together. “Maybe,” he tells her, “but I think it’s more about how time works. When good things happen, time speeds up. The roller-coaster ride is always over too soon. But when bad things happen…” He lets the thought trail off.

			Emma returns her attention to Doc. “Was that how it felt to you? Did everything slow down?”

			Doc shakes his head. “All I remember is being in the water, how cold and quiet it was. Peaceful, almost. I just kept sinking, farther and farther down.”

			“You didn’t think you might be dying?”

			“Not really,” he tells her. “It was more like this was just how things would be from now on. I’d just keep sinking forever.”

			Tyler is watching him, slack-jawed, wondering if this can be true. The haunted look on Doc’s face suggests that it is, but for some reason Tyler is suspicious. Clearly Emma isn’t, and for the first time in the interview she appears to be at a loss for words. The silence seems unbearable, and it’s Doc, as if coming out of a trance, who finally breaks it. “But somehow this guy right here found me down there in the dark and dragged me back into the world.”

			Emma is looking at Tyler now. “You saved your friend’s life,” she says.

			Tyler feels his stomach churn. This, he realizes, is the moment she’s been steering the conversation toward from the start, the moment Tyler Sinclair is revealed as the story’s hero. Strange that he didn’t see this coming. He’s been fearing the exact wrong thing—that the interview would somehow unmask him, that people would see him for who he really is. But this is even worse. “Actually, he was just a couple feet below the surface,” he tells her, a lie, but for some reason he’s determined not to corroborate her feel-good narrative. In truth, he’d found Doc at the very bottom of the dam, lying perfectly still, as if he was napping. “I probably stepped on the poor guy.”

			“I think maybe you’re being modest,” Emma says, less to him, he suspects, than her TV audience. “So,” she continues, shifting gears. “How much money do you hope to raise tonight?”

			Doc snorts at this. “Twenty mil should do it.”

			“You joke,” Emma says, “but I understand you have some very expensive medical procedures coming up. And you’ve been knocked off Medicaid?”

			He nods. “Turns out there’s a limit to how much they’ll spend on one cripple.”

			“Tyler Sinclair to the rescue,” Emma says, still determined to force the story into the shape she prefers.

			Tyler, for his part, remains stubbornly resolved to deny her the satisfaction. “I’m sure Doc would do the same for me if our situations were reversed,” he says.

			“Like hell,” Doc says, and it takes Tyler a second to realize he’s joking. That’s how convincingly he’s delivered the line, further evidence that Doc is a clever, practiced storyteller. “I’d take the money and head for the Bahamas.”

			“I think we all know that’s not true,” Emma chuckles, turning now to face the camera. “Tonight’s concert is at seven o’clock at Stone Mountain High School, and it’s one you’re not going to want to miss. One hundred percent of the proceeds will go to help defray Tim Dockery’s medical expenses.”

			Finally, Tyler thinks. It’s over.

			But no.

			“One last question,” Emma says. “Do you plan to sing ‘The Long Fall’?”

			“I guess that would depend on whether Doc wants me to,” he says.

			“Would I actually have to fall again?” Doc says. “You’re not going to push me off the stage or anything, are you?”

			Tyler is wrong-footed yet again, but this time only for a split second. “That shouldn’t be necessary,” he grins. At least he hopes it’s a grin and not a grimace.

			“In that case,” Doc says, and he is grinning, “let her rip.”
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			The interview concluded, Emma’s crew goes to work breaking down their equipment and ferrying it all out to the van. Doc excuses himself, saying he needs to make a quick phone call, and disappears into a bedroom, closing the door behind him. Outside on the ramp, Emma is talking to someone on her cell. When Tyler joins her there, she puts her phone away and says, “That was some interview, I thought you were going to cry there at one point.”

			Tyler nods, grateful that this was how it appeared to her, though his own emotional response to the interview is more complicated. In truth, it’s left him feeling gutted. He’s got a two-hour concert to put on tonight, but what he’d like to do is go to bed and sleep for a week. “Are you all headed over to the high school?” he asks.

			She nods. “Can we give you a lift?”

			“That would be great,” he tells her. The last thing he wants is to spend any more time in Doc’s trailer, waiting for Jason to send somebody to fetch him.

			At the bottom of the U-shaped ramp sits Doc’s garish orange hearse. They pause there to study it. “You should have him show you the inside,” Emma says. When he registers surprise—how would she know?—she explains that she and her crew arrived early. “He couldn’t wait to show us how he’s got it tricked out.”

			As the last of the cables and light stands are loaded into the back of the van, Emma turns to regard Doc’s shabby trailer, the weedy, junk-filled yard. “Do you ever wonder how people do it?” she says. “How do you face the kinds of challenges he’s had to deal with all these years and keep smiling? Where do you find the courage to meet each new day?”

			These are fair questions, of course, and they shame Tyler, who’s always considered the kind of empathy she’s expressing his strong suit. Isn’t empathy where art comes from? Clearly Emma’s heart has gone out to Doc completely. Why hasn’t his own?

			The trailer door slides open then, and Doc, beaming, wheels himself out onto the ramp. “You ready, dude?” he calls to Tyler.

			Tyler is confused. “Ready?”

			“We can give him a lift,” Emma tells him. “There’s no need for you—”

			“Not a chance,” Doc says. At the U in the ramp, he does an impressive wheelie. “He’s coming with me in the Doc-Mobile.”

			Wait, Tyler thinks. He drives?

			Apparently. Taking out a remote, Doc aims it at the side door of the hearse, which obediently slides open. A metal platform large enough for his wheelchair lowers itself to the ground. Doing another wheelie, he backs the chair onto the platform and, aiming the remote over his shoulder, presses another button. The platform lifts.

			The driver of the TV van toots. The crew is ready to leave. “I guess we’ll see you at the school?” Emma says, and the look she gives him says, Are you sure you’re okay with this? In truth, he isn’t, but what can he do?

			When the side door of the hearse slides shut, Tyler opens the passenger-side door, unsure what’s supposed to happen next. Doc, he sees, is maneuvering his wheelchair into the space between the driver’s and passenger seats. There’s just enough room. A mechanism on the floor locks the chair in place. “Umm,” Tyler says. “I’m driving?”

			“Ha!” Doc hoots, as if Tyler has said something hilarious. There’s an angled bar attached to the roof, and Doc uses this to lift himself out of the wheelchair into the driver’s seat, then hauls his lifeless legs into position under the dash. When he’s situated, he looks over at Tyler. “We can’t go anywhere until you get in and close the door,” Doc says, clearly enjoying himself.

			Tyler is still trying to wrap his mind around the fact that a man who’s paralyzed from the waist down apparently means to drive him somewhere. Doc seems to read his thought. “Think of it this way,” he suggests. “If you die? You’ll already be in a hearse.”

			Tyler gets in, closes the door, fastens his seat belt. “Okay,” he says, taking a deep breath. “Okay.”

			Doc is grinning at him. “You look kind of…what’s the word?”

			“Gobsmacked?” Tyler suggests.

			“What do you think I’ve been doing for the last two decades? Sitting around feeling sorry for myself?”

			“No, but—”

			“Okay, you’d be half right,” he admits. “I have been sitting.”

			Tyler now notices what to this point has escaped his attention. On the floor beneath the dash there’s no gas pedal. No brake. Which, duh, makes sense.

			Doc seems all too happy to show Tyler how the vehicle, like his trailer, has been modified to suit his needs. Pointing to the various hand apparatuses, he says, “Shift. Brakes. Gas. Ignition.” The last is a button located to the left of the steering wheel, not the right. When Doc pushes it, the engine roars to throaty life. “The cool part? No need to worry about anyone stealing it. There are only two other people on the Mountain who can drive this beast, and they both work for me.”

			“Very impressive,” Tyler tells him, and it is.

			“This vehicle is probably the reason the Medicaid folks decided they’ve spent enough money on me.”

			Tyler is thinking, trying to understand the many moving parts of Doc’s complicated and difficult life. And not entirely succeeding. “Can I ask a question?”

			“Shoot.”

			“You say you have people working for you. What is it that you do, exactly?”

			Doc’s expression becomes very serious. “Nobody told you?”

			Tyler shakes his head.

			“I run a vast criminal empire.”

			Until Doc breaks into a grin, Tyler half believes him. Emma was just wondering how, given his many challenges, Doc managed to keep his spirits up. Apparently, this is how. He entertains himself by saying patently ludicrous things with the kind of conviction that causes otherwise reasonable people to wonder for a split second if they’re true. As an artist, Tyler has more than once wondered whether, under the right circumstances, or maybe the wrong ones, simply living life might qualify as art, and it occurs to him that his duty here is simple: to surrender his reservations and simply admire the man.

			Doc puts the hearse in gear and away they go. At the bottom of the drive, Tyler expects him to turn right, but he goes left instead. “Aren’t we going to the high school?”

			“We are,” Doc says. “But there’s something I need to show you first.”
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			They’re almost to the campground before Tyler realizes that’s where they’re headed, to what possible purpose he can’t imagine. Having just painfully relived the accident that left him a paraplegic and very nearly took his life, why on earth would Doc want to come here, of all places?

			When they pull in, though, Tyler thinks he maybe understands. Doc wants him to see how much the place has changed since they were kids. The tables in the picnic area are warped now, their adjacent stone fireplaces crumbling, their grates missing. Clearly, it’s been a very long time since anyone’s had a picnic here. The tipped-over lifeguard stand now lies on its side, its weathered boards rotting. Nimbly weaving the hearse among the pines, Doc stops only when they have a clear view of where the Falls used to be. The iron bar he landed on so long ago still stretches across the stream. Though it’s summer, the dam has not been built this year or, unless Tyler is much mistaken, for at least a decade. With nothing to obstruct it, the water rushes swiftly downhill and out of sight among the trees.

			When Doc turns the engine off, they just sit for a moment in silence, listening to it tick. “Not the place you remember, is it.”

			Tyler shakes his head. “What happened?”

			Doc shrugs. “The summer people downstream—the ones in the association with the expensive camps—complained. They claimed the dam reduced the stream to a trickle down where they are. Also, not long after you left, a kid drowned here, so they used that and what happened to me to shut it all down.” He offers a nasty chuckle. “You’ll never guess what they did next.”

			Actually, Tyler does have a guess. “They built another dam downstream?”

			“Which only members of the association are allowed to use.”

			Tyler nods.

			“Rich people,” Doc says, not bothering to hide his disgust. He has to know that Tyler has become rich himself, but he doesn’t seem to be personally aggrieved by this. Maybe that’s what growing up in a place like Stone Mountain buys you—perpetual membership in the income-inequality club. “Hell, even as kids we knew how the world worked, right? Remember what we used to say? That’s the way it goes?”

			At first, Tyler doesn’t remember, then he does. “First your money…”

			“…then your clothes.”

			“We were probably just repeating what our parents said,” Tyler ventures.

			“Maybe,” Doc says. “Anyhow, people who live here year-around find themselves a little farther upstream each year. They may not say it in so many words, but the summer folks clearly believe we should take the scraps we’re offered and consider ourselves lucky. You were smart to get out when you did.”

			Since Tyler can’t think what to say to that, he says nothing. Is it his imagination or is Doc’s gaze fixated on the iron pipe?

			“Anyhow,” he says, “none of that’s why I brought you here.”

			Good, Tyler thinks. Finally. “Why did you?”

			“I guess I just wanted you to know there are no hard feelings about what happened here.”

			Because Tyler takes the word here to mean the campground, he’s confused. Why would he feel guilty about or personally responsible for the Mountain’s economic decline?

			When Doc turns to face him, though, his expression has changed, darkened. “About what happened to me,” he clarifies.

			“I don’t understand.”

			“Well,” Doc says, then pauses. He appears about to elaborate, but thinks better of it. “Hey, if you don’t blame yourself, I’m glad.”

			“Okay, but why would I blame myself?”

			“No reason,” he says, returning his gaze to the iron pipe. “Except…you did give me that shove.”

			“True,” Tyler says, “but that was your idea, not mine.” Indeed, he recalls how Curt protested when he saw Tyler and Doc both heading up the bank with the rope and realizing what they were planning to do. “Hey! No fair!” he’d shouted.

			“Oh, I know it was my idea,” Doc says. “I guess I was just surprised when you shoved me toward the dam.”

			“But—”

			“I’m not saying you did it on purpose,” he adds.

			Tyler studies him. What is he saying? “But…you think I’m to blame somehow?”

			“Not at all,” Doc assures him. “I just told you. I don’t blame you.”

			Tyler registers and understands Doc’s emphasis on the word don’t, but didn’t he also slightly emphasize the I? Does he mean to imply that someone else blames Tyler for what happened?

			Doc is still staring at the pipe. “I guess what I’m trying to say is…not everybody on the Mountain is a Tyler Sinclair fan.”

			Tyler rubs his temples. “Okay, I’m lost.”

			“Hey, you know what?” Doc says. “You should just chalk it up to jealousy. That’s what I’d do. You left Stone Mountain and got rich and famous.”

			“What was I supposed to do?”

			“I get it,” Doc tells him. Again, that same slight emphasis on the I. “It’s just that some people around here don’t see it that way.”

			“How do they see it?” Tyler wants to know. “Come on, Doc. What are you saying?”

			“It’s not just that you made all that money,” Doc explains. “It’s that you made it writing songs about us. About our lives. Where’s our cut? is how they look at it.”

			“Who, exactly?” Tyler says, no longer bothering to conceal his irritation. Because it’s ridiculous, isn’t it? He isn’t stealing from these people. He’s helping them to be seen. If it were not for his songs, who outside of Stone Mountain would even be aware they existed?

			Except. If he’s completely honest, Tyler is not entirely surprised to learn that some people here may resent him. He’s not only written about them, he’s named the band Stone Mountain. Actually, every band he’s ever played in, including the one he formed right here as a high school sophomore, has been named Stone Mountain, though he can see where, to some people’s minds, maybe that increases the debt. “Who thinks they’re owed a cut?”

			Doc waves the question away. “It doesn’t matter.”

			“Like hell, it doesn’t,” Tyler says, genuinely pissed off now. “Does Curt think that?”

			Doc shrugs. “Ask him sometime.”

			“He still lives around here?”

			Doc offers him an are-you-kidding-me face. “Of course he does.”

			“What do you mean, of course?”

			Doc shrugs, as if the answer to this question should be obvious. We all do, he seems to be saying. Everybody you knew back in the day is still right here. All the friends you left behind without a second thought. Himself. Curt. And yes, Freddi.

			“Come on, Doc,” he says, quickly shoving Freddi out of his mind. “Anybody who wants to leave can. You don’t need a passport. There’s no Checkpoint Charlie at the bottom of the Mountain.”

			“No,” Doc says, “but there might as well be. Look, the problem isn’t leaving. The problem is that you end up right back here.”

			“What about me?” Tyler points out. “I left. I didn’t come back.”

			Doc is grinning at him now, and there’s something about that grin that Tyler doesn’t like. “You didn’t?” Doc says, and he makes a sweeping gesture that takes in the whole campground, probably the whole Mountain. “Where exactly do you think you are right now?”

			“Okay, fine, I’m on Stone Mountain, but this time tomorrow I’ll be someplace else. And someplace else the day after that. When it comes time to go home, I’ll be going to Nashville, not here.”

			“Except,” Doc says, pausing now, like he wants Tyler to wait patiently for what comes next, “that’s not really true, is it?”

			Tyler throws up his hands. “What’s not true about it, Doc? Name one thing that’s untrue about what I just said.”

			Now Doc’s expression is one of triumph, as if he’s set a trap and Tyler’s just blundered into it. “Do you know what I saw on your face when you entered my trailer earlier? Guilt. And not just guilt. Fear.”

			“You’re out of your fucking mind, Doc,” Tyler declares. “What do I have to be afraid of?” Now he’s the one putting that same emphasis on the first-person pronoun. As in, why should he be afraid to talk to a cripple, a man who’s paralyzed from the waist down, whose hospital bills he’s going to pay?

			“And guess what?” Doc continues, as if Tyler hasn’t spoken. “I can see that same fear on your face right now.”

			“Jesus. You do blame me for what happened, don’t you.”

			Doc ignores this. “You didn’t even want to come here, did you.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“When you said that this was the stop on your tour that you were looking forward to most? That was a crock, wasn’t it.”

			Tyler knows he should emphatically deny this, but it just isn’t in him. All he can do is shake his head in mock disbelief.

			“You’re scared of me right now,” Doc chortles, making his right hand into a claw and thrusting it across the wheelchair at Tyler, causing him to flinch. “Me and my viselike grip.”

			“Okay, enough,” Tyler says, taking out his phone and scrolling down his Recents until he comes to Jason, who he hates right now with a white-hot passion.

			“Ha! That’s something else you’re upstream of at the moment,” Doc tells him, laughing even harder now. “Cell phone service.”

			Tyler sees he’s right. Not a single bar. Rather than put the useless device away, he continues to stare at it, not wanting to meet Doc’s eye, though eventually he does. How long do they just sit there staring at each other across Doc’s empty wheelchair? To Tyler, it feels like forever, but eventually the other man blinks and shakes his head, like he’s coming out of a reverie. Making a show of consulting his watch, he says, “Whoa! Look at the time!” Leaning over, he punches Tyler playfully on the shoulder, as if to suggest that their whole conversation has been in good fun, just a couple of old friends giving each other a good-natured ribbing. “We got to get you to the show.”

			And with that, the hearse’s engine roars to life.
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			Though the concert is still several hours away, traffic is already backed up outside Stone Mountain High. A young female police officer charged with traffic control at the school’s entrance is arguing with a truck driver who wants in. She’s shaking her head no. He can make his delivery tomorrow.

			The Albany TV station van is one of several large vehicles in the front parking lot. Seeing it, Tyler can’t help wondering what the cameras back at Doc’s trailer registered. Would they provide evidence of what seemed so obvious to Doc—that Tyler was lying through his teeth about being delighted to return home? Tyler has never before doubted his ability to convince a camera, but now he does. Was fear really written all over his face, as Doc claimed back at the campground? Or was his dread visible only to Doc? For that matter, had Doc himself actually seen anything? He claimed he didn’t blame Tyler for the accident, but he’d been pretty damned articulate about why other people might. Was he pretending to speak for them, when in reality he was simply expressing his own bitterness? Tyler will probably never know, and maybe that’s for the best.

			A stage has been erected at one end of the football field, and it looks like the roadies have the sound system pretty well set up. There are already a few people in the bleachers. Tyler can’t help wondering if it’s true that some of the people in the stands tonight won’t be Tyler Sinclair fans. It seems unlikely. If there actually are a few locals who harbor some sort of grudge against him, why would they spend money on a ticket? Wouldn’t they just stay home?

			When Tyler’s phone rings, he sees it’s Beth. While he and Doc were at the campground, out of cell phone range, he missed two messages from her and another from Jason, both of them wondering where the hell he was and if everything was okay. Though he has service again, he hasn’t responded, mostly because he has no idea how to answer the second question. He and Doc have barely spoken a word since leaving the campground.

			“Where are you?” Beth wants to know when he accepts the call. “Why haven’t you answered my texts?”

			“I’m only just now getting them,” he tells her. “Cell service is spotty here in the mountains. Anyhow, I’m right outside the school.”

			“Okay, I’ll let Jason know. He just sent somebody over to that shitbox trailer looking for you.”

			Tyler winces. Has Doc overheard this? “Tell him to chill. I’ll see you both in a couple minutes.”

			When he hangs up, he glances over at Doc, who’s absent-mindedly massaging his breastbone like a man who’s trying to keep from belching. His mocking, triumphant attitude back at the Falls has vanished. “Listen,” he says, “I’m sorry about…before. I don’t know what got into me.”

			“Forget it,” Tyler says. “It’s all good.” Though it isn’t. Not by a long shot.

			“Does that ever happen to you?” Doc wants to know. “You say something you didn’t plan to say and then afterwards you think, What the fuck was that about?”

			Since, yeah, that has happened to Tyler, he decides it’s probably best to let Doc off the hook. Because why not? In a few hours both he and the whole fucking Mountain will be in Tyler’s rearview mirror. “The pandemic messed us all up,” he says, a peace offering of sorts, though it also happens to be true. What must lockdown have been like for Doc? he wonders. Since landing on that pipe, hasn’t his whole life been a kind of lockdown? When Doc continues to massage his breastbone, Tyler says, “You okay?”

			“Yeah,” he says. “Too much excitement, I guess.” He glances over at Tyler, grinning again, and this time the grin seems genuinely good-natured. “I’m thinking maybe I’ll head back to my shitbox trailer and grab a quick nap before the concert.”

			Tyler sighs. He did hear. “I’m sorry—” he begins, but Doc waves it off. “Like you said. It’s all good.”

			Since they haven’t made much progress toward the school’s main entrance, Tyler says, “How about I just jump out here? That way you can make a U-turn and head back.”

			“Sounds like a plan,” Doc says, extending his hand across the wheelchair that separates them. Tyler takes it. “Hey?” he says, when Tyler opens the door to get out. “I really did mean what I said earlier. I don’t blame you. It’s just…” He stops, shakes his head. “You want to know the only thing you did wrong that day?”

			Tyler—half in and half out of the hearse—doesn’t. He really, really doesn’t.

			“You never should’ve pulled me out of the water.”

			Tyler swallows hard. “Doc—” he says, though he has no idea what to say next. Luckily, Doc’s phone rings right then. When its screen lights up, Tyler catches a split-second glimpse of it before Doc puts the device to his ear. Is it Tyler’s imagination or did the screen read Freddi?

			“Where are you?” Doc says, giving Tyler a thumbs-up permission to close the door, which he does, his knees weak with relief.

			Beth, he sees, is emerging from the school’s front entrance, no doubt looking for him. Waving, he calls her name, and when she doesn’t immediately locate him in the throng of noise and activity, he shouts again, louder than he means to, surprised not just by the volume but also the urgency in his voice. Over here! Over here! he wants to call, though he manages to restrain himself. It’s almost as if, until she sees him, he can’t be sure he’s actually there.

		

	
		
			Beth

			Jesus, she thinks as he trots toward her. What the ever-loving fuck is going on? Beth is well aware that Tyler wasn’t in great shape when they left him back at the trailer, but she’s also pretty sure that the interview there was what he’d been dreading most about the Stone Mountain gig. It was certainly what he’d complained about most bitterly to Jason, who’d set the whole thing up. Now that the interview is behind him, though, Beth expected him to be relieved, whereas he appears even more unsettled than before. And why, for the love of God, is he returning in that god-awful hearse? The plan had been for him to hitch a ride to the school with the TV crew, but their van had returned an hour ago.

			“What happened?” she says when he lopes up, takes her in his arms and hugs her so tight she’s lifted nearly off her feet. It’s almost as if, in the last two hours, he’d come to terms with the possibility that he might never see her again and is thrilled and relieved to be wrong. “Where on earth have you been?”

			“With Doc,” he says, still holding her tight. “Long story. Let’s go inside.”

			“I don’t understand,” she says, when he finally releases her. “Who’s driving the hearse?”

			“Doc,” Tyler tells her.

			“Wait,” she says, shaking her head, “isn’t he paralyzed?” The hearse, she notices, has turned in to the parking lot, which for some reason she hadn’t been expecting, maybe because Tyler had hopped out when they were still out on the busy road. Had he been so anxious to get out of the vehicle that he couldn’t wait one more minute?

			Tyler, she sees, has followed her line of sight. He, too, looks confused. “Huh.”

			“What?”

			“Nothing. He told me he was going home for a nap, is all.” He has her by the elbow now and is trying to steer her inside, as if away from some danger only he can see. “Where’s Jason?”

			“In the cafeteria with the others,” she tells him. She’s about to direct him there when she remembers he went to school here and knows where the cafeteria is. When he heads down the corridor, a man on a mission, she starts to follow but then notices the same attractive Black woman who’d caught her attention a few minutes earlier in the school’s entryway. The woman had been eyeing her, even as she pretended not to. Beth is becoming used to this, actually. She is recognized more and more these days, especially by women, and not just as a member of Stone Mountain, but as someone important in her own right. She’d been about to offer the woman a smile of acknowledgment when she noticed that her companion, a lighter-skinned Black teenager—the woman’s son?—was also staring at her intently. Before she could decide what to make of this, the woman pulled the young man outside, where they stood under the sloping roof, obviously waiting for somebody as well. For the hearse, apparently, since the woman is now waving at it and tugging her son in that direction. The young man is offering no resistance, but for some reason he’s looking back over his shoulder. At her? Why? But then it occurs to her that, no, he isn’t looking at her. He’s looking at the space that Tyler has just vacated, as if he’s hoping he might reappear there. For some reason Beth feels a shiver run up her spine.
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			By the time the band arrives at the set’s last song, Beth has begun to chill out, at least a little. Maybe everything is going to be okay. In the run-up to the concert, she’s gotten next to nothing out of Tyler beyond the fact that Doc, after the interview, took him to the place—what did they call it? the Falls?—where he’d been injured all those years ago. When she asked why he would want to go there, of all places, Tyler had just shrugged. All they’d done, he claimed, was sit in that god-awful hearse talking about old times, but Beth got the feeling that he wasn’t being completely truthful. He’d also insisted the interview at the trailer had gone fine, but later she overheard him asking Jason to request a link from the TV station so he could view it later. Why not just watch when it aired on the local news at five-thirty, Jason suggested, not unreasonably, since there was a TV in the cafeteria/green room. But Tyler said no, he preferred to watch it some other time, maybe tomorrow, there is no hurry. Something about the way he said this, though, suggested that he not only didn’t want to watch the interview then but preferred they not watch it then, either. Puzzling, because Tyler was always deft, calm and composed in interviews. Had something about this one upset him? Did he think he’d messed up and want to see just how badly?

			Whatever. Onstage, Tyler has somehow managed to regroup. There’s no longer any sign of whatever was troubling him earlier. Jesus, she thinks, just look at him. What he’s doing as the song builds toward its earsplitting crescendo isn’t so much singing as grunting and growling into the mic, his manic intensity whipping the crowd into a frenzy. Half the people in the bleachers have gone down onto the field where they can dance. Beth has seen Tyler enter this zone many times before, and she always wonders the same thing: Does she even know this man? Or, for that matter, does he know himself? She’s always understood that music—or at least its performance—is where Tyler goes to disappear, which, she supposes, is fine. Still, it’s unnerving that he’s able to do it so completely, that he should even want to. She knows from working with him that writing songs is where Tyler finds himself. That part of the process requires silence, stillness. After writing sessions he often goes for hours-long, solitary walks, to shut off his brain, he claims, though he invariably returns with an idea or two, some refinement of a lyric or an illuminating metaphor. Fans have told her that when they come upon him on one of these walks, he’s often so lost in thought he doesn’t register their presence until they speak. Often, they report that his lips are moving, as if he’s in conversation with an invisible companion, which they find spooky.

			Beth doesn’t. She understands that all artists have vivid inner lives. They all talk to themselves, whether or not their lips move. What’s different about Tyler, she suspects, is that he isn’t all that fond of the self he’s talking to and never has been. She doubts that it rises to the level of self-loathing, exactly. More like self-doubt or regret. But unless she’s mistaken, it’s the self that he’s talking to on those long walks that he’s determined to escape onstage. Which begs a question: How much longer can this go on? Is it this sort of internal conflict that makes the creative life of most musicians so short? Oh, they continue to play their music, to go on tour. They need to, the music business being what it is, but somehow the creative spark that results in new material gets harder and harder to rekindle. She’s almost a decade younger than Tyler. Will the same thing happen to her ten years from now?

			When at last the song reaches its thunderous crescendo, the crowd erupts. People in the bleachers stomp and howl. Tyler, his shirt drenched with sweat, lets his guitar slide on its strap so that its neck points straight down, allowing him to stand even closer to the mic. “Thank you, Stone Mountain,” he shouts, arms raised in victory, like a boxer who’s just KO’d his opponent. “You’re the greatest!” He says this exact same thing at every concert, of course. Thank you, Boston. Thank you, Detroit. Thank you, Ann Arbor. You’re the greatest! Still, it feels strange to hear him say it here, in this place he comes from and didn’t want to return to ever. Has the trip changed his mind? Is it possible that coming here will allow him to find some kind of peace? To go a little easier on the man he’s in conversation with on those long walks? Time will tell.

			What Beth does know is that this is her cue to come out from behind her keyboard, throw her arms around Tyler’s neck and give him a big, wet kiss, which he’ll pretend has jellied his knees, and sure enough, that’s exactly what he does. “Ladies and gentlemen!” he bellows. “Beth Delaney!” And when the crowd shows its appreciation, she, too, raises her arms in victory, linking her right hand with Tyler’s left. When Eddie and Jack leave the stage and make for the green room, she and Tyler remain, like they always do, until the crowd settles down. For the umpteenth time since the set began, Beth glances over at the VIP platform, where a place has been reserved, she assumes, for Doc and his wheelchair. Has Tyler noticed his old friend’s absence? she wonders. Covering the mic with her hand, she says, “Looks like Doc is a no-show.”

			Tyler glances over at the VIP platform, so yeah…Tyler also has twigged. “Okay! We’re gonna take a short break,” he informs the crowd, “but then what do you say we come back and do a few more songs?”

			No surprise, this is greeted with further applause. Nor is it a surprise when somebody shouts, “ ‘The Long Fall,’ ” which the band decided earlier would be the final song of the evening, just Tyler alone on the stage with his twelve-string acoustic. “Not sure I know that one,” he tells them, getting a laugh. “But don’t go away, all right? I’ll get somebody to teach it to me.”

			He’s steering her off the stage, when something catches Beth’s attention. One of the men on the VIP platform—the mayor?—is making his way from the platform onto the stage. “Hold on,” she tells Tyler, “something’s happening.” The crowd, raucous just moments ago, has gone strangely quiet. People have been taking pictures with their phones throughout the concert, but now they are studying those phones and sharing what they’re seeing with others. It’s as if everybody’s receiving the same text message.

			Tyler has her by the elbow. He cares only about returning to the green room, where he’ll trade in his sweat-soaked shirt for an identical dry one. Whatever’s going on, it’s no concern of theirs.

			“No, wait,” Beth insists, certain, for some reason, that it does concern them.

			The mayor has made it onto the stage, where he taps the mic to make sure it’s still on. “Hello, everyone,” he says. His slumped shoulders suggest that he’d rather be anywhere else on the planet than where he is. “I’m sorry to be the bearer of terrible tidings,” he begins, looking out over the crowd. “I see some of you have already heard the tragic news.”

			And yes, Beth sees that several people in the audience do look stunned, their hands covering their mouths. One woman near the stage is openly weeping.

			“Earlier this evening,” the mayor continues, “Tim Dockery was rushed to Fulton County General Hospital, where he was pronounced dead.”

			Someone in the crowd lets out a loud moan. Otherwise, there is silence.

			Jason materializes at Beth’s elbow. “Dear God,” he says.

			“A blood clot, I’m told,” the mayor continues, “though I’m sure there will be a full autopsy. For now, all we can do is honor our friend with a moment of silence.”

			Beth puts a hand on Tyler’s shoulder. “I’m so sorry,” she tells him. If he hears this, he gives no indication. He’s massaging his temples, as if at the advance of a migraine, and to Beth it seems like the self that Tyler had so successfully fled onstage has returned with a vengeance. She wonders again about the interview at Doc’s trailer and the time they spent together at the Falls. What happened there? Something, obviously, because right now the look on Tyler’s face is more suggestive of exasperation than grief over the loss of an old friend. “Unbelievable,” he says, too loud, given the pin-drop silence. “If the word clusterfuck didn’t exist, you’d have to invent it. He dies on the day of his own benefit?”

			Jason, too, is studying Tyler warily. “Okay,” he says quietly, glancing at Beth, as if looking for an ally. “But I don’t think irony is what’s called for at this particular moment.”

			“No?” Tyler turns to face him, his irritation morphing swiftly into anger. “Then tell me, Jason. Enlighten me. What does this moment call for, exactly?”

			Jason shakes his head, clearly puzzled. “Tyler,” he says. “I know this sucks, and I’m sorry. I should have listened to you when you said you didn’t want to come here. But you’re going to have to man up.” Again, he glances at Beth.

			Tyler notices this and it seems to piss him off even more. Turning to her, he says, “Do you have any fucking idea what he’s talking about?”

			She does, but before she can say anything, a lone voice calls out from the otherwise silent crowd, “ ‘The Long Fall.’ ”

			It takes a moment, but when Tyler finally understands what Jason means by manning up, all the blood drains out of his face. “No,” he says, shaking his head. “I can’t.”

			Beth takes his hand now. “Of course you can,” she assures him. “You’ve done the song a thousand times. More. It will play itself.”

			“Absolutely not,” he says, yanking his hand from hers so fiercely that it occurs to her that this moment, right here, might be the end not just of Stone Mountain but of them.

			Eddie and Jack have returned and, without meaning to, are now blocking Tyler’s path to the green room. Again, a voice from the crowd—the same one? a different one?—calls, “ ‘The Long Fall.’ ” And now the voice is joined by several others: “ ‘Long Fall’! ‘Long Fall’!” Is it Beth’s imagination, or do some of them sound angry?

			Tyler takes a deep breath and turns to face the stage.

		

	
		
			Tyler

			As Tyler approaches the mic with nothing but his twelve-string acoustic, Doc’s voice is playing on a disheartening loop in his head. You want to know the only thing you did wrong that day?…I guess I just wanted you to know there are no hard feelings…I guess I was just surprised when you shoved me toward the dam…You’re not going to push me off the stage or anything, are you?…You never should have pulled me out of the water.

			Strumming the opening chord to “The Long Fall,” Tyler looks out over the now-still audience. “For Doc,” he says, his voice cracking. Before he can begin, though, a solitary voice rings out. “Hey, Tyler. What really happened at the Falls that day?”

			Tyler tries, unsuccessfully, to locate the voice in the crowd. Not everybody on the Mountain is a Tyler Sinclair fan, Doc reminds him.

			“Yeah, Tyler!” Another voice now. Louder. Angrier. “Tell us why Doc had to spend his whole life in a wheelchair.” It’s not just that you made all that money. It’s that you made it writing songs about us.

			This time Tyler is able to locate the voice. It’s a big guy with a beer gut standing on the top row of the left-hand bleachers. Everyone nearby has turned in the guy’s direction. Where’s our cut? is how they look at it.

			A man in a pale blue windbreaker who’s speaking into a walkie-talkie—a plainclothes police officer?—is threading his way up through the stands toward Beer Gut. In the opposite bleachers a fistfight has broken out. You should just chalk it up to jealousy. That’s what I’d do.

			The crowd is buzzing now, clearly bewildered by this turn of events.

			“Go back to Nashville, Tyler, you sellout!” comes yet another voice. “You don’t belong here!”

			“You never did!” shouts a fourth.

			Again, Tyler strums the opening chord of “The Long Fall” in the vain hope that doing so will restore order. Because really…do they want him to sing the song or not? A minute ago they were clamoring for it, but now…The guy in the windbreaker has taken hold of Beer Gut and is escorting him down to the field. Another police officer, this one in uniform (an African American, she stands out in this lily-white audience) is elbowing her way through the restive crowd directly below the stage, some of whom are trying to climb up onto it. She grabs two of them by their collars and yanks them back. One elbows her in the face, and she goes to the ground.

			Paralyzed, Tyler considers his options. His mandate, as he understands it, as it’s just moments earlier been explained to him, is to “man up” and meet the moment, which apparently can be done only by singing “The Long Fall.” That duty, however, had been predicated on the audience wanting to hear it, and it’s no longer clear that they do. How long should he remain at the microphone, strumming the song’s opening chord? Should he ignore everything that’s happening and begin singing in the hopes that his voice will restore order? Hard to believe that five minutes ago he had these same people eating out of the palm of his hand.

			As if to illuminate his thinking, something whizzes past him and hits the mic’d bass drum with a loud whomp. An egg, Tyler sees. Its yellow yolk oozes down the drum’s skin. Remarkable accuracy, Tyler thinks, until it occurs to him that the egg, of course, had been aimed at him.

			The mayor, who had returned to the nearby VIP platform, is now hurrying back onto the stage. He’s clearly angry, and Tyler’s first thought is that the man has come to tell him to sing the damn song already, what the hell is he waiting for, but no, it’s the people throwing eggs and causing a ruckus that he’s apparently miffed at. Tyler steps back from the mic so the man can address the unruly crowd, but before he can, a beer bottle, again clearly aimed at Tyler, hits the mayor in the forehead and shatters, occasioning a gasp from the crowd. The impact spins the poor man around so that he’s now facing Tyler, his startled expression seeking an explanation. When Tyler has none, the man touches his forehead, and his fingers come away red, causing him to frown, which opens the jagged gash there, allowing blood to flow freely. Blinking, he sits down on the stage with a heavy thud, as if he was expecting a chair to be there.

			More eggs are raining down now. Hearing his name, Tyler is surprised to see that Beth and Jason have materialized at his side. “We need to go,” Beth says, grabbing him by the elbow. Go where? he thinks. He still hasn’t sung his song. Jason unhooks the strap from Tyler’s twelve-string and sets the instrument on its stand. Tyler would like to object, but Beth has him by the shoulders now and is shaking him hard. “Tyler!” she shouts. “Move! Now!”

			As he’s being guided like a drunk toward the rear of the stage, there’s a loud bang, and when they all turn around, Tyler sees that the young African American police officer is now standing on the stage, her feet planted wide apart. She’s drawn her weapon and fired it into the air. Good, Tyler thinks. The crowd will settle now. He’ll be able to sing his song. Later, he will wonder at how completely out of it he was, standing there like an idiot at the microphone, certain that the only way they would be allowed to leave Stone Mountain was if he sang his stupid song. Otherwise, they would be trapped forever, right here on this stage, and it would be all his fault.

			Do you know what I saw on your face when you entered my trailer earlier? Doc asks him for the second time today, and Tyler knows the answer. Fear.

		

	
		
			Beth

			The silence in the green room is profound, so when the cafeteria door clangs open, everyone startles. Two hours have elapsed since the mayhem onstage, but everybody’s nerves are still jangled. She and Tyler, who are sitting apart from the roadies, both look up, but when they see it’s only Jason, returning from who knows where, Tyler puts his elbows back on the table and rests his forehead on the heels of his hands. Jason comes over, pulls up a chair and waits for Tyler to acknowledge his presence. When this doesn’t happen, he glances over at Beth, who just shrugs. Though Tyler seems to have come out of the rigid, almost catatonic state they found him in onstage, he has so far resisted Beth’s best efforts to get him to talk.

			“Well,” Jason says, “it looks like we’re going to be on the ten o’clock news. The Albany film crew caught the whole thing. The woman who did the interview wanted to talk to you again about what happened, but I told her no.”

			If Jason is expecting gratitude for this, Beth thinks, he must be disappointed, because all Tyler says is “Can we leave now?”

			“Soon,” Jason tells him. “Almost everyone’s cleared out, but they say the road down the Mountain is still bumper to bumper. Best to give it a bit.”

			The cafeteria door clangs open again. This time it’s Eddie and Jack. Eddie’s carrying Tyler’s acoustic guitar. Its neck has been snapped clean from its body, the two parts held together by its strings alone. When Eddie sets it down on the table, it makes a hollow ringing sound that hints, albeit distantly, that once upon a time this was a musical instrument. Tyler studies the ruined guitar for a long beat, then Jason. Beth has no trouble reading his mind. If the circumstance demanded that a neck be broken, Tyler would have preferred it be Jason’s.

			“You should see that stage,” Eddie says, shaking his head in wonder. “It looks like a Who concert out there.”

			Jack snorts at this. “Those fuckers,” he says nostalgically. “What kind of assholes smash their own guitars?”

			Jason predictably ignores both men. “Just so you all know,” he says, “I’ve canceled the next two gigs. We’ll probably have to reschedule the whole first week.”

			“Was anyone seriously hurt?” Beth asks. “The mayor?” She’s not sure she’ll ever be able to banish the image of the poor man just sitting there on the stage, blinking, his face a sheet of blood.

			“He’s up and moving around,” Jason tells them. “Responding coherently. He’ll require stitches. A police officer was injured by the jerks who stormed the stage, but she’s apparently all right. A few people in the bleachers were treated for cuts and abrasions. Mostly just drunks beating on one another. At least a dozen arrests, I’m hearing. All things considered, it could’ve been worse. Nobody died.” When his phone rings, Jason rises, takes the call and wanders off, out of earshot. Eddie and Jack also drift away. It’s been decided that they’ll head back down the Mountain with the roadies.

			“Actually?” Tyler says, without looking up. “He tried to warn me.”

			Beth knits her brow at this. “Who?”

			“Doc,” he says.

			“What did he say, exactly?”

			“Just that there are some people around here who resent my success.”

			“That’s just human nature,” she assures him. “I wouldn’t take it personally.”

			But Tyler is clearly not buying this. “They feel like I wrote about them in my songs. About their lives.”

			“What were you supposed to write about?”

			He shrugs.

			“I mean, what the fuck?” she says. “Haven’t they ever read a book? Don’t they understand that stories have sources, that they come from somewhere real?”

			He gazes off into the middle distance. “God, I feel like shit.”

			Irritated though she’s been with him of late, she can see that he’s suffering and beyond humiliated. “You didn’t do anything wrong, Tyler. You tried your best. It’s not your fault that what we asked you to do turned out to be impossible.”

			He shakes his head, having none of this, either. “I melted down,” he says. “You saw it. I stood out there on that stage like God’s own fool while people shouted insults and threw things at me. Like I thought I could make it all better by singing a song.”

			“Your songs do make people feel better,” she reminds him. “You know that, right?”

			“Apparently not these people.”

			There’s a question she’d like to ask, but she’s not sure she should. “What did they mean when they asked you what really happened at the Falls?”

			“According to Doc,” he says, then pauses, massaging his temples, “some people blame me for what happened to him.”

			“Did he blame you?”

			“He said he didn’t, but who knows? Maybe he did.”

			“Is that why he took you back to where it happened? To accuse you?”

			“That might be part of it, but really? I think it was more that his feelings were hurt by me leaving like I did.”

			“How did you leave?”

			“Without telling anybody. Just splitting. I think he also wanted to know why I never came back.”

			“Why didn’t you?” she says, because she too has wondered, especially these last couple weeks as she watched his anxiety escalate, finally morphing into full-blown dread. And of course she’s never understood why he insisted on returning all mail that bore a Stone Mountain postmark unread.

			“I don’t know,” he says, the way you do when you’d rather just not go into it.

			“Were you scared something like this might happen?”

			“Not exactly,” he says, then chuckles. “It’s weird, but Doc kind of understood.”

			“Understood what?”

			“This is probably going to sound crazy, but Stone Mountain is the kind of place you might escape from once, if you’re lucky, but not twice.”

			“Actually?” she tells him. “That does sound a bit loony. But Jason’s right, Tyler. It could’ve been worse. You could’ve been hurt, but you weren’t. Put it behind you, okay? It’s over.”

			“You think?” he says, and something about the way he says this scares her. He’s calmed down, but his rationality, she realizes, has not fully returned. He’s heard Jason say that the school grounds have been cleared, that the threat has passed, but as far as Tyler is concerned, the danger is still real, still very much present.

			“I don’t understand,” she admits. “What exactly are you afraid of?”

			He’s grinning at her now, a grin she’s not sure she’s ever seen before. “Well,” he says, with a sweeping gesture. “Where are we? Right now. This minute.”

			Suddenly, she understands. He wants her to say, Stone Mountain. They are still in Stone Mountain. Dear God, she thinks. It’s the place itself he’s scared of.

		

	
		
			Tyler

			Jason has been talking quietly on his cell at the far end of the cafeteria for the last fifteen minutes. When he finally hangs up, he claps his hands and says, “Okay, boys and girls. The limo’s waiting for us out back.”

			“Finally,” Tyler says, getting to his feet. Since the roadies left with what little remained of the sound equipment, he and Jason and Beth have had the empty cafeteria to themselves. They’re all anxious to decamp, Tyler especially so.

			Now, as they make their way down the long corridor toward the school’s rear entrance, a man wearing a light blue windbreaker is standing directly beneath the red Exit sign. Is it, Tyler wonders, the same guy he noticed in the crowd earlier, the one with the walkie-talkie, who corralled the guy in the bleachers? As if to corroborate this inference, a walkie-talkie barks, and the man blocking the door pulls back his windbreaker to silence the device. As they approach the exit, Tyler keeps his head down. Let Jason deal with the guy, whoever he is.

			“Tyler?” the man says, as they arrive.

			Tyler doesn’t look up. “Sorry,” he says. “No autographs.”

			“Tyler?” the guy repeats, something about his voice ringing a distant bell. “It’s me?”

			Tyler looks up now, takes the man in. “Curt?”

			Smiling, the man steps away from the door. “A quick word before you leave?” The way he says this conveys that Jason and Beth are free to go if they wish, that it’s only Tyler he has business with. Clearly curious, they seem reluctant to desert him. “It’s okay,” Tyler assures them. “I’ll be along in a minute.”

			When it’s just the two of them in the corridor, Curt looks apologetic. “Not much of a homecoming,” he says.

			“No worries,” Tyler says. “Hey, I’m sorry I didn’t recognize you just now. Was that you I saw in the crowd earlier? Working security?”

			The other man chuckles. “I guess you could call it that. I’m Stone Mountain’s police chief, actually.”

			“Really?” Tyler says. “I had no idea.”

			“Why would you?” Curt shrugs.

			“Strange Doc didn’t mention it, is all,” he explains. “I spent time with him earlier today.”

			“Yeah, well, Doc can be…” He lets the thought trail off. So as not to speak ill of the dead? Tyler wonders. Or is he embarrassed about having used the present tense?

			“He made an odd joke,” Tyler continues. “When I asked him what he did for a living, he said he ran a vast criminal empire.”

			For some reason, Curt seems unsurprised by this. “Sounds like him.”

			“It’s hard to believe he’s gone,” Tyler ventures, though it isn’t.

			“I know,” he says. “Freddi was with him, actually. She said he just nodded off and that was it. Peaceful.”

			Freddi, he thinks. Speaking of people here on the Mountain who might not be Tyler Sinclair fans.

			“Why was…?”

			But Curt has anticipated his question. “She was his nurse,” he explains. “Nurse and all-around assistant.”

			Is it Tyler’s imagination or is he hearing a tinge of resentment in the other man’s voice? He’d rather not ask the next question, but he knows it would appear strange if he didn’t. “You and Freddi?”

			“We’ve been married for going on twenty years,” Curt says, beaming now. “We would’ve sent you an invitation to the wedding, but we had no idea where you were. You hadn’t gotten all famous yet.”

			“Well, belated congratulations.”

			“Oh, and we have a son. Curtis Jr.”

			“That’s terrific, Curt. I’m happy for you. You’ve obviously done well.”

			He shrugs. “Not as well as you, but not bad for this place.”

			Tyler doesn’t know how to respond to this, so there’s a moment of awkward silence.

			“Anyhow,” Curt says, “I should let you go. I just wanted to say hi.”

			“I’m glad you did. And I’m sorry I took you for an autograph seeker.”

			Curt waves this off. “Like you said. No worries.”

			Now that he’s been given permission to leave, Tyler isn’t sure he wants to. He feels a welling up of affection for this friend of his youth. It feels like there’s more to say, maybe a lot more, though he’s not sure what, exactly, or even where to begin. “Okay if I ask you a question?”

			“Sure.”

			“Doc said something kind of weird. About the day of the accident? He claimed I shoved him right at the dam instead of out over the water.”

			“Yeah, but you didn’t mean to. You stumbled, remember?”

			“I don’t, actually. I wish I did. Can you think of any reason he would think I did it on purpose?”

			Curt shrugs. “You two were always chipping away at each other.”

			“Did you and he ever talk about it? The accident?” Because they would’ve, wouldn’t they? Living in the same place? Seeing each other every day? Freddi being both Doc’s helpmate and Curt’s wife?

			“Not really,” Curt tells him. “And anyway, I wouldn’t worry about it if I were you. It was all a long time ago. Water under the bridge, right?”

			“Or maybe over the dam?” Tyler smiles. Again, he wishes there were some way to extend the conversation, go out someplace for a cup of coffee maybe, but Beth and Jason are out in the limo waiting for him and he, after all, is the one who’s been hell-bent on getting off the fucking Mountain. There doesn’t seem to be anything to do but offer his hand, which he does.

			Instead of taking it, though, Curt extends his pinkie finger, and Tyler, remembering that day behind the Falls, feels his eyes begin to fill, and he links his own pinkie with Curt’s.

			“You remembered,” Curt says.

			“Best friends forever?”

			Curt nods. “Except it didn’t quite work out that way.”

			“No,” Tyler says. “I’m sorry.”

			“Nah, I’m the one that’s sorry, Tyler,” Curt assures him. “Today should never have happened. Anyhow, safe travels. I’ll give your best to Freddi?”

			“Please do,” Tyler says, embarrassed not to have thought of that himself.

			“We always wondered, her and I,” Curt says. “When you left Stone Mountain? How come you didn’t say goodbye?”

			“I think maybe I was afraid you’d talk me out of it,” Tyler says, and maybe there’s a tiny kernel of truth to this, but in his heart he knows it’s mostly a lie. “Anyway, it was a truly shitty thing to do.”

			Curt smiles, and it’s the same smile Tyler remembers from when they were kids. “Apology accepted. If that’s what it was?”

			“That’s what it was,” Tyler says.

			And with that he’s out the door.

		

	
		
			Beth

			Jason is in front talking to the driver when Tyler joins her in the limo. His expression strikes Beth as melancholy. Given how foul his moods have been since they arrived on the Mountain, she’s surprised. “So,” she says. “Who was that, exactly?”

			“His name is Curt.”

			When he doesn’t elaborate, she offers him a prompt. “Then it was true what you said? You and he were friends?”

			Tyler nods. “What? Does that seem strange?”

			“A little,” she admits. “I was under the impression that there wasn’t anybody around here that you missed.”

			“He’s the only one,” he says, as if his affection for this Curt guy has taken him by surprise, as well.

			Beth would like to ask him more about this but decides not to. Stone Mountain, she’s come to realize, is an onion whose layers require patience in peeling back. There will be plenty of time in the coming days and weeks, so instead of pressing, she hands him a piece of paper the limo driver gave her when they got in.

			“What’s this?” Tyler wants to know.

			“You tell me?” she suggests.

			Tyler unfolds the paper and reads what’s written on it—a phone number—then refolds it and slips it into his pants pocket, causing her to smile. “What?” he says. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

			“You’re not curious?” she prods.

			He shakes his head. “Stone Mountain area code, so…nope.”

			Leave it, she tells herself, though she knows she isn’t going to. “The boy who gave it to the driver said it was important. That he had to talk to you before you leave.”

			“He probably thinks I can make him a star.” Tyler rests his head against the side of the vehicle and closes his eyes. She can’t decide whether he intends to go to sleep or if he’s just trying to discourage further conversation. She suspects his foul mood is returning and wonders if it’s now his default setting.

			“I think I saw him earlier,” she says.

			Tyler has no visible reaction to this.

			“Him and his mother.”

			Now he stirs, though his eyes remain closed. “This was when?”

			“Before the concert. When I was waiting for you in the entryway to the high school. The mother was Black. Very good-looking. The boy was Black, too, but lighter skinned.” Tyler’s eyes are open now, and she sees that she finally has his full attention. “They were waiting for Doc’s hearse.”

			When she lets her voice fall, he says, “And?”

			“When it pulled into the parking lot, they went over and climbed in. The woman got behind the wheel.”

			Tyler nods thoughtfully.

			“So…” she says, “you know them?”

			“Her name is Freddi,” he says, his voice rich with annoyance at having to surrender this information. “According to Curt, she was Doc’s assistant.”

			“Curt,” she repeats. “The guy you were just talking to.”

			“Right.”

			“It was a long conversation. What did you talk about?”

			“Doc, mostly. Curt was there the day of the accident.”

			Beth nods. “And does he blame you for what happened?”

			“That’s what I wanted to find out.”

			“And?”

			“He doesn’t.”

			She waits in vain for him to elaborate. “How exactly does the boy fit in?”

			“He’s Curt’s son.”

			She considers this, as well as how difficult this nugget of information was to extract. “Tyler?”

			“Jesus,” he sighs. “What?”

			“You should call him.”

			He closes his eyes again. “I will. Tomorrow.”

			“Okay, but why not tonight?” she wants to know. She recalls how, in the parking lot, the boy kept looking back over his shoulder. The yearning on his face. “Why not right now? Didn’t you just tell me his father was your friend? That he was the one person you missed?”

			“Because,” he tells her, “it’s been a long fucking day.”

			That it has. Though Beth is pretty sure that this is not the real reason.

		

	
		
			Tyler

			There’s just one traffic light on the way down the Mountain, the one at the entrance to the abandoned amusement park. When the limo stops there, Jason hops out and joins him and Beth in back. Tyler deliberately ignores him by staring out the window at the ghostly midway. After talking to Curt, the feeling of ambient dread that’s been his more or less constant companion on the Mountain has been replaced by something more akin to sadness. Maybe even despondency. On the way up the Mountain, the sight of the amusement park had triggered little emotion, but now he’s awash in the memory of those long, warm summer days that he and Curt and Freddi spent squandering their hard-earned lawn-mowing and babysitting money on the carnival rides. Freddi had arrived in Stone Mountain a year earlier when her mother took a job as the high school’s administrative assistant, making the two of them the town’s—probably the whole Mountain’s—only Black residents.

			The other high school boys hadn’t known what to make of either Freddi or the emotions she stirred in them. Being Black, she wasn’t supposed to elicit desire, so most of them simply refused to admit she was attractive. She was also smarter than they were, another reason to be cautious. Give him credit, Curt was the first boy brave enough to admit that he thought she was hot and not care how much mean-spirited teasing he would have to endure as a result. Tyler, who also felt Freddi’s allure, had regretted not being equally brave, especially given the fact that he was far better positioned socially to deal with the consequences than Curt was. After all, Tyler was by then the lead guitarist and singer in his high school band, and by junior year Stone Mountain was the best rock group within a thirty-mile radius, so everywhere they played Tyler had the pick of the prettiest girls. If he’d been more courageous, Freddi might’ve been on his arm that summer instead of Curt’s.

			But Freddi liked him, too, Tyler could tell, so one afternoon when Curt wanted to go on the bumper cars, Tyler volunteered to take her on the Tilt-A-Whirl. When the red cars began to spin, she immediately erupted in the lusty laughter that drove him and all the other boys crazy, and when the centrifugal force of their spinning carriage pressed her soft body up against his, Tyler told himself it didn’t mean anything. And what could’ve been more natural than for him to put his arm around her shoulder and for her to allow this friendly gesture? And later, when the ride finally began to slow, her body still nestled warmly against his, it had also felt perfectly natural for her to raise her head from his shoulder and look at him, for their eyes to remain locked until he had no choice but to kiss her, the car rocking slowly back and forth. Only when it had made one last, obligatory spin before coming to rest did Tyler catch a glimpse of Curt standing by the ride’s exit, waiting for them.

			“It didn’t mean anything,” he assured Curt later, when they had a moment alone. They were standing on the deck of the pavilion, looking out over the shimmering lake, Tyler confused by what he’d allowed to happen. All summer long they’d been a threesome and, sure, Tyler had more than once hoped that something like that would happen, but then he’d remember that he and Curt were friends, so no. He’d even told himself that by hanging out with them, he was doing Curt a favor. People were much less likely to mutter nasty comments behind their backs when Tyler was with them, unofficially sanctioning them as a couple.

			“Don’t worry about it,” Curt told him, confirming, without actually saying so, that he’d seen the two of them kissing on the Tilt-A-Whirl and knew it wasn’t nothing.

			“No, but I shouldn’t have—”

			“I said don’t worry about it,” Curt repeated, irritation creeping into his voice.

			Tyler knew he should leave the matter there, but his embarrassment over his betrayal wouldn’t let him. “It’s just,” he continued, “I wouldn’t want…we’re friends, you and I, and—”

			“Best friends,” Curt corrected.

			Tyler knew—of course he did—what he was supposed to say and do next, what would make everything right between them. He was supposed to say the word forever and offer his pinkie. He didn’t, though, and now, two decades later in the limo, he can’t help wondering if, on that July afternoon when he and Freddi had kissed, he’d known that come September he’d leave her and Curt and Doc and all his other friends behind without, as Curt reminded him back at the school, even saying goodbye. Until now Tyler has remembered his leaving Stone Mountain as a sudden decision, but that doesn’t really track. Part of him must have known what he was going to do. At the time he’d somehow convinced himself that his leaving was noble. That Curt had earned Freddi. They belonged together and deserved to live life happily ever after. With him gone, they could.

			Has he ever told himself a bigger lie?

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			The night is pitch-black and there’s no traffic in either direction on the winding two-lane blacktop. Beth, her head on Tyler’s shoulder, is asleep. Jason touches his knee. “Look,” he says, his voice barely above a whisper. “I’ve been thinking.”

			“Don’t you just hate when that happens?” Tyler says, his own voice also low.

			Jason ignores this snark. He studies Beth, like he wishes she’d wake up, like whatever he has to say concerns her as much as Tyler. “I think,” he says, “the time has come for us to part ways.”

			“Oh, please,” Tyler says, thinking, Here it comes, the inevitable guilt trip. It’s true, of course. Tyler has been a complete shit to Jason all day. For the last several weeks, really. But must they do this tonight? “You want me to say it, I’ll say it. None of what happened today was your fault, okay?” He makes a sign of the cross in the air between them. “You are hereby absolved of all blame.”

			Jason smiles. “Wrong religion,” he says, “but thanks. I do regret talking you into the gig, but I agree.” He meets Tyler’s eye here. “Whatever happened back there is on you, not me.”

			“Fine,” Tyler says, hoping this will be the end of it.

			But no. “What you need to understand,” Jason continues, “is that my decision has nothing to do with today.”

			“So, what’s it about, then?”

			“Look,” he says. “Stone Mountain is a great band. It’s going to be a great band for a long time.”

			“But,” Tyler says, since he can feel a but coming.

			“But I can’t be much help to you anymore.”

			Tyler stifles the mean-spirited urge to tell him he’s never been much help for the simple reason that they don’t really need much, but he can see that Jason is genuinely struggling, and besides it’s not true. The man has contributed to the band’s success, has done a great job and would be hard to replace.

			“The problem isn’t the band,” Jason assures him. “It’s me. I just feel like I’ve fallen into a rut.”

			“Actually?” Tyler says. “I think what you’re trying to say is that we have.” Because Tyler has been wondering about the same thing. They’re still doing good work. But is it great work? Is Stone Mountain as good as they used to be?

			Jason is shaking his head. “No, me,” he insists, uncharacteristically adamant. “I’m the one who needs a new challenge.”

			Tyler sighs. “Okay, but can we maybe discuss this tomorrow?”

			“Sure,” Jason says. “But just know that my mind’s made up. I have a couple ideas about people who’d be good, who’d jump at the chance to work with you.”

			Only now does it occur to Tyler that the man is actually serious. What happened on the Mountain today might be the proximate cause of his decision, but its remote cause is, well, remote. When Tyler squirms uncomfortably in his seat, Beth stirs but does not wake up.

			Jason studies her. “Just so you don’t feel blindsided,” he says, “I’m going to invite Beth to come with me.”

			Tyler’s first reaction to this is to congratulate himself. He was right. They have been in cahoots. Beth has decided that she’s been in his shadow long enough. She wants a solo career. It also occurs to him that maybe Beth’s only pretending to be asleep, that she and Jason have planned this moment. But then he sees the pained look on Jason’s face, which tells an entirely different story. Tyler’s observed this same expression many times before, but until now he’s missed its significance. The poor bastard is in love with Beth and probably has been for some time. Yes, he will invite her to leave Stone Mountain and join him, but he knows full well that she won’t. He just can’t be around her anymore without letting her know how he feels.

			When a horn unexpectedly blares, Beth jolts awake. Another vehicle has materialized behind them, its headlight beams on high. From where Tyler’s sitting, he can see that the limo’s driver is squinting into his side-view mirror at the vehicle that wasn’t there a moment ago. “What the fuck?” is what he would like someone to explain to him.

			Tyler’s first thought is that it must be a cop, but a cop would be strobing his emergency lights. His siren would be on. Taxi drivers, not cops, honk horns.

			Jason unbuckles his seat belt, so he can better converse with the driver through the partition. “I think they want you to pull over,” he tells the man.

			“There’s no place to pull over,” the driver says, and he’s right. Halfway down the Mountain, there’s nothing to their right but the guardrail and the deep, dark ravine.

			“Tyler?” Beth says, like he’s supposed to know what’s going on and what to do about it.

			“Do you believe this asshole?” the limo driver says. “He’s right on our tail.”

			“Slow down,” Jason advises, because the driver, no doubt hoping to put more distance between them and the vehicle that’s right on their rear bumper, has actually sped up.

			Perhaps because he was the only person left at the school when the limo departed, Tyler wonders for a brief, irrational moment if it’s Curt behind them. Did they leave something behind in the cafeteria—a phone, maybe—that he’s racing down the Mountain in the hopes of returning? But no, that makes no sense. After all, Curt is a policeman and, like any other policeman, would be using his emergency lights. Also, if he’d followed them down the Mountain, they would’ve seen his headlights as he drew nearer. Whereas whoever is behind them must’ve been waiting for them with their headlights off. Nor had they turned those headlights on and started honking their horn until they were right behind them. Who, though? Someone from the concert that Curt and his fellow officers failed to round up with the other rioters?

			Though this explanation makes as much sense as any other, Tyler immediately dismisses it in favor of a different one that makes exactly no sense. The driver of the other vehicle must be Doc. That Doc is dead strikes Tyler as an inconvenient but not disqualifying fact, because everything else about the theory is so satisfying. After all, isn’t it Doc who wants him dead? Okay, he claimed not to (also inconvenient), but Tyler now understands that he must’ve been lying. It was Tyler who put him in a wheelchair and this right here is the payback. Also, what was it Doc said when Tyler asked him what he did on Stone Mountain? That he ran a vast criminal empire there? Tyler had written that off as one of those Doc jokes designed to convey that he was far more gifted and competent than other men confined to wheelchairs, but what if he was involved in some criminal enterprise that Tyler’s benefit concert risked exposing? Come to think of it, what evidence do they have that Doc is actually dead? What if his death is an elaborate hoax?

			Beth, who’s staring at him intently, seems to agree. “It’s him!” she says, as if she’s been reading Tyler’s thoughts. “He wants to talk to you!”

			No, Tyler thinks, he wants to kill me.

			“Call him!” she insists, and for some reason she’s digging around in his right-hand pants pocket, though she knows perfectly well that’s not where he carries his phone.

			“I think he means to—” the driver begins, his attention back on his side-view mirror. But that’s as far as he gets. There’s a jolt from behind, accompanied by the sound of breaking glass. The limo shudders violently. Whatever broke, it wasn’t the other vehicle’s headlights because its high beams are still blinding them.

			Up ahead is a sign that says Sharp Curve.

			“Here!” Beth says, handing Tyler the folded slip of paper she’s retrieved from his pants pocket. “Call him!” she says again. “Tell him we’ll pull over as soon as it’s safe!”

			Tyler just stares at her. Has she lost her mind?

			The limo driver returns his attention to the road ahead, but it’s too late. The curve is upon them. He brakes hard and apparently whoever’s in back of them does, too, because the impact Tyler’s expecting doesn’t come. In fact, when the limo hits the guardrail, Tyler sees a flash of orange as the other vehicle hurtles by. The metal rail issues a banshee screech, and for a moment it seems like it will contain them, but then it’s quiet and Tyler realizes they’re airborne. Beth screams.

			For some reason the first impact causes the limo’s interior lights to come on; Tyler sees that Jason has somehow vanished, leaving him and Beth alone. The next collision returns them to darkness. It’s the rear end of the limo that’s landed this time, and a second later they’re upside down, the vehicle’s roof collapsing around them. There are three more violent shocks as they careen down the embankment, and in between these impacts there’s just enough time for Tyler to recall the morbid thought he had earlier that morning when they arrived in Albany and he was dreading what the day might have in store for him. Maybe he’d get lucky, he’d thought, and they’d fall off the Mountain.

		

	
		
			Deb

			If she hadn’t been looking for them, Deb doubts she would’ve noticed the ruptured guardrail, much less the black skid marks, in the pouring rain. Which begs a question: Why would anyone else notice them? Who would even be out after midnight in such weather? The demographic that leaps to mind is drunks, but they aren’t famous for their powers of observation or, for that matter, their sense of civic duty. Whoever reported seeing the skid marks and the damaged guardrail would appear to possess both these qualities.

			There isn’t really room for the cruiser at the edge of the shoulderless two-lane blacktop, but Deb has little choice but to pull up as close as she can to what remains of the guardrail. Turning the ignition off, she leaves her emergency lights on so the vehicle is less likely to get rear-ended. Her injured eye throbbing, she just sits for a moment before getting out. Thankfully, she keeps a large jar of ibuprofen in the glove box. She swallows two caplets dry and wills them to work. The glove box also contains a flashlight. Angling the vehicle’s rearview mirror, she directs the flashlight’s beam at her injured eye so she can examine the swelling, which is considerable, though not noticeably worse than when she inspected it at home. By morning, though, it’ll probably be shut.

			Given her condition, what she’d really like to know is why her? The answer, though, is obvious, when she thinks about it. Stone Mountain’s police force is a very small totem pole, and she’s the low person on it. This coming September she’ll celebrate the anniversary of her hiring straight out of the academy. Though neither the chief nor anybody else has suggested that she was a diversity hire, there’s little doubt of this. And that’s fine. She doesn’t give the tiniest little shit. It will please her that much more when she proves they did the right thing for the wrong reason. What puzzles her is why the chief has asked her to check this out instead of handling the matter himself, because—give him credit—he never shirks crap duties. If anything, he has trouble delegating. And it’s not like he isn’t aware of her injury. When he called, he asked how her eye was and if she was sure she was up to it. Something about his tone, though, suggested that it was her job to be up to it. Or maybe it was just her, her own need to be up to it. “I’m on it, Chief,” she replied, though she’d just that moment slipped into her pj’s and was about to climb into bed.

			So, here she is. On it.

			The slope is steep and very slippery. She’s made it only partway down when she sees a soft glow—a pale beacon—coming from farther down in the ravine. Something is definitely down there. Grabbing on to a tree branch, she decides to try the radio, though she doubts it will work. “Chief?” she says. In return, nothing but static. Out of range, just as she suspected. She tries again anyway. “Chief?”

			She’s about to reattach the radio to her belt when there’s another burst of static, but this time, lurking in it somewhere, is a voice. “Deb? That you? Hold on. Let me go outside.” A few seconds later, “That better?”

			“A bit.”

			“What have you got?”

			“I found the spot,” she tells him. “Skid marks. A busted guardrail. I’m pretty sure there’s something glowing at the bottom of the ravine. A headlight, possibly, or some kind of reflection.”

			“Can you get any closer?”

			“Maybe. If I’m careful…” She lets go of the tree branch and grabs the flashlight from between her knees.

			“If it’s too dangerous—”

			“It’s mostly just slippery,” she tells him, inching her way down the slope, using the flashlight’s beam to show her where to step next.

			Near the bottom, she slips on a slick patch of mud and lands on her butt, hard. Her flashlight skitters away, its beam flickering briefly, then going out. In the resulting darkness, the glow she saw from farther up the embankment is more pronounced. Groping around in the dark, she finally locates the flashlight, which she bangs with the heel of her hand until it comes back on.

			It’s not much farther to the bottom, but it’s raining harder now, making the descent even more treacherous. She inches along, crablike, through the wet. And then, suddenly, there it is, the pancaked limo. No way, she thinks. No way there’s anybody alive in that. The mashed vehicle has come to rest on a slant, looking like it wants to roll over one more time. It sits on its wheels, but the roof is crushed and the entire driver’s side is caved in. Miraculously, one headlight has survived, though at this point Deb’s flashlight beam is more powerful.

			Shining the flashlight in the driver’s side window, she’s prepared for a grizzly scene, but she’s still stunned. Though the airbag deployed, the driver’s skull is so severely crushed that it’s barely recognizable as a human head. For some reason there’s another body in the cab with him, its skull spider-webbing the windshield, making the reddened glass tent outward. It takes Deb a minute to make sense of this. Whoever the dead man is, he wasn’t riding up front with the driver when the limo went through the guardrail. He must’ve been in back, unbelted, and crashed through the partition. The amount of blood in the cab is simply not to be believed. Going around to the other side of the vehicle where the ground is more level, she drops to her knees and vomits. When her stomach is finally empty, she just sits, dazed, until her radio squawks.

			“Chief?” she says, her voice sounding as dead as the people in the limo.

			“I’m here. You okay?” he says through the static.

			“You’re not going to believe this,” she tells him. “It’s the band.”

			“Say again?”

			“The band,” she repeats. “Stone Mountain. I’m pretty sure it’s their limo. What’s left of it. It looks like no survivors.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“Nobody could’ve—” she begins, but then, unless her ears are deceiving her, there comes a low moan. “Chief?” she says. “Hold on.”

			She gets unsteadily to her feet. The limo’s battered sliding door is sprung and partly open. When she shines her flashlight inside, there’s another moan, a woman’s voice, she’s pretty sure. Also, a raspy, croaking sound she can’t identify. For a brief, irrational moment she wonders if the vehicle has been invaded by frogs. “I was wrong,” she says. “I don’t know how, but somebody’s alive in there. We’re going to need an ambulance.” Her flashlight beam locates a bloody face that has turned to find her voice. Its mouth emits the croaking sound she heard earlier. “It’s Tyler Sinclair, Chief,” she tells him.

			“Calling the ambulance now,” he says. “Stay there. I’m on my way.”
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			The ambulance arrives first, two of them, actually. The rain has stopped and the full moon’s come out, which makes the job of hauling the two injured people up the slippery embankment a bit easier, though it’s still slow going. The EMTs take Tyler Sinclair up the slope first, which Deb takes to mean that his injuries are more severe, though to judge by their appearance, she doubts that either he or the woman will make it to the hospital alive. The ambulance bearing Sinclair screams away while the stretcher carrying the woman is still only halfway up the incline. The chief, who’s on his way down the embankment, has to step out of the way to let them pass. When he arrives at the spot where Deb fell, he steps around the slick patch and continues to the bottom where she’s waiting for him.

			“You okay?” he says, crouching next to her and peering at her injured eye. The ibuprofen she swallowed earlier helped for a while, but now the eye is throbbing again. She tells him she’s fine.

			On the ground, next to the wreck of the limo, the bodies of the driver and the poor bastard who crashed through the partition lay under a tarp. “I wouldn’t,” Deb tells him, but the chief peeks under the tarp anyway, then he shines his flashlight into the limo’s interior, the sliding door of which has been pried all the way open in order to remove the two survivors. He directs the beam around the interior, including under the seats, then returns to where Deb is sitting and squats beside her.

			“Thoughts?” he says. “How do you see this going down? Speeding? Missed a turn?”

			She frowns. “Who speeds in a limo on a dark, unfamiliar, winding road?”

			“Fair point,” he concedes. “You think alcohol was involved?”

			“Didn’t see any bottles?”

			“Me neither,” he admits. “Drugs? They’re musicians.”

			“Not the driver.”

			“Rain? Slippery pavement?”

			“Except when they left the school, the rain hadn’t started. The roads were dry.”

			He’s smiling at her now, and she realizes he’s been testing her, her thinking, her ability to do her job under trying circumstances. “So…what, then?” When she doesn’t answer right away, “Something on your mind?”

			“Not everybody at that concert was there to hear music,” she says. “There was a lot of anger in the crowd from the start. You could feel it in the air, right?”

			He doesn’t answer her question, at least not directly. “You think somebody intentionally ran them off the road?”

			“Can we rule it out?”

			He sighs. “No, I guess we can’t. I just hate to think that somebody in our community would do something like that. I mean, throwing eggs is one thing, but…”

			“Who reported the guardrail and skid marks?” Deb wonders, because there’s something off about the timing, isn’t there? Several hours had elapsed between when the limo left the high school and when the chief asked her to investigate. Also, you’d think someone driving down the Mountain would’ve been more likely to notice the skid marks and the busted guardrail before the rain started, not after. She herself had almost missed them despite going slow and actually looking for them.

			“It was a woman’s voice,” the chief tells her. “She didn’t leave a name.”

			“When exactly did she call?”

			“Right before I called you,” he says, adding, “sorry about that. I kind of had my hands full.”

			With what? Deb would like to ask, but of course she can’t. She’s wondered from time to time if the chief might be having problems at home. At the station she’s overheard snatches of phone conversations between him and his wife. At least she presumed it was his wife he was talking to, though it might’ve been their son. The boy was eighteen, the right age to be a pain in his parents’ ass. God knows Deb had been a pain in her own mother’s, and not that long ago, either. Anyhow, whenever the chief gets private calls, he gets up and closes his office door. From her desk she can see him pacing inside, his back to her and the others in the outer office, but something about the way his shoulders slump makes her wonder if the man has any friends, anyone to confide in. He seems no closer to his senior officers than he is to her. Are his parents around? He’s a Stone Mountain native, so maybe. Unless they sold out and moved to Florida back when you could still do that. These days, Mountain real estate isn’t worth much unless it’s right on the lake. Deb’s mother had purchased her house, a fixer-upper if there ever was one, at auction after it was foreclosed on. The two of them had spent the following year making the place livable, and now it’s an anchor, rooting her mother to the spot. Not that she’s looking to leave.

			“Odd the caller didn’t leave her name?” Deb says.

			The chief shrugs. “Put yourself in her place. You’re driving along, anxious to get to wherever you’re going. You notice the skid marks and the busted guardrail. None of your business, really, but you’re a good citizen, so you decide to report it.”

			How good a citizen am I if I’m not willing to leave my name? Deb thinks but doesn’t say.

			“People don’t like to get involved,” the chief says, reading her thought.

			Another crew is making its way down the slope now. Probably from the coroner’s office, come to put the limo driver and the other man into body bags and take them to the morgue.

			“Well,” the chief says, standing up. “We’re not going to figure it all out tonight. You did good work here, Deb.”

			She thanks him for saying so, though she wonders if he really thinks that or if he’s just being kind. She’s embarrassed at having gotten sick at the sight of all that blood. Not for the first time she wonders if she’s cut out for police work. She’s interested in criminal justice—always has been—but there are other avenues. The problem is that all of them are expensive. She managed to complete a two-year associate’s degree at a community college before enrolling in the academy, so theoretically she could go back to school and finish her BA, then go to grad or law school. But where would the shit ton of money for all that come from? Her mother would put a second mortgage on her house if she asked, but that would cover only a tiny portion of what she’d need. No, she should just buck up and consider herself fortunate about where she’s landed, even if, right this minute, where she’s landed is the bottom of a deep ravine in the middle of the night, surrounded by dead bodies and a pancaked limo. “How will they even get that out of here?” she wonders out loud, nodding at the vehicle.

			The chief snorts at this. “A tow truck with a very, very long cable,” he grins, but then he grows serious. “Did they say where they were taking him? Tyler Sinclair?”

			“Fulton County General is what I heard,” she says, consulting her watch. “You aren’t planning to drive there tonight, are you?”

			“I don’t know,” he says. “Maybe? I’d like to be there when he wakes up. If, I should say.”

			“I don’t think he’s going to be in any condition to answer questions for a while,” she points out.

			The chief shakes his head. “It’s not that,” he says. “Tyler and I were…” He pauses here, as if searching for the right words, finally settling on classmates.

			“In high school?”

			“That. And grade school. And junior high. Friends, even,” he adds wistfully, like he’s not sure he’s entitled to make such a claim.

			“I guess I didn’t know that,” Deb says.

			He appears about to say something else, to explain the nature of their relationship, but thinks better of it. Talking about Tyler Sinclair seems to have left him oddly fragile. “You okay to wrap things up here?” he says. “I’ve got a couple things that need attending to.”

			Like what? she’d like to ask, again wondering about the man’s private life. What could he possibly have to attend to at this time of night? “Go,” she tells him. “I’ll finish up here.”

			Patting her on the shoulder, he turns to make his way back up the embankment. When something catches her eye, she shines the beam of her flashlight on his retreating figure. The seat of his pants, she sees, is caked with dried mud. Somewhere farther up the slope, before he came into view, he too must’ve slipped and landed on his butt. She doesn’t know why this should cheer her up, but it does. Maybe it’s the fact that life continues to offer up myriad opportunities for humiliation, large and small. She’s lost track of how many times she herself has messed up over the course of this one day. Onstage, back at the concert, she’d discharged her weapon, hoping that it might deter other rioters from climbing up onto the stage. She’d fully expected the chief to chide her later, to remind her that bullets fired into the air eventually come down somewhere, but he hadn’t. Grace, it’s called. She recalls the concept from Sunday school. The gift you haven’t earned and don’t deserve. Nothing to do but accept it and be grateful. Which she is, though her eye is again throbbing in time with her pulse.

		

	
		
			Curt

			Doc’s hearse is blocking the garage when Curt pulls in, leaving him with no choice but to park alongside it. He should go straight inside. No doubt Freddi has heard him pull up, and if he lingers outside she’ll wonder what he’s up to. Let her, he thinks. The night has turned beautiful, and God knows he’s earned a few moments of peace and quiet. At the edge of his property there’s a break in the tall pines from which he can survey the scene below—Stone Mountain Lake reflecting the full moon, the Ferris wheel and other buildings of the old amusement park in dark silhouette. This very view is the reason he purchased the acre and a half of land on a rocky ledge all those years ago before he knew for certain he’d be able to build on it. You’ve done well, Tyler told him earlier, and yes, it’s true, though tonight, at least, it’s difficult to take much pride in the fact.

			Curtis Jr.’s second-floor bedroom window is dark, he notices, which probably means that the boy is in bed and asleep. Boy, he thinks, because his son isn’t a boy anymore. He’s a young man, fast approaching adulthood, though it’s hard for Curt to see him this way. He still feels the need to protect his son, and he particularly hates lying to him. He wishes his life weren’t so full of lies and wonders if Curtis Jr. has begun to suspect just how many he’s been told. Curt would like his son to remember his father as a straight shooter, at least with him. But see? There he goes again. Why is it that whenever he imagines Curtis Jr. as a mature adult, he himself is no longer in the picture? Is it some terminal illness he’s afraid of? Or is he imagining that he’ll be in jail by then? Face it. After today that also is a distinct possibility. Dear Lord, he thinks. What a god-awful mess. Things have become so utterly befucked that earlier this evening a third possibility had also occurred to him. He could do what Tyler did two decades ago. He could simply walk away from this life, reinvent himself someplace far away. Why the fuck not?

			Unfortunately, to ask the question is also to answer it. For one thing he’s not eighteen, as Tyler was when he left Stone Mountain. He’s a man fast approaching middle age, who has a job and a family and a house (even if, right this minute, he’s reluctant to enter it). His whole life is right where he’s standing. Also, there’s this: What Tyler did so long ago was brave. He’d left everything he knew, taking with him only his guitar and his talent. He was moving toward something: his future. If Curt were to leave Stone Mountain now, he’d be moving—no, running—away from something: his past. An act of cowardice, not courage.

			Tyler, he thinks, wondering if his old friend is even alive, or if he breathed his last on the way to the hospital. Tyler’s mistake wasn’t leaving Stone Mountain but rather returning here, imagining he owed Doc or anyone else in this godforsaken place, including Curt himself, a single blessed thing. It had been good to see him back at the high school, though. He hadn’t expected Tyler to remember their best-friends-forever pinkie pledge, made behind the Falls when they were still kids. He did, though, and Curt’s heart had swelled with gratitude. Okay, if he’s honest, his feelings were hurt when Tyler didn’t recognize him in the corridor of the high school. He’d known Tyler right away, even from a distance, but then he would. He’s seen—not just seen but studied—a ton of photographs of his old friend over the years as Tyler’s fame grew. And, of course, he Googled Tyler repeatedly, even wrote him a few times, only to have his letters returned unopened.

			Which was why, despite their being on the outs of late, Curt had called Doc that very afternoon, ostensibly to see how the interview at his trailer had gone, though that wasn’t really what he wanted to talk about. “So, what’s he like?” Curt had asked.

			“The same,” Doc replied, his response a kind of verbal shrug. “Different.” The same guy they used to know, only more so, he went on. Full of himself. But then, he always was, right?

			When Curt didn’t agree, Doc had relented, at least a little. “Look,” he said. “He’s a perfectly nice guy. Just privileged. Clueless, really. You’ll like him, though. You always were a big Tyler fan. His first superfan, probably.”

			Which was true, Curt had to admit. That had never made a lot of sense to Doc. When Tyler started getting famous and people on the Mountain started talking about him, Doc had wanted him to explain his continued affection. “You were always a better friend to him than he was to you,” he’d pointed out. “Why do you even care about him? He’s forgotten us completely.” But Curt had refused to believe this. The fact that he’d moved on didn’t mean he’d forgotten them, did it? Not completely, Curt hoped, which was why he hadn’t been able to help himself that afternoon. He’d simply had to ask. “Did he—?”

			“Mention you?” Doc said, anticipating not just the question but the need behind it. “Sort of. He wondered if you were still around.”

			“And you said?”

			“I said where the hell else would you be.”

			After they hung up, Curt had just stood there, staring at his phone. Fucking Doc. But he was right, of course. Where the hell else would Curt be but right here on Stone Mountain?

			At the front door, though, his hand on the doorknob, Curt can’t help thinking again about that third option—of just walking away. He wouldn’t even have to get back in the cruiser. It’s a beautiful night. Maybe the most beautiful of the summer. He could just walk down the Mountain. Keep walking forever until a new life presents itself.

			But no. No. That’s some other man, not Curt.

			The man Curt actually is turns the doorknob and goes inside.
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			Freddi is seated at the butcher-block kitchen island when he comes in, an open bottle in front of her. One glass. So, he thinks. That’s how it is. He could use a drink himself, but he knows that would be a bad idea. Freddi doesn’t look up when he pulls out the barstool opposite her and sits. “Junior asleep?”

			She nods, her eyes intent on the back of the whiskey bottle, like she’s trying to memorize the small print.

			“Have you—?”

			She finally meets his eye. “He doesn’t know anything,” she tells him, adamant about this.

			“Good,” Curt says, picking up the bottle, tipping it so he can see what’s left in it. “How much have you had?”

			“Not enough,” she tells him. “Don’t fucking start.”

			“I only ask because we’ve got work to do.”

			“What work?”

			“We need to take the hearse over to Doc’s place before it gets light out. Did anyone see you on your way here?”

			“Did anyone see a bright orange hearse?”

			“You know what I mean. Did you stop anywhere? Talk to anyone? Did anyone see the bent fender? The busted reflector?”

			She shakes her head.

			“Okay, then. Let’s go.” He gets to his feet.

			Freddi remains seated. “Does it bother you even a little?” she wants to know.

			“Does what bother me?”

			“That Doc is dead?”

			“Does it bother you that you caused an accident that took the lives of two people today? That two more lives are hanging by a thread? One an old friend?”

			“Friend,” she sneers.

			“Yes, friend,” Curt insists.

			“He walked right past me at the school today. He had no idea who I even was.”

			“It’s been nearly twenty years, Freddi. Would you have known him if you passed him on the street in Nashville?”

			“Yes,” she assures him, and of course it’s true. That’s how much she hates him. Hell hath no fury, Curt thinks.

			“Come on,” he tells her. “Let’s go.”

			“We can do it in the morning,” she says, reaching for the bottle. He grabs it away from her, none too gently.

			“Now,” he says. “In broad daylight somebody might notice the damage.”

			“We can tell them I hit a deer.”

			“Better for nobody to ask. Everett will be back next week. He owes me. Once the damage is repaired, we’re home free.”

			“You’re home free.”

			Lord, he’s exhausted. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“You’re always home free. You’re the chief of police. It’s other people who have to pay.”

			“I’m doing this for you, Freddi,” he reminds her. “Or did you forget? This is all so you don’t have to pay. It’s your damn foolishness we’re dealing with here. What the ever-loving fuck were you even thinking?”

			“Are you trying to wake him up?” she says.

			And it’s true. Curt has allowed his voice to rise.

			She doesn’t continue immediately. “I know it’s crazy,” she says finally. “I don’t expect you to understand.”

			“Try me,” he says.

			“I just wanted to talk to him. I didn’t want him to get away without at least seeing me. Him and that tramp he’s with now, with her ass-length blond hair. When I saw how she kissed him onstage, I wanted to…”

			“And now they’re probably both dead,” he says, not raising his voice this time, because this he definitely would not want his son to overhear. “Well done. Do you feel seen now?” When she doesn’t reply, he says, “Let’s go. If I could drive the fucking thing, I’d do it myself.”

			“We offered to teach you often enough,” she says, sullen, though most of her combativeness seems to have leaked away.

			“Right,” he says. “I should’ve foreseen you’d completely lose your shit. My bad.”

			“What you should have done,” she says, “is cared about Doc.”

			“Yeah, well, you cared about him enough for both of us, right?” A low blow, this, and not very smart, either. Because if she digs in her heels and refuses to do what he needs her to, they’re both that much worse off.

			They stare at each other across the kitchen island for a long beat until Freddi finally gets to her feet.
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			Outside, Curt gets into his SUV and does a three-point turn so Freddi has room to back up the hearse. Only when he checks his rearview does he see that she hasn’t gotten into the vehicle, that she’s gripping the door handle, her forehead resting against the window. Her shoulders are shaking.

			Turning off the ignition, he gets back out, goes over to the hearse and takes her in his arms. “You really think you can make this go away?” she sobs into his chest.

			“Of course, I can,” he says. “I’ve done most of it already.” Though in truth he’s worried. Mostly he wishes Deb weren’t so damn smart. He could see her thinking things through down there in the ravine, trying to make sense of what refused to. What was he thinking when he sent her to the scene instead of one of his other officers?

			“I’m going to go to prison, aren’t I?” Freddi says.

			“Of course you aren’t. I won’t let that happen.” He’ll take the fall himself if it comes to that. The truth is, she’d do better without him than he would without her.

			“The state police are going to be all over this,” she says.

			Which is true. The staties rarely come up the Mountain, but they will now. “How about you let me worry about them?” he tells her.

			She steps back from his embrace, then tries to pull herself together. “It does bother me,” she says. “That people are dead. I never meant for that to happen.”

			“Of course you didn’t,” he says. “And I am sorry about Doc.”

			“Tell me the truth? What’s going to happen?”

			“Like I said. I’m going to fix it.”

			“Except there are some things that can’t be fixed. You know that as well as I do. We can’t bring Doc back to life. Or those people in the limo.”

			“No,” he admits, “there’s nothing I can do about any of that.”

			“You know what else you can’t do? You can’t turn back the clock. You can’t make us innocent again, like we used to be. Before everything went to shit.” She shakes her head in genuine wonder. “We were good kids, Curt.”

			“I know.”

			“No, I mean it,” she says, as if he’s just disagreed with her. “All of us. We were good kids. What happened to us? How did we end up here?”

			“I don’t know,” he tells her, though of course he does. They’ve arrived at this present moment one small step at a time. She knows this as well as he does. What she doesn’t understand—and, really, can he blame her?—is exactly how all those small errors in judgment can add up, how swiftly confidence can be shattered, hope morphing into despair. “Anyhow, it doesn’t matter,” he tells her. “Here is where we are, and we have to deal. First things first. Tonight, we return the hearse to Doc’s. That’s all we can do right now. We’ll deal with tomorrow, tomorrow. Maybe Tyler and the girl will pull through.”

			She meets his eye now. “It would be better for us if they didn’t, though, right?”

			“Don’t say that, Freddi.”

			“What if they saw?”

			“The hearse? The limo’s windows were darkly tinted. All they probably saw was your headlights. Did you have your high beams on?”

			“I don’t remember. I think so.”

			“Then they were probably blinded.”

			“Okay,” she says, the way you say the word when nothing in the world is, in fact, okay.

			“I’ll go first,” he tells her. “There probably won’t be anyone on the road, but stay close behind. I’ll put my high beams on so they’ll be less likely to notice you.”

			When Freddi gets into the hearse, he returns to his SUV and restarts the engine. When he glances in the rearview to make sure Freddi is behind him, he notices that the light is now on in Curtis Jr.’s bedroom window. Great, he thinks. Now he’ll have to come up with some lie to tell the boy about where he and his mother are going at this god-awful hour and why.

			As to the other things he’s thinking, he tries his best not to. Freddi is right, though. Some things can’t be fixed. And yeah, it would be better for them if Tyler and the girl don’t make it.

		

	
		
			Deb

			It’s nearly two in the morning by the time she makes it back to her tiny studio apartment at the Stone Mountain Arms. There, she takes a couple more ibuprofen and collapses into bed. She thinks about setting her alarm but decides not to. After the day she’s put in, the chief will cut her some slack tomorrow. She closes her eyes and just like that she’s out, dead to the world.

			Apparently, her brain isn’t, because when she wakes up at three, she understands the significance of something that eluded her earlier. When the chief left her in charge at the bottom of the ravine and headed back up the embankment, she’d noticed the muddy seat of his pants. At the time she’d concluded that he must’ve slipped and fallen farther up the slope, before he came into view, but then his pants would still have been wet, whereas the mud was caked and dry. How was that possible? She had slipped and fallen almost an hour before the chief appeared on the scene, and the seat of her own pants was still damp when she arrived home hours later. Were the chief’s pants made of a different material? One of those new synthetics that dry faster? She supposes that’s possible, but then she remembers that when he got to the spot where she herself had fallen, he’d stepped carefully around it, like you would if you’d already slipped and fallen there once and weren’t about to again.

			But hold on! That would mean that the chief had been down in the ravine earlier. Had he discovered the wrecked limo himself? The possibility makes her mind reel. And yet, wouldn’t it explain certain things? When she was making her slippery way down the embankment, hadn’t she been puzzled by his willingness to put her in danger, how he’d urged her to continue her dangerous pitch-dark descent? She’d kept expecting him to say, Hold on. I’m on my way. We’ll tackle this together. Why hadn’t he? Maybe, because he’d already made it to the bottom himself and knew that, if she was careful, she’d make it, too.

			The problem is that this narrative doesn’t track, does it? If the chief had discovered the crash earlier, why wouldn’t he have immediately called for an ambulance? Had he tried to and not had reception on his radio? Or had he taken one look at the limo and concluded, as she herself had, that nobody could have survived the wreck, that there was nothing to do but climb back up the embankment, deal with it up top, when his radio was working. So…why hadn’t he? Hours had elapsed before he phoned and asked her to investigate. Why the delay? Had he been hoping someone else would notice the skid marks and the ruptured guardrail? Had he called her only when he realized nobody was going to?

			Deb closes her eyes and tells herself to slow down. Think the thing through, one small step at a time, starting back at the high school. The chief had told her he meant to remain there until the Stone Mountain limo left, just in case there was more trouble. That seemed unlikely, the angry crowd having dispersed, but it wasn’t impossible. In fact, she’d offered to remain there herself, but he said no, he could handle things. She should go home and take care of her injured eye. So, had he still been worried when the limo left the high school? Had he offered to escort it down the Mountain? She could imagine that happening. He and Tyler Sinclair were old friends, right? He’d teared up earlier, explaining how they’d known each other ever since they were kids. So, yeah, maybe, just to be safe, he’d led the limo down the Mountain, his SUV emergency lights flashing, a warning to anyone who might be lying in wait. Or maybe he’d just followed at a discreet distance.

			Had something happened despite these precautions? Had there been some sort of freak accident? Or had the chief been right to fear trouble, just mistaken about how it would manifest? The limo had been parked out back of the high school. It was dark back there, and there would’ve been ample time for someone to tamper with the vehicle’s brakes. But no, that doesn’t track either, because when the chief saw the limo plunge into the ravine, he would’ve immediately radioed for help. No matter how she figures it, she keeps butting up against the same problem. Accident or sabotage, if the chief didn’t report it, then he’s somehow involved, which she simply refuses to believe. No, it’s the middle of the night, and she’s allowing her imagination to run wild. Things will look different in the morning. Tomorrow, at the station, she’ll check the call log. If the chief is telling the truth and a woman called to report the skid marks and the broken guardrail, there will probably be a record of it. Meanwhile, go back to sleep.

			The problem is that despite her profound exhaustion Deb is now wide awake. She comes by this rightly, of course. Connie, her mother, is a lifelong insomniac, and the problem has only gotten worse as she’s aged. Wondering if she’s awake now, Deb decides to email her. Mom? You awake? She no sooner hits Send than her phone rings. “Is it true what I’m hearing?” her mother wants to know. “About the limo with all those famous people on board crashing?”

			“I’m afraid it is,” Deb says, wondering what else her mother has heard about the day’s events. Obviously, she doesn’t know about Deb’s own injury, or she’d have called earlier, wanting to know if she was okay. “I just got back from where it happened.”

			“The whole darn world’s gone crazy,” her mother says.

			Deb wishes she had a dollar for every time her mother has offered this gem of wisdom, which is rooted, she suspects, in the pandemic and everything that’s happened since. Things between them have been strained ever since she moved out of her mother’s house and into her apartment. Perhaps even before that, going all the way back to her decision to pursue a career in law enforcement instead of social work, like she’d originally planned. “Puts you on the same side as guys who kneel on other folks’ necks” was how her mother saw it. “Maybe I can help put a stop to that,” Deb had replied, but her mother disagreed. In her view the world is much more likely to change you than you are to change it.

			“Anyhow,” her mother says, “I was going to call you tomorrow.”

			“Is something wrong?” Deb says. It’s been a few days since they spoke, and she sounds down in the dumps.

			“I don’t know. I’m thinking about putting the house on the market.”

			“No, really?” Deb says, stunned. The house her mother bought isn’t in a particularly fancy neighborhood, but it is solidly built and not too terribly far from the lake. In the summer it benefits from lovely afternoon breezes that Deb has missed. “After all the time and money and effort you spent getting it just the way you want it?”

			“It’s too big for just me,” her mother says.

			This, of course, is a very old, very sore subject. She and her mother had ridden out the pandemic together in that house by the lake, grateful for each other’s company, but then Deb had taken the job at the Stone Mountain Police Department, which came with one perk, a tiny studio apartment at the Stone Mountain Arms. After the virus ran its course, Deb had figured that maybe the time had come for them to get out of each other’s hair. “I know it’s more space than you need for just yourself, but I was hoping that maybe with me gone you’d find a new roommate.” A man, she means, and why not? Her mother’s only forty.

			“Right,” her mother says. “Like I’m going to find somebody on Stone Mountain.”

			Deb knows what’s coming next, so she says it along with her mother. “They should’ve called it White Mountain.”

			“Laugh all you want,” her mother says. “It’s true.”

			“There are nice white men out there, you know. What about Horace?” Her mother’s day job is running the high school cafeteria, but on weekends she flips burgers at the Drop Inn, which Horace owns. Deb knows nothing about the man except that his name sometimes comes up in her mother’s conversation, so she’s wondered. “You like him. He likes you, right?”

			“We like each other fine,” she says. “I also like the postman and listening to music. So what?”

			“All I’m saying is there’s nothing wrong with a brown-skinned woman and a white man.” Because it’s possible her mother thinks she needs Deb’s permission for such an arrangement, and she doesn’t. “My boss is married to a Black woman,” Deb offers as a case in point.

			“Him,” her mother says, her voice rich with scorn. Which is, Deb now realizes, why she wanted to talk to her mother to begin with.

			“What do you have against him, anyway?” she asks, because this isn’t the first time her mother’s reacted with disdain when Deb mentioned the chief. “Have you ever even met the man?”

			“No, and I don’t want to. He’s bent.”

			“Bent how?”

			“The way they all are.”

			“The way all who are?”

			“Cops.”

			“Mom,” she says. “I’m a cop.”

			“Exactly. And what’re you gonna do when that man wants you to look the other way?”

			“He’s never asked me to do that.”

			“When he does, I said.” Clearly, her mother’s conviction that the world is more likely to change her than she is to change it remains intact.

			“What makes you think he ever will?”

			“I hear things.”

			“What things?”

			“All kind of things.”

			“For example.”

			“Where are all the drugs coming from?”

			“What drugs?”

			“What drugs?” her mother repeats. “The ones killing people. Those drugs.”

			“Fentanyl, you’re talking about? Mom, that’s everywhere. Name one rural community anywhere in the country that’s not awash in opioids. Blame the pharmaceutical companies. They’re the ones caused this. Not cops.”

			“Those drugs aren’t made here is what I’m saying. They come in from other places.”

			“And you think the chief—?”

			“Somebody’s looking the other way.”

			Deb massages her forehead. Her eye is throbbing again. “Mom. Do you have anything real, anything specific, to suggest the chief is that kind of man?”

			“Hear he’s got a real nice house,” her mother says.

			“So?”

			“You ever been there?”

			“Once,” she admits. Not long after she joined the force. A Christmas party. The whole police department had been invited. And she has to admit, she was surprised. A new construction, the house was built into the side of the mountain, surrounded by tall pines. Great view of the lake below. “It is nice.”

			“Very nice is how I hear it. Ever wonder how he affords a place like that on a cop’s salary?”

			“He’s not a cop, Mom. He’s the chief of police. Maybe there’s family money.”

			“Maybe.”

			There’s an awkward moment of silence. Finally, Deb says, “Do you want me to move back home?”

			“Not unless you want to.” But it is what she wants. Deb can hear it in her voice. At the time Deb had thought that having a place of her own would be good for both of them. She wouldn’t be coming home at all hours of the day and night, disrupting the rhythms of her mother’s life. And, yes, her mother could bring a man home if she wanted, that was part of it. But if she’s honest she was also thinking of herself, that she might meet a man and want to bring him home. Or a woman, even, she hasn’t figured that out yet. So far neither has happened, but it could, right? And even if it doesn’t, isn’t it about time she becomes more adventurous, takes a few more risks? Makes new friends? Creates a life of her own? Are those aspirations so wrong? So unrealistic? Maybe not, but she has to admit they haven’t come true. She hasn’t made a single friend outside the department. Her best friend is still her mother, and apparently she is still her mother’s best friend as well.

			For some reason her mind now returns to the chief, how fragile he’d seemed when he told her how he and Tyler Sinclair had been friends as boys, how his eyes had filled with tears at the memory. She’d felt as close to him then as she’s felt to anybody in quite a while, which is probably why she doesn’t want to credit her mother’s unfounded suspicions regarding the man or, for that matter, her own earlier fevered ones.

			“I get it,” her mother is saying. “I do. Why would a girl your age want to live with her mother?”

			“You’re not just any mother,” Deb says, feeling a sudden rush of love for her.

			“Something’s troubling you, sweetie,” she says. “I can hear it in your voice.”

			“Not really,” Deb lies. “It’s just been an awful day.”

			Another long pause. “Do you still think about him?”

			“Think about who?” she says, though she knows who. Of course she does.

			“We’re both better off without him,” her mother says, referring to the man who walked out on them long ago, before they came to the Mountain, back when Deb was still a little girl.

			“Odd change of subject?” Deb ventures.

			“Not really,” her mother tells her. “Maybe you’re right about that chief of yours. Maybe he’s not bent. But the one thing he’s never going to be—no matter how much you want him to—is your father.”

			When they hang up, Deb turns off the light and lies awake thinking. Not about her father, because her mother is right—they’re both better off without him. No, she’s still thinking about the chief, trying to reconcile her sense that he is, deep down, a good person, with the image of this same man, the seat of his pants caked with dried mud, stepping carefully around the slick spot where they’d both slipped and fallen. She’s wrong about one of them, it occurs to her. But which?

		

	
		
			Part 2
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			Curt

			It’s late afternoon before Curt is able to return to the Mountain. His first stop is Doc’s trailer, where Everett Crenzal—big-bellied and florid-faced—is finishing up on the hearse.

			“Good as new,” he says, standing to one side so Curt can inspect his work. He’s hammered the fender back into shape and reattached it, also replaced the broken reflector.

			“Anybody been by?” Curt says. Asking questions, he means.

			“Not a soul.”

			“Good,” Curt says.

			“What happens to it now?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Doc’s dead is what I mean. You gonna try and sell it?”

			Curt can’t help snorting at this. “Why? You know another paraplegic who might be interested?”

			Everett shrugs. “Then why go to the trouble of fixing it?”

			“You ask too many questions,” Curt says, though he can’t blame the man. He’d be asking those same questions himself if the shoe was on the other foot. That it isn’t is something to be thankful for, at least. “Anyhow, it’s up to Freddi, not me. With Doc gone she’s the only one who knows how to drive it.”

			Everett nods. “It’s been a useful vehicle,” he says, “or so I heard.”

			Curt decides to ignore this. With Doc no longer in the picture it isn’t useful anymore. Freddi disagrees, but these days she disagrees with just about everything he says and does. “How much do I owe you?”

			Everett tells him. Curt pays the man in cash. “Listen, I’ve got a line on an apartment coming available if you’re interested.”

			“I am if it’s cheap.”

			“It will be. It’s a studio, though. Kinda small.”

			“Whereabouts?”

			“Stone Mountain Arms.”

			“After the trailer I’ve been living in down in Florida, it’ll feel like the Ritz.”

			Curt studies the other man. Like so many guys on the Mountain, Everett is a useful idiot, and Curt can’t help wondering what other use he might be put to. Also what liability he might represent if used unwisely. “So…I gather nobody’s looking for you?”

			“Not that I’m aware of. At least not around here. There’s hundreds of photos all over the internet, but I haven’t been recognized, or at least I don’t think I have.”

			“You ever find out who it was up here asking questions?”

			“Nope. Who knows? Coulda been something unrelated. I never should of let it spook me.”

			“You shouldn’t have gone down there is what you shouldn’t have done. What were you thinking?”

			Everett shrugs. “He said, ‘Be there. Will be wild.’ ”

			“And you do what politicians tell you?”

			“He’s different. Or anyhow I thought he was.”

			“Right,” Curt says, rolling his eyes.

			This appears to hurt Everett’s feelings. “Better than the guy we got now.”

			Curt ignores this. Next, the man will be trying to convince him that the election was stolen. “You got a phone?”

			Everett pulls one out of his pocket. “Trac job.”

			“Give me the number.”

			Everett does.

			“I’ll call you about the apartment.”

			To Curt’s way of thinking, Everett has been dismissed, but instead of leaving, the man peers inside the hearse. “Think I could learn to drive it?”

			“To what end?”

			Everett shrugs. “Not much work on the Mountain.”

			“Figured you’d go back to work at Lakeside Motors.”

			“Johnny tells me the guy he hired to replace me is twice as good and he doesn’t drink.”

			“I’ll let you know if I hear about anything.”

			Everett nods thoughtfully. “I never should’ve left, I guess.”

			Curt can’t help thinking about Tyler in his hospital bed. Poor guy made the opposite mistake.
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			When Curt arrives at the station, Deb is still there, so he calls her into his office. Her eye is still badly discolored, but the swelling has gone down. “Looking better,” he says, pointing to his own eye. He’s put her on desk duty this week, told her to take it easy. “How’s the move going?”

			“I’m pretty much out,” she tells him. “I just need to give the place a good cleaning. My mom said she’d help.”

			“Don’t knock yourself out,” he tells her. “I think I know who might be moving in and the place will be a pigsty in short order.”

			“I’ll let my mom know, but she’s a cleaner.”

			For some reason this bothers Curt. He’s no slob himself, but he’s always wary of inflexibility, of doing things a certain way out of habit, just because.

			“Everything else okay?” he asks, because something has changed between them since that night in the ravine. Deb seems to regard him differently now. Not suspicious, exactly. More like disillusioned. But yeah, maybe suspicious, too. He wonders if she checked the phone log for the night of the accident. If so, she’s probably wondering if he’d invented the caller who reported the ruptured guardrail or if the call somehow didn’t get logged in. He wonders, too, about her decision to move out of her apartment at the Stone Mountain Arms, which seemed to come out of nowhere. The way she explained it, her mother was lonely and wanted her to move back home, and that may be true, but maybe she’s also decided that now would be a good time to distance herself from him. The good news is that even if she’s suspicious about the crash, it’s unlikely she’ll be able to compose a coherent narrative out of the information she has at her disposal. If she no longer completely trusts him, it’s probably because the police station—all of Stone Mountain, really—is always awash with rumors. Everett had clearly heard the one about what Doc and Freddi were up to with the hearse, so maybe Deb has heard it, too. He’d prefer she not be suspicious at all, of course. She’s the smartest of his officers and he genuinely likes her. Until recently, he hasn’t doubted her fondness for him as well. He may even have been some sort of father figure. Her own father, he gathers, is no longer in the picture. Strange, but in the ravine that night, he’d actually considered coming clean with her about everything, his thinking being that if she knew what really happened, she’d understand why he’s doing what he’s doing, that it’s his family he’s trying to protect, that in his shoes she’d do the same thing. Thank God he’d resisted the impulse, though, because he doubts her moral compass would have allowed her sympathy to override her professional judgment. He’d been like that himself at her age. Ah, to be twenty-something again.

			At the moment she’s regarding him with such concern that he wonders if he’s wrong about things having changed between them. “How’s your friend today?” she wants to know.

			“Better,” he says. “Not great, though.” He’s told her the basics—that since the accident Tyler has undergone half a dozen operations at least. In addition to the injury to his throat, he suffered a broken knee, elbow and wrist in the crash, and was badly concussed. He’s still sleeping most of the day and only half wakes up when the nurses take his vitals. When he regained consciousness, he was told that not everyone who was in the limo survived the crash. The driver had died and so had another man who turned out to be the band’s manager. Beth Delaney had survived, but her parents, who live on Cape Cod, had moved her from Albany to a hospital in Boston, and not much is known about her condition. After hearing all this, Tyler closed his eyes and didn’t open them again for almost forty-eight hours.

			“You still haven’t been able to talk to him?”

			He shakes his head. “It’ll be a while before he talks to anybody,” he says. “His trachea was severely compressed. Crushed, according to one nurse I talked to.”

			She winces at this. “Will he ever sing again?”

			“Doubtful.”

			She’s quiet for a moment. “What would you do?” she says finally.

			“Do?”

			“If you could no longer do the thing that means the most to you?”

			“Beats me,” he admits, because Curt has never in his life been that good at anything. What means the most to him right now—keeping Freddi and Curtis Jr. safe—requires no special talent, just doggedness, attention to detail. You do your best to anticipate what’s around the next bend in the road. Keep the state police off the Mountain as much as possible. Misdirect them when you can’t. Put one foot in front of the other and hope for the best. It occurs to him that this is true for most of the world. The Tyler Sinclairs are few and far between.

			“Do you think he even knows what happened?”

			Curt tries not to smile at this, because his fondest hope is that Tyler won’t remember the accident at all. That’s the quickest way for things to return to normal, or at least something that would pass for normal. And there’s reason to be hopeful. According to his nurses, every time Tyler wakes up, he has to be told the same things, over and over—that he has been in an accident, that people died.

			“You should head home,” he tells Deb.

			“So should you,” she says, surprising him. Has she ever offered him advice before? “You look exhausted.”

			“I’m headed there just as soon as I finish up here,” he says, though judging by the state of his desk he’ll be here at the station for another good hour or two. Which is fine with him.
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			The setting sun is winking through the trees when Curt finally pulls in. Curtis Jr. is seated at the far end of the wraparound deck, so Curt joins him there, flipping the switch that turns on the outside light. “Better?” he says, since the boy is reading, or trying to read, or pretending to read, some sort of glossy brochure. The real reason Curt wants more light is so he can get a better look at his son. He’s seen very little of Curtis Jr. all week. By the time he returns from the hospital in Albany and checks in at the station, it’s late and Junior has retreated to his bedroom and his various digital distractions. According to Freddi, he’s been withdrawn and uncommunicative all week, inconsolable really, and why not? In the span of just a few days he’s lost both Doc, a colorful presence in his life since he was a little boy, and Tyler Sinclair. True, he’d never met Tyler, but like most people around here he was a big Stone Mountain fan, had all of Tyler’s records and even dreamed of being a musician himself one day. So if it feels to Curtis Jr. like the whole world is coming apart, who can blame him? And all of this on top of the fact that kids his age are still reeling from the effects of the pandemic lockdown. So Curt gets it, mostly. The only thing he doesn’t comprehend is why his son seems to have taken what happened to Tyler so personally, as if his own dreams have been shattered.

			“What’ve you got there?” Curt says, indicating the brochure.

			Junior rolls his eyes, hands it over. It’s for a place called Kingdom Farm in northern Vermont, almost to the Canadian border. Apparently, the kids pictured there, most of them Curtis Jr.’s age, pay for the privilege of working on a real farm. In return, the farm gets their fee plus free labor. Freddi’s idea is to get their son off the Mountain for a good chunk of the summer. She’s been a woman on a mission all week, researching recreational camps in Maine, art colonies in the northern Adirondacks. Now this. “Looks kind of cool, actually,” Curt says. “Can I come?” Because any place far away is pretty appealing right now.

			His son ignores this. “I don’t get it,” he says when Curt gives him back the brochure. “Why do I have to go somewhere? Why is here such a bad place all of a sudden?”

			Curt assures him that here is not a bad place at all. “Your mother just wants you to have new experiences,” he explains. “The world is bigger than Stone Mountain. She also thinks that after everything that’s happened, it’d do you good to get away for a while. She just wants what’s best for you.”

			“When do I get a say in what’s best for me?” he wants to know. “I’m almost eighteen.”

			“I know, but your mother’s not used to that yet.”

			“By the time she is, I’ll be twenty-one.”

			Curt can’t help chuckling at this. “I’ll work on her,” he promises. “Look at it this way. You’ll have plenty of other summers here, right?” In the fall, Curtis Jr. is off to the branch of the state university down in Stony Brook, and even with his New York State Regents scholarship, that’s not going to be cheap. Summers, he’ll need to find a part-time job or two on the Mountain. Start contributing. “Where is your mother, anyway?”

			“Inside,” he says. “We ate already.”

			Curt nods. “Could be she’s a little pissed at me?”

			Apparently, this goes without saying, because Curtis Jr. falls silent. The sun has almost completely set. Is it Curt’s imagination, or are there tears in his son’s eyes? “Is he going to die?”

			Tyler, he means. “No,” Curt tells him, hoping with all his heart that this is true.

			“You don’t sound too sure,” Junior replies. He’s well aware of how serious Tyler’s injuries are.

			“He’s getting good care,” Curt assures him. “It’s just going to take a while.”

			“How long? If I go to this Kingdom Farm place, will he be better by the time I get back?”

			“I guess that depends on what you mean by better,” Curt says. “Broken bones heal, but bones aren’t the tough part.” He hasn’t said anything to his son about the injury to Tyler’s trachea, that he may never sing again. He’s withheld this information in part because he doesn’t know for sure if it’s true, but there are other reasons, as well. “In order to recover completely, you have to want to.”

			“You don’t think he does?”

			“It’s one of the first things I mean to ask him,” he says. “He’s lost more than most people in the world ever have, or even dream of having. He might feel like giving up. We can’t let that happen.”

			“What can we do, though?”

			“Help him find a reason to live, I guess.”

			“You were really friends?” Junior says. He knows this is true, yet somehow he can’t fathom it. Tyler Sinclair and his own father were friends?

			“Not just me and him,” Curt points out. “Him and your mom, too.”

			His son’s expression darkens at this. “I don’t think she likes him as much as you do.”

			“What makes you say that?”

			He ignores the question. “Do you think he and I might be friends someday?”

			“I think he’d like you a lot,” Curt says, mostly to cheer his son up. “Here’s an idea. When he’s well enough to leave the hospital, what would you think about him coming to stay with us for a spell?” This plan has been forming in Curt’s mind all week, but he’s still surprised to hear himself say the words out loud.

			“Seriously?” His son’s face brightens.

			“He might not want to,” Curt admits, “but we can invite him. I’m not sure he has anywhere else to go.”

			“Except,” he says, “what would Mom say?”

			Curt nods. “Do me a favor? Don’t bring it up until I’ve had a chance to discuss it with her?”

			Curtis Jr. picks up the Kingdom Farm brochure. “You think maybe you can talk her out of this?”

			Curt chuckles again. “When was the last time I talked your mother out of anything? Come to think of it, when was the last time anybody did?”
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			Inside, Freddi is seated at the long dining room table, which is littered with bills. Since early in their marriage, she’s been the one who handles their finances. Most months he asks her how they’re doing, money-wise, and she always says okay, but she seldom elaborates, so he really has no idea. If anything ever happened to her, he would need to hire somebody to do all that.

			No surprise, she doesn’t acknowledge him when he enters the room. He just stands there looking at her for a long moment, then goes over to the fridge, opens the door and peers inside, as if this might be where the answers are kept or, failing that, at least the right questions. But no, just a plate of leftover food covered with plastic wrap, which he’ll nuke later. For now, he just grabs a beer. “You want anything?” he says.

			“I want a lot of things,” Freddi replies.

			She’s been like this all week. Angry. Frustrated. And yes, scared. Going over to the table, he pulls out a chair and, uninvited, joins her. “No change,” he says, hoping she will take this as good news. Tyler isn’t talking, can’t talk, in fact, and appears disinclined to even if he could. As long as that remains unchanged, they’re safe. He takes a sip of beer, which goes down bitter. Eventually, she’ll have to talk to him.

			Apparently, she comes to the same conclusion because she finally looks up from the clutter of paperwork and says, “This doesn’t work.”

			“What doesn’t?”

			She makes a sweeping gesture that includes everything on the table—the bills that need to be paid, the credit card statements, the open checkbook. “All of it. Us. Our lives are unsustainable.”

			He’d like to say, Since when, but of course he knows the answer. “Okay,” he says, “but explain to me how sending Curtis Jr. off to some expensive rip-off in Vermont makes us more sustainable.”

			“I don’t want him here when I’m arrested,” she explains.

			This again. Curt massages his temples. “You aren’t going to be arrested,” he assures her. “I’m the chief of police. If you were going to be arrested, I’d know, wouldn’t I? I’d be the one reading you your rights and cuffing you.”

			She just stares at him. “We need to start making runs again.”

			“That’s exactly what we don’t need.”

			“Everett called. Offered to help.”

			So that’s why the man had made that cryptic remark about how “useful” Doc’s hearse had been. “Freddi,” he says. “We’ve been over this. The whole thing worked because Doc had a legitimate reason to leave the Mountain every week. His physical therapy. Nobody had any reason to suspect him and they certainly weren’t going to strip-search his vehicle. That same logic doesn’t apply to you and it certainly doesn’t apply to Everett, who by the way also happens to be an idiot.”

			“But again, you are the chief of police. You’re the one who would authorize any such search.”

			“True,” he says, “but you’re assuming that authorization. What if one of my officers becomes suspicious and decides to investigate on their own.” It’s Deb he’s thinking of, of course. None of his other officers would be so bold. A few of them may even know the score. “Or what if some ordinary citizen hears a rumor about what Doc was up to and phones in a tip to the state police you’re so worried about?”

			Freddi shakes her head. “If we don’t make the runs, somebody else will. It’s money just lying around.”

			“And if they do, I’ll hear about it and put an end to it.”

			“Fine,” she says, throwing up her hands. “I’m just saying that if we don’t, we’re screwed.”

			“Tell me,” he says, shifting gears. “Did you say something to Junior about not liking Tyler?”

			“Why would I do that?”

			Lord, he is just so tired of this. Of all his wife’s annoying habits, this one—answering a question with another question—irritates him most. “That’s exactly what I was wondering,” he says, not bothering to conceal his irritation. “And why I asked the question.”

			“Right, well, there’s your real problem,” she says. “You think Curtis Jr. is stupid.”

			“I don’t think any such thing,” he assures her. “In fact, I think he’s smarter than you and me put together.”

			“Then you know I didn’t need to say a word about not liking Tyler for him to suspect that I don’t. What he doesn’t understand is why.”

			“You didn’t tell him?”

			“Of course not.”

			“Well, he’s trying to figure it out.”

			She snorts at this. “You know what else he’s trying to figure out?”

			“What?”

			“You.”

			This, he was not expecting. “What about me?”

			“Why you spend every day at the hospital instead of here on the Mountain where you belong.”

			“He knows why,” Curt tells her. “Because Tyler and I are friends.”

			She closes her eyes, as if at the approach of a migraine. “No, Curt. You and Tyler are not friends. You used to be friends. What you don’t seem to grasp is that when you waste day after day loitering around the hospital, you’re choosing your used-to-be friend over your family. You come waltzing in here after we’ve eaten dinner and say, ‘No change,’ like you imagine I’ve been sitting around here worrying about whether the man you used to be friends with lives or dies. I’m not. I’m worrying about us. About you and me and our son.”

			“You think I’m not?” he says, exasperated. “How am I supposed to protect this family if I’m not on top of what’s going on in Albany? I need to find out what Tyler remembers. The place is swarming with media from all over the country. When he starts talking, I need to be there. I thought you understood that.”

			“What I understand, Curt, is that we need to start making runs again.”

			He shakes his head. “Not until we figure out how to do it safely,” he tells her. “The Doc-Mobile was perfect, Freddi, but it doesn’t work without Doc. You no longer have a legitimate reason to leave the Mountain, at least not in that vehicle. We’re going to need a different one, and whoever’s driving it has to be somebody we trust absolutely, someone who can leave the Mountain without arousing suspicion and who won’t be pulled over when he returns.”

			She’s grinning at him now, like she knows something he doesn’t. He’s seen that same grin before and hates it, because its appearance invariably means she’s a step ahead of him and knows it. “What?” he says.

			Still grinning, she consults her watch, then begins to count silently with her fingers. One. Two. Three. Four. At five, he understands and shakes his head. “No,” he says. “Absolutely not.”

			“Why?”

			“Because I’m the chief of police, Freddi.”

			Because it’s one thing to look the other way when an old friend engages in behavior that Curt disapproves of and another thing entirely to engage in criminal conduct yourself. How would he ever be able to look himself in the eye? But that, of course, is the wrong question. The right one is: How has he been able to all along? Because it’s not just Doc who benefited from his and Freddi’s runs up and down the Mountain. Freddi has never said, at least not in so many words, that those runs in the Doc-Mobile have paid some of the bills on this very table, but Curt has suspected it.

			Watching him twig to all this morphs Freddi’s shit-eating grin into a full-blown smirk, as if she’s enjoying not just his new self-knowledge but also the distress it occasions. She understands that what he’s been desperately clinging to is his sense of himself as a decent man. That’s what her being in charge of their finances all this time has permitted, by allowing him to tell himself that, sure, he’s made mistakes, cut a few ethical corners, but always to protect others. What her smirk acknowledges is that the bubble has at last been burst.

			But hey, guess what? Turns out there are certain unexpected advantages to accepting the fact you’re not, in fact, a decent man. Maybe, for instance, you get to behave like an indecent one. Because what he’d really like right now is to wipe that smirk off her face. It would be easy enough to do. She’s sitting right there in front of him. He could backhand her right off that chair. The only thing that prevents him, damn it, is that she’s right. She has been one step ahead of him, and her solution is the only one that makes sense. Nor is that all she’s right about. She also understands that even if, as he claims, he needs to carefully monitor Tyler’s recovery in order to protect his family, he’s also spending his days at the hospital because he simply can’t give Tyler up. And you know what? Fuck her. She can mock all she wants, but Tyler is his friend. This last week, seeing him lying there in that hospital bed, so alone, Curt recognized in the battered adult the boy he befriended under the Falls so long ago, remembers vividly how mortified Tyler had been that he just looked on as his father beat his poor mother, how helpless he felt to prevent the same thing from happening again in the future. These last few days, though Curt has seen him only at a distance, from out in the hospital corridor, Tyler’s eyes have that same lost, unfocused, hopeless look. Which means that Junior has asked the right question: What can they do to help? Curt isn’t sure, but he does know that that long-ago day under the Falls he’d managed to rekindle a spark of hope in his friend’s eyes by letting Tyler know he wasn’t alone, that he had a friend and that together they would find a way to fix things. Nor had their friendship been a one-way street. When Curt’s little brother was born dead, hadn’t Tyler helped fill that gaping void? Hadn’t he given as much as he received?

			So, no, Tyler didn’t used to be his friend. He still is. And not just his friend, either, but his best friend. Curt is sure of it. The other thing he’s sure of? That Freddi will never, ever, understand.

			“One run,” he hears himself tell her now, his heart sinking as he utters the words.

			“When?”

			Taking a deep breath, he says, “Tomorrow,” because if he’s going to take this terrible step, then best to just go ahead and do it. Get it over with. “Only one. That’s all I’m committing to.”

			“I’ll make the arrangements.”

			“Don’t involve Everett,” he warns, and when she offers no reply to this, he says, “Promise me.”

			“I won’t involve Everett,” she says, her voice a dull monotone.

			Which guts him, though it’s not immediately clear why. What he’d been hoping she’d say, he realizes, was I promise, because these two simple words would’ve implied…what? Intimacy, he decides. I promise you. It’s the you that she’s denying him. It’s as if, after all these years, she can read not just his mind but also his heart. Knowing what he wants and needs, she’s able to deny him in ways both large and, in this particular instance, small. But maybe he has this coming. If she really can read his mind, then she also knows how tempted he was just now to backhand her right off her chair, that he harbors, deep down, an ugliness that it shames him to contemplate. So perhaps she’s right to withhold even the smallest of consolations.

			What he’d dearly love to know is whether Freddi herself is ever troubled by such self-recrimination. He recalls the night of the accident, when she’d come unglued, wanting to know what happened to them. “We were good kids,” she’d sobbed, burying her face in his chest. That she still remembers their long-ago innocence had both broken his heart and allowed him to feel at least a small measure of hope for the future. If she remembers how they used to be and misses their younger, more innocent selves, doesn’t that suggest that they might one day find their way back to each other?

			But alas, that’s not how things work. Out on the deck he’d told his son about the vague plan that had been taking shape in his brain these last few days, that if Tyler had nowhere else to go, they could invite him to stay with them for a few days, or maybe a week, until he’s recovered enough to travel. Junior had embraced the idea so enthusiastically that Curt had wondered if maybe he should mention the possibility to Freddi as well. She hates Tyler now, but they’d been good friends once. Curt has even suspected there was a time when she was maybe even in love with him, that if Tyler hadn’t left the Mountain, she might’ve ended up his girl instead of Curt’s. Doesn’t that suggest that under the right circumstances they could learn to be friends again? But again, no. Why? Because unlike Curt, Freddi is an adult. She may be as baffled and disappointed as he is over what they’ve become, but she accepts it. She takes as a given that there’s no way back to the garden. No way to uneat the apple.

		

	
		
			Tyler

			Surfacing, Tyler recalls Doc telling him how it felt the day of his accident—that feeling of sinking, sinking, sinking into the watery darkness behind the dam and concluding that this was how it would be forever more. Also, wishing Tyler had just left him there. If Tyler didn’t fully understand what Doc meant at the time, he does now, because the place he’s leaving is lovely and dark, whereas the one he’s entering is bright and full of throbbing pain. The worst of that pain is located deep in his skull, which feels ready to explode, but his right elbow and wrist, and his left knee, are also pulsing. Is he surfacing on his own, he wonders, or is Doc involved somehow? Maybe paying him back by diving into Tyler’s own dark depths and tugging him up into the light, so he can see how he likes the shitty life he’s been left with? Will that life now necessitate a wheelchair? Tyler wonders. A vehicle specifically rigged for a cripple? When he attempts to wiggle his toes, he discovers that he can, so apparently the symmetry between himself and Doc isn’t exact.

			A face, upside down, suddenly appears directly above him. Its mouth moves and a voice that’s oddly out of sync, as if it’s bouncing off a satellite, instructs him not to try to speak, so of course Tyler does try. Alas, the sound his throat produces is less a human voice than a raspy, strangled bleat. This exact same thing has happened before, he’s pretty sure, which, if true, confirms his vague sense that this is not the first time he’s surfaced out of the darkness. He seems to recall somebody—today? yesterday? last week?—informing him that he was in the hospital. Why, though? But wait, he remembers now. He was in an accident. This knowledge stirs a memory so distant that it feels like a dream. But no, it happened. They fell off the Mountain. Down and down, impact after crushing, bone-jarring impact, not a dream at all. Doc’s fault. He was behind them in his hearse and ran them off the road. Tyler remembers that flash of orange just before they became airborne.

			So somehow, despite the screeching horror of their plunge into the ravine, Tyler remains alive. Beth, he seems to remember, has survived as well, though she’s not here in this hospital. Someone, though, he can’t remember who, has died. No wait! He does remember. Jason. Jason has died. Lucky devil, Tyler thinks, sinking, sinking, sinking down into the lovely dark, his struggles over. How Tyler wishes he was with him, instead of being dragged against his will, not just once, but over and over, into this bright light and intense pain. Is Beth also being dragged to the surface against her will, day after day? Does she also envy Jason? Does she blame Tyler for her condition? Because how could she not?

			If it didn’t hurt, Tyler would just laugh and laugh. Why? Because people keep telling him that he needn’t worry, that he’s out of the woods. He’s going to live. These people, whoever they are, all seem to agree that being alive is a good thing. Tyler, however, has his doubts. He remembers living, what that was like. In a nutshell, living is a lifelong process of messing things up. You start when you’re young and you just keep at it, doing every damn thing wrong, making a complete hash of everything, until you no longer recognize yourself, or, worse, you know exactly who you are. You’re someone who needs to disguise himself from everyone, including, when you can manage it, yourself. Why would anyone want to continue living? Have a heart is what he’d like to tell the upside-down face that floats above him. Let me slide back into the lovely dark water at the bottom of the dam.

			And that’s exactly what happens.
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			He doesn’t stay there, though. The next time he surfaces, Tyler realizes his father has paid him a visit down there in the dark. Which is surprising, because isn’t the man dead? Weren’t he and Tyler’s mother killed in an automobile accident after they moved to Georgia? Evidently not, because there he was, large as life. Nor had he aged a day. He was dressed exactly as Tyler remembered him.

			“Never mind that,” he said when Tyler apologized. When he left Stone Mountain, he’d taken some money out of his father’s wallet and figured he’d still be pissed, but apparently not. Funny, but that long-ago day under the Falls, his friend Curt had told him that something like this might happen one day, that people change. Tyler hadn’t believed him. After all, he had no memories of his father that didn’t involve volcanic anger. He would continue to beat his mother, Tyler believed, until he killed her. “You really aren’t angry anymore?”

			“Nah,” his father replied, waving the notion away. “That’s all gone.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			His father shrugged. “You were a kid. You thought I was mad at your mother.”

			“You weren’t?”

			“It was more about losing my job.”

			Which was news to Tyler. “You lost your job?”

			His father chuckled. “You don’t remember that?”

			Actually, now that he thought about it, Tyler did kind of remember. His mother had gone out and found work and supported them while his old man was unemployed.

			“I remember you drinking,” Tyler told him.

			“She rode me pretty hard,” his father recalled. “Coming home after working hard all day and finding me shit-faced.” To Tyler, the man’s voice sounded almost nostalgic. “Anyhow, that’s all in the past.”

			Not for Tyler, it wasn’t. “It was terrible the way you beat her.”

			“What?” his father said. “You’re not going to tell me that’s why you ran off?” Had a note of grievance crept into his voice?

			“Not entirely,” Tyler admitted. “There was also this girl I was in love with.”

			“Yeah?”

			“She was going steady with my best friend.”

			His father grinned at him now, a cruel grin that Tyler remembered all too well. “You fucked her anyway, didn’t you,” he said, which hurt Tyler’s feelings. Why would his own father assume he was capable of such appalling behavior? It was true, though. That’s exactly what he’d done.

			“So,” his father continued, “I’m not the only one who knows what shame feels like.”

			Tyler was about to admit that his father was right, but then he looked at the man more carefully and realized he was kind of transparent. “You’re not even real, are you?”

			“No, I guess I’m not,” the man admitted reluctantly, at which point the lovely darkness was pierced by a zigzag of bright light, and once again Tyler felt himself being tugged to the surface. His father remained right where he was, growing smaller and smaller as the distance between them grew. “So long, son,” he called. “Be seeing you.”

			Tyler opened his mouth to call, “Not if I see you first,” because the man was so clearly a fraud, not at all the man he remembered.

			But now the upside-down face is there again. This time, when it advises him not to talk, Tyler does as he’s told. “The operation was a success,” he’s informed, and not, he suspects, for the first time. There have been other operations. This is just the latest. “We’re putting painkillers in your drip now, so you’ll be able to sleep.” And yes, Tyler can feel himself nodding off, but before he closes his eyes, the doctor who’s been bent over him straightens up and there, framed in the rectangular window of the room, is the face of the friend he was just telling his old man about, the one whose girlfriend he had sex with before slinking out of town.
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			All this surfacing into light and pain before slipping back into darkness makes for considerable confusion as the bleak days unfold. There are times when Tyler understands that the darkness he’s being pulled from is simply drug-induced unconsciousness. Without those drugs the pain from his multiple injuries would be unbearable. He’s come to think of such cogent, rational inferences as the world of Is. In this world things just are what they are. Running parallel to Is and at times intersecting with it, however, is another that feels every bit as real, a world rich in significance, where cause and effect, past and present, blur. Here, drug-induced oblivion continues to manifest as the deep, dark water behind the dam, where things are all meaning. In the world of Is, he understands that he can’t speak because of an injury to his larynx, whereas in the Meaning world, the loss of his voice can be traced back to the concert when he tried and failed to sing “The Long Fall.” Given the foggy, concussed state of his Is brain, it’s strange how vividly he’s able to summon how it felt to stand there onstage, strumming the song’s opening chord but unable to locate his voice. It’s this failure, he can’t help thinking, that explains his inability to speak, not the plunge into the ravine, not the injury to his larynx. In the Meaning world, the wreck of the limo didn’t so much cause the loss of his voice as confirm it.

			How long, he can’t help wondering, will he continue to toggle between these two worlds?
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			Not long, as it happens. The world of Is turns out to be relentless in its mission to undermine, even eradicate, the world of Meaning and metaphor. To this end, Is both consumes and reorganizes data until Tyler reluctantly concedes that, no, he is not sinking ever deeper into the dark water behind the dam. He is merely sleeping. He also understands that Doc didn’t try to kill him, because Doc is dead. Standing there alone on the stage, Tyler had known and accepted the truth—that for Doc the long fall was finally over. The flash of orange he saw a split second before the limo became airborne was his fevered brain trying to impose meaning where there was none.

			From this it follows that the two men who died in the limo are not in a better place. It’s wrong of him to envy Jason, because that envy is what allows him to evade responsibility for his death. Jason died because of Tyler, because of a chain of events he set in motion long, long ago. Because of him Beth, even if she survives her injuries, will probably never have her solo career, never learn that the only reason Jason stuck with the band so long was because he loved her. Even if she survives, Tyler may never have the chance to tell her any of this. With each new, painful surfacing, Tyler comes to accept, albeit incrementally, the bullying world of Is. Perhaps this is what his return to Stone Mountain has been about from the start.

			In any event, Is has arrived, and he has no choice but to accept its harsh terms, every single one of them. For now and for the foreseeable future, he himself will be the business of others—doctors, nurses, orderlies—all of them scurrying about, doing whatever his broken body demands, talking about him in code. He is both at the center of things and somehow relegated to the periphery. His role, he understands, has changed. He’s no longer a front man. He’s now a roadie, someone awaiting orders. Without him, the show can’t go on, but it’s no longer his show. He tells himself it won’t be like this forever. Things will continue to evolve. As he heals, his pain will gradually diminish. His old voice is gone, but according to his doctors, vocal exercises will help him speak clearly enough to be understood. For now, he is bedridden, but in time he will graduate to a wheelchair, and eventually his various casts will come off and he will once again stand.

			What he can’t imagine changing is his complete disinterest in what comes next. Is it despair he’s feeling? Possibly, but if he were utterly without hope, wouldn’t he be more attracted to the idea of dying? Wouldn’t death put an emphatic end to the world of Is by replacing it with the world of Is Not? But no, it’s not despair he’s feeling. It’s something else, something more mundane. Boredom? Not exactly. And then, suddenly, he knows. What he’s feeling is lonely, which is different from alone. Alone was how it felt when he left Stone Mountain with nothing but his guitar and no idea where he was headed, leaving behind the only life he knew. What he’s feeling now is closer to how he felt the day Curt found him sobbing behind the Falls and convinced him that maybe things weren’t as bad as they seemed or, rather, that even if they were, he had a friend.

		

	
		
			Deb

			Deb doesn’t much like the look of this Everett Crenzal guy who’s moving into her apartment. Dressed in filthy jeans and looking hungover, he appeared both annoyed and surprised when she opened the door, like he’d been expecting someone else. Had he been told she was a cop? Was he expecting her to be in uniform?

			“Sorry,” she told him. “We’re still working. It’ll be a while longer, I’m afraid.”

			He peered around her, registering her mother now. “How much longer?” he wanted to know.

			“All that’s left is the kitchen,” she informed him. “You want the place clean, right?”

			“Whatever,” he said. “I’ll wait out there.”

			When he was gone, Deb and her mother shared a look. No need to put it into words. It’s possible that the man was simply annoyed at not being able to move right in. In truth, they’d planned to be finished by now. They moved all her stuff out the day before so they wouldn’t have to clean around it, but the job is still taking longer than they figured it would. Anyhow, the more likely explanation for the man’s initial surprise is that he wasn’t expecting the apartment’s previous tenant to be Black, didn’t know that he’d now be living where a Black person had lived.

			She and her mother work quietly for a few minutes, Deb wiping down the insides of the kitchen cabinets, her mother returning the burner grates to the stovetop and sliding the clean racks into their grooves in the oven. When she finishes, she goes over to the front window and pretends to clean its ledge. From there she can study the man waiting impatiently out in the parking lot. “He sure doesn’t look like a policeman,” her mother says.

			Deb joins her at the window. The pickup truck the man is leaning up against contains a box spring and mattress, a cheap-looking dinette table and a couple chairs that look like they might’ve been liberated from the landfill. Not much else. “I don’t think he is,” Deb says. The chief would’ve mentioned it if he was, and she hasn’t heard about anybody new being hired.

			Her mother frowns, clearly puzzled. “I thought you got the apartment because you were a police officer.”

			“That’s how I understood it,” Deb says, because, yeah, it had been represented to her as a job perk. “But now that I’m moving out, I guess it’s available for somebody else.”

			“A criminal is what he looks like,” her mother says.

			And it’s true. The guy’s face, red and puffy, is definitely mug-shot worthy. “You know what?” she says, remembering that the chief told her not to knock herself out cleaning, that the guy moving in was a slob, “This is good enough. Let’s go home.”

			It takes them only a few minutes to gather their cleaning supplies. When they step outside, the man straightens, drops his cigarette onto the ground and grinds it out with his work boot. There’s something about the way he does this—the casual violence of it—that Deb finds disconcerting. Of all the men the chief could have found to move into her apartment, why this one?

			“The door’s unlocked,” she calls to him. “Both keys are on the stovetop.”

			He nods. Apparently, the cigarette has left a flake of tobacco on the tip of his tongue. He removes it with his thumb and forefinger and studies it before flicking it away. “All right, then,” he replies. No thank-you.

			“Enjoy your new place,” she hollers, mostly to see if the man can be shamed into good manners.

			“Oh, I will,” he says, his back to them as he lifts the dinette table out of the pickup.

			“That man,” her mother says as they load their mops and buckets into the trunk of the car, “bears watching.”

			Deb can’t help smiling at this. Her mother has never approved of her becoming a cop, but she herself would’ve made a good one.

		

	
		
			Curt

			When he pulls up outside Doc’s trailer and its front door opens, Curt half expects Doc himself to appear there and do one of his signature wheelies, but of course it’s Freddi who emerges. A large black trash bag in each hand, she proceeds to lug these down the U-shaped ramp. “Let me get those,” he calls to her, because he can see how heavy they are. She ignores him as if he hasn’t spoken. Okay, fine, he thinks. If she’s in a bad mood, who can blame her? She’s spent the last several days in the hot trailer doing triage, separating furniture and personal items that are in good enough shape to be taken to a consignment shop from other stuff destined for Goodwill. Against Curt’s wishes, she paid Everett, who has a pickup truck, to help her haul the stuff that nobody in his right mind would want directly to the landfill.

			So, yeah, her spirits are at low ebb. He’d offered to help with all this, of course, but she told him no, the trailer was small and they’d just get in each other’s way. That wasn’t the real reason, of course. Freddi’s always considered her life with Doc as separate from her life with Curt, and he knows better than to ask too many questions. It goes without saying that their weekly runs up and down the Mountain are a verboten topic, but there are others of a more personal nature that he’s always known better than to inquire about, like what sorts of things Doc needed her help doing. Did he require her assistance in bathing, for instance? Maybe not. If, like the hearse, his trailer is equipped with ramps and handlebars attached to the walls and the ceiling, maybe Doc was able to manage all that on his own. Curt’s only been inside the trailer a couple of times, and then only briefly, so he really has no idea. Even Tyler, who did a half-hour interview there, has spent more time in the trailer than Curt. And anyhow, he reminds himself, the exact nature of Freddi’s duties are none of his business. Still, something about the way they acted around each other suggested that Doc had no modesty issues where Freddi was concerned. That might just be the natural result of their more or less constant proximity, but it was still hard not to imagine certain intimacies between them. Though Curt tried his best not to feel jealousy toward a man confined to a wheelchair, he wasn’t always completely successful, and Doc’s determination to let the whole world know he was capable of far more than people imagined did little to discourage Curt’s admittedly embarrassing flights of imagination.

			At the bottom of the ramp, he takes the heavy garbage bags from Freddi and hoists them into the back of his SUV. Clearly exhausted, she slumps against the vehicle’s grille. It’s hot and muggy, and she’s sweated through her T-shirt. When she lifts the fabric up to dry her face, he sees she’s braless. “What?” she says, seeing that he’s noticed. “There’s nobody here but us.”

			“Good thing,” he says, again thinking about Doc, wondering if he was ever treated to the sight of Freddi’s bare breasts. Stop this, he tells himself. The poor man is dead.

			“The three cardboard boxes on the counter need to go, too,” Freddi tells him, and he heads up the ramp.
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			The existence of Doc’s will, which left everything to Freddi, had come as a complete surprise to Curt when she told him about it the previous week. “Wait. You knew about this?” he asked. Why hadn’t it ever come up? was what he was wondering. He knew Freddi kept secrets from him, but he didn’t see the purpose of this one.

			“Of course, I knew about it,” she said, like he was an idiot for asking. “Who did you expect him to leave things to?”

			And sure, when he thought about it, it did make sense. Doc had no family, and it was Freddi, after all, who’d taken care of him all these years. On the other hand, if Doc really wanted to show his appreciation, why not leave it all to somebody else? Anybody else, actually. Because, think about it. The trailer itself, modified for a man in a wheelchair, would be of little interest to anybody who wasn’t similarly confined. Nor, in its present, rusted-out condition, was it worth renovating. Empty, it was going to cost more to haul away than it was worth. The Doc-Mobile, having also been customized for a paraplegic, would have to be sold for parts at the junkyard. According to Freddi, there was less than a thousand dollars in Doc’s bank account, a good chunk of which had gone to paying for all those trips she and Everett had made to the dump. Which meant that in reality Freddi’s “inheritance” was a week’s worth of hard labor.

			It has been on the tip of Curt’s tongue to point this out on several occasions, though doing so would have accomplished nothing beyond pissing Freddi off, so he’s held his tongue. Of course, it’s also possible there are other factors he’s ignorant of. There could be money stashed in some other bank account, for instance. For all Curt knows, there might even be cash hidden right here in the trailer, which would be yet another reason Freddi didn’t want his help cleaning the place out. Is it his imagination or does she seem less stressed out about their finances of late?

			As he grabs the last of the boxes destined for Goodwill—these containing chipped dishes, cloudy drinking glasses and dented pots and pans—Curt finds himself wishing he had an hour or two to make a thorough search of the trailer, see what other secrets it might surrender to the trained eye. What if Doc hid something there that Freddi has no knowledge of? Also, given what they’d been using it for, he wouldn’t mind the opportunity to search the hearse. Make sure it contains nothing of value or, more important, holds no incriminating evidence. Unfortunately, none of this is going to happen.

			“Okay, that’s it,” he says, when the last of Doc’s stuff has been stowed in the SUV. “We might as well get started.” The plan is for Curt to drive his own vehicle down the Mountain, with Freddi following in the Doc-Mobile. They will drop the hearse off at the junkyard, then head to the consignment shop and Goodwill and who knows where else.

			“Could we hold on a minute?” she replies, and only then does Curt see that Freddi is quietly weeping.

			“What is it?” he says, taking her hand. To his surprise, she lets him.

			“It’s just…” she replies, wiping her eyes on the shoulder of her T-shirt, “this all feels like…”

			The word she’s looking for, Curt suspects, is goodbye, and she can’t bring herself to say it.

			“Once the trailer’s gone,” she finally says, “I’ll have no reason to come back here. He’ll really be dead.”

			Curt understands, or wants to. She hasn’t had much of an opportunity to process the fact that Doc is gone. Instead of a funeral, they’d decided to hold a memorial service in the fall, by which time maybe the events at the concert and the crash of the Stone Mountain limo wouldn’t be so front of mind, and Doc’s life could be remembered as more than a footnote to other, more dramatic events. As far as Curt knows, no one has even picked up his ashes from the crematorium. Until the provisions of his will became public, it hadn’t even been clear who was entitled to claim them.

			The other thing that occurs to Curt as they rest against the SUV, quiet and pensive, is that his wife’s relationship to Doc wasn’t so different from his own to Tyler. Both friendships were deeply rooted in the past, and both are, in a sense, as inexplicable as affection itself. You love who you love. There is no why. If there were, Freddi’s affection for Doc would probably make more sense than his own for Tyler. After all, her relationship to Doc had stood the test of time. Curt was forever trying to comprehend it in terms of physical intimacy, but a more generous (and probably more compelling) explanation is Freddi’s good heart and Doc’s undying gratitude. What she’s been objecting to since Doc’s passing is Curt’s lack of charity toward someone she cared about deeply. Nor is she wrong. The simple truth is that as far as Doc was concerned, Curt was never much of a fan. Ironically, regarding Tyler, the same might be said of Freddi. Once upon a time, she’d been a fan, but she’s no longer on Tyler’s bandwagon. Moreover, she can’t imagine why Curt is, why he continues to make that long drive to Albany most days to check on him, to monitor his recovery. She knows better than to accept at face value that he needs to know what Tyler remembers about the accident if he’s to protect her. But what she really doesn’t comprehend is the simplest thing of all, that his heart has always inclined toward Tyler, that he simply can’t give him up.

			It also occurs to Curt that this, right now, is as comfortable as he and Freddi have been in each other’s company for some time. What he’d like to do is take her in his arms and suggest that when they finish disposing of Doc’s stuff, they return home and make love. And more than that, for them to become a team again, to stop resenting each other and keeping secrets. He keeps remembering the night of the accident when she broke down sobbing, wanting to know what happened to them, reminding him that they’d once been good kids. What he wants to tell her now is that it’s not too late. Okay, maybe they can’t be young again, or innocent either, but with Doc gone and Tyler a mere ghost of his former self, they could summon their old affection, couldn’t they? Maybe even their passion for each other? “How about this?” he says, pulling her to him. “After we’re done with all this, we go home—”

			“I thought you were going to the hospital,” she interrupts.

			“That can wait,” he replies, realizing as he says this that it’s true. “Tomorrow’s the big day. He can start having visitors.”

			“Good,” she says, looking up at him the way she used to when sex was in the offing. Kissing him lightly on the lips, she whispers, “You can smother him with a pillow.”

		

	
		
			Tyler

			He’s dreaming, vividly, when a nurse wakes him to say he has a visitor. His first groggy thought is that she must have him confused with another patient. Now that he’s no longer in critical care, he’s allowed visitors, but he’s not expecting any and can’t think of anyone he’d like to see. It can’t be Beth, can it? Not knowing how her own recovery is going, he’s been reluctant to call her because then she’d hear the wreck of his voice. Worse, he fears that she will blame him for Jason’s death. Despite these misgivings, he’d tried to call yesterday and was grateful when it went directly to voicemail. He hadn’t left a message. She would see who it was that called. He certainly has no interest in talking to the woman from the Albany TV station who interviewed him in Doc’s trailer. Apparently, she’s been calling the hospital every day, wanting to know when he’ll be well enough for a follow-up interview. Answer? Never. Nor does he have any desire to speak to any of the national media that have been hanging around, though most of these, after learning that he’s unable to speak, have given up and gone home.

			“Who is it?” he asks the nurse.

			“He claims he’s an old friend,” the nurse tells him. “He’s been coming by almost every day.”

			Tyler sighs. “Okay,” he says, “wheel him in.” Only when the nurse regards him strangely does he understand that he’s messed up, gotten confused somehow. Wheel Doc in was what he’d been thinking, but of course Doc is dead. These days, Tyler mostly remembers this, the world of Is having finally gained ascendency in his brain. Indeed, he uses the fact of Doc’s death to gauge his mental acuity each time he wakes up. If he remembers that Doc is dead, it means he’s tracking, living in the real world, not the meaning-rich one he’d embraced during his stay in the critical care unit. So why the return of his earlier confusion now? Because he’d been dreaming so deeply? Had the dream involved Doc? Tyler is trying to remember, when the door opens and a man he knows enters.

			“Tyler,” this man says, smiling, familiar.

			Who is he? Tyler thinks, panicked, his confusion deepening. He’s pretty sure he’s seen the man recently. Not all of him, though, just his face. His photograph on the wall, maybe? He looks around the hospital room, but the walls are bare. Who can he be? There’s only Doc. Slow down, he reminds himself. Think it through. Baby steps. This man is not Doc for several reasons. For one, he doesn’t look like Doc, and for another, Doc would be in a wheelchair. And there’s also the clincher: Doc is dead. Forget Doc.

			The man he’s trying to remember looks wounded. “It’s me,” he says. “Curt.”

			Curt! Of course it is!

			Tyler would like to weep with relief, because now it all comes back to him in a flood—how they’d spoken briefly in the high school corridor right before he and Beth and Jason had headed down the Mountain in the limo, where Doc was waiting for them in his hearse and sent them through the guardrail. No, not Doc! Someone else!

			“Sorry,” Tyler croaks, causing the other man—Curt! It’s Curt!—to wince.

			“It’s okay,” Curt assures him, kindly. But it’s not okay. When he’d met Curt back at the high school, he hadn’t recognized him then, either. He’d thought he was an autograph seeker.

			“Doc…” Tyler says, pausing, desperate to get this right.

			Curt cocks his head, his eyebrows knit.

			“…is dead,” Tyler finishes. He tells Curt this so the other man will understand that they both dwell in the world of Is, the world of incontrovertible facts.

			“Yes,” Curt agrees.

			“I still get confused,” Tyler admits. “Especially right after I wake up.”

			“Hey,” Curt says. “You’ve suffered a concussion.”

			The fact that his old friend Curt understands has Tyler on the verge of tears.

			“Do you remember it? The accident?”

			Tyler, no longer quite so groggy, is tracking better now. He recalls what Curt told him at the high school—that he is now Stone Mountain’s chief of police. So…is he there as an old friend, as the nurse claimed, or is he investigating the accident? Tyler decides it doesn’t matter. He closes his eyes and tries to remember. “Headlights,” he says. “Bright. A horn honking. Right behind us.”

			When he opens his eyes again, Curt is studying him intently. “Is that all?” he says. “Is there anything else you can remember?”

			“I think that’s it.”

			“You’re sure?”

			No, he isn’t, so he tries again. High beams, blinding them. The horn blaring. And something else. He tries to reel the memory in. Beth screaming, Call him! But that makes no sense. Call who? Did that actually happen, Tyler wonders, or did he dream it? Should he tell Curt? What if he’s wrong?

			“Tyler?” Curt is smiling at him now. “You’re going to be okay.”

			Tyler is about to tell him no, he will never be that, not if he lives to be a hundred. Straining to remember the accident has brought on a headache, and he can feel his earlier confusion returning. For some reason he hears the sound of rushing water. Which can’t be real, can it? In a hospital room? Stranger still, he seems to know exactly what Curt is going to say next, that none of this is Tyler’s fault.

			“None of what happened is your fault,” Curt says, right on cue, though his voice sounds different now, almost childlike. “There’s nothing you could have done to prevent it.”

			Tyler waits patiently for what he knows comes next—for Curt to tell him that the reason he’s not at fault is that he’s just a kid. Except no, that can’t be right. Why would Curt say such a thing?

			The sound of rushing water is louder now. “I should have…” Tyler begins, because there is something he should’ve done. If he could only remember…

			Curt’s adult voice has returned. “We’ll figure it out,” he says, and then he does exactly what Tyler somehow knows he’s going to do. Exhausted, he again closes his eyes, tightly this time. His head feels like it’s going to explode. The thunder of the rushing water drowns out his old friend’s voice, but no matter. Tyler can feel their pinkie fingers link.

		

	
		
			Tyler

			What does he want?

			Now that he’s on fewer medications and his head is clearer, that’s the question that seems to be on everybody’s mind. Before long he’ll be well enough to travel, or so he’s been told. To this end, arrangements have been made with Stone Mountain Entertainment, his production company, for him to return to Nashville, if that’s what he wants. Or, if he prefers, he could continue to convalesce and do his rehab here in the Albany area. It’s up to him. How anxious is he to return to Nashville? Does he want to travel in a wheelchair a week from now, or on crutches, under his own steam, a month later? What he won’t be permitted to do much longer is remain in the hospital. It’s like the old joke about “last call” in bars: You don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here.
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			Is Nashville even home? Tyler finds himself thinking about John Prine, lost in the early days of the pandemic. Their paths had crossed several times over the years, and Tyler always envied how comfortable the man seemed to be in his own skin. Even his voice, which few singers would envy, seemed to suit him. Did Nashville feel like home to him, Tyler wonders, or was it just a convenient place to be? Was there some other place he was thinking of in “Summer’s End,” when he issued that famous invitation to come on home? Was there some Stone Mountain he’d fled in order to become John Prine?

			Curt has offered a come-on-home invitation of his own. After all, why hurry back to Nashville? Wouldn’t he be all alone there? And he’s right, of course. Beth wouldn’t be there. Nor would Jason. Nor, in a sense, would Tyler himself. His singing days are clearly over. In Nashville, he’d be a mere shadow of his former self, someone to be pitied and eventually forgotten. So why not spend the rest of the summer on Stone Mountain, as Curt is urging? His son, Curtis Jr., is away at some camp, but he will be returning soon and is anxious to meet him. And nobody, Curt assures him, is better at looking after injured people than Freddi. Why not just come on home?

			One reason is that he doesn’t deserve to. Tyler can’t help but think back to his shameful conversation with Jason as they headed up the Mountain. How mystified the other man had been by Tyler’s unnatural (to his mind) lack of affection for the place where he’d spent the first eighteen years of his life. How could the region’s bad-luck economic decline fail to resonate with him? How was he able to shrug it off as Darwinian natural selection? It’s your home, was how Jason had put it, as if that fact alone outweighed all other considerations. The unspoken question underlying all the others, of course, was What on earth is wrong with you? Tyler has reluctantly come to consider this a fair question.
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			The other problem with everybody asking Tyler what he wants is that they’re being pragmatic, thinking short term. What does he want to do when he leaves the hospital? Where does he want to go? Ignored entirely is the larger, more important question of who he wants to be. What if his future is neither in Nashville nor on Stone Mountain, the two places he’s being offered? What would make the whole idea of a future tolerable? One of the things he yearns for is quiet. Maybe he should join some sort of religious order, one that demands a vow of silence. Where, he wonders, is the nearest Trappist monastery? Except he doubts that would really work. It’s not just quiet he needs but also solitude. God forbid that he should be surrounded by others of his own ilk, so forget monasteries. A small chapel would be nice, though. One like Sacred Heart, where he’d attended Mass with Curt’s family when his mother was in the hospital and his father in jail for putting her there. Tyler had immediately fallen in love with the place. Religion itself, oddly enough, seemed almost beside the point. He hadn’t really understood the doctrine behind the Mass—all that transubstantiation/consubstantiation mumbo jumbo—but he enjoyed the Mass’s rhythms and rituals, the standing and kneeling and singing and burning of incense. He also remembers the chapel being cool and dry, even in August when the outside heat and humidity were oppressive. He would’ve gladly attended Mass on weekdays if there’d been any, but there was just the one service, at 11:00 a.m. on Sundays, because the old priest who said it was on loan from a parish in the valley, a good hour away. Even after his mother came home from the hospital, Tyler had continued going to Sunday services with Curt’s family until his father, who had no use for “Papists,” got wind of it and prohibited further attendance.

			Things weren’t quite so awful after his parents returned home, for which Tyler was thankful. His father continued to drink and rage, and he still mistreated Tyler’s mother, calling her names and angrily shoving her out of his way, but he didn’t punch her anymore, or Tyler either, for that matter. He showed not the slightest remorse for the behavior that landed him in jail, however. If he’d learned anything there, it was what he could and couldn’t get away with in the future, what left a mark and what didn’t. Which probably explained why his verbal abuse actually ratcheted up during this period. He seemed to take particular delight in predicting his son’s future, that he would never amount to anything. This struck Tyler as less cruel (though it was definitely that) than unnecessary. After all, had he himself ever suggested otherwise? He couldn’t remember even thinking he’d amount to something, much less saying it. Indeed, at the time he took it as a given that even after he grew up he’d remain, deep down, the same cowardly boy who stood by and watched his mother get beaten up. Still, he must’ve done something to suggest that he harbored dreams of a better life, because why else would his father be so relentless in his efforts to quash them? “You know how you’re going to end up?” he would ask, getting right in Tyler’s face and grinning his sodden, malevolent grin. “You’re going to end up just like me. You can put any other thought right out of your head. You’re gonna knock up the first girl dumb enough to let you get in her pants, and that’ll be it for you, buddy boy.” Even back then, Tyler had understood that his father was describing his own present, not Tyler’s future, but that had been little comfort, and anyway what choice did he have but to roll with the punches and be grateful that those punches were no longer literal?

			The endless verbal abuse did take a toll, though, and there were times when he wondered how much more he could take. Worst was when he and his mother and father were all in their cramped apartment at the same time, tripping over one another. It was better when his mother was at work, though not that much better, because then he was alone with his father’s toxic antagonism. If only he had someplace quiet and comforting, like…well, like Sacred Heart Chapel. What eventually occurred to Tyler was that his father hadn’t forbidden him to visit the chapel, only to attend Mass there. (Ha! A loophole!) The problem was that except for Sundays the place was locked up tight. Well, not quite tight, Tyler discovered. The front and side doors were locked, but around back the sacristy door was warped and didn’t close right. Once inside, he didn’t dare turn the lights on, so it was dark except for the light streaming in through the stained-glass windows. But that was fine with Tyler, who found that he loved the chapel even more when he had it all to himself. Seeing Jesus nailed to the cross above the altar put his own tribulations into perspective. Things could always be worse. More than anything, he liked the idea of having a secret place, one that was his alone, which was why he never told anyone, not even Curt, that he was going there. It was only on weekends that he felt guilty because sneaking off to the chapel then meant he was leaving his mother alone with her abuser. By then it had occurred to him that if it weren’t for Tyler, his mother probably would have fled both her husband and the Mountain. It made him physically ill to think that he was the reason for her continued suffering.

			Years later, when he was a teenager and learning to play the guitar, Tyler would discover another use for the chapel, whose vaulted ceiling created a natural echo chamber that made his acoustic guitar sound like an organ, his voice like a choir. Playing music there felt, well, religious. There was no other word for it. He knew that wasn’t how other people would see it, though, and he assumed the day would come when someone would hear him in there and he would be expelled, forbidden to return. After all, the songs he was singing were not exactly sacred. But the chapel was set back from the road, and he kept an ear out for anybody pulling into the parking lot outside.

			By senior year, its congregation dwindling, the chapel was finally shuttered and No Trespassing signs posted on the property, forcing Stone Mountain’s Catholics to attend Sunday Mass in the valley below. Fortunately, the sacristy door around back remained unsecured. By then, Tyler had formed the first iteration of his Stone Mountain band and had no further need of the chapel as a place to play music. After that day on the Tilt-A-Whirl, when he’d kissed Freddi and she’d kissed him back, yet another use for the chapel had suggested itself. He’d told Curt the kiss meant nothing and promised his friend (and himself) that it would never happen again, but of course it did. And it wasn’t long after he and Freddi had sex there (another quasi-religious experience) that Tyler decided it was time to leave the Mountain. After all, he still remembered his father’s prediction—that he’d get the first girl who let him into her pants pregnant—and couldn’t risk that coming true.

		

	
		
			Curt

			“Remind me,” he says, as Freddi slides in behind the wheel. She seems impatient, anxious to be off. But then she’s always impatient these days, as if she’s being pursued by something that’s gaining on her. “How long is the drive to this Kingdom Farm place again?”

			She shrugs. “Five hours, give or take.”

			“Long day,” he says. “You sure you want to go both up and back?”

			“Junior will be anxious to get home.”

			“Then let him drive partway.”

			She snorts at this. “You want us both dead?”

			“Oh, come on. He isn’t that bad a driver.” The look on her face suggests that she thinks she’s a better judge of their son’s driving skills than he is. Yet another argument he’s not going to win. “Well,” he shrugs, “at least you’ve got a nice day.”

			“You sure you can handle things without me today?”

			The run, she means. He only agreed to do the one, but today’s will be the third. Freddi claims they’re moving less product now than they did when Doc was alive, which may be true, though he has no way of knowing. “I know the drill,” he assures her.

			What he wonders is how many others know it. Not the details but just that the runs are happening. The last time he crossed paths with Everett, the man gave him a knowing, smarmy grin. Curt has warned Freddi repeatedly that the man is an idiot and not to trust him, but for some reason she continues to. The person who worries him far more than Everett, over whom he has leverage, is still Deb. Is it his imagination or is she steering clear of him these days? Since she moved back in with her mother, she doesn’t seem as trusting. She seldom seeks him out or asks his advice like she used to. He’s been doing his best to rekindle their old camaraderie by chatting her up at the station, letting her know that, just between them, she’s his most trustworthy officer. The problem is that even though he’s been keeping a surreptitious eye on her, he can’t help feeling she’s been doing the same with him. He knows the daily duties she’s been assigned and too often he spots her cruiser in unexpected places. Has she been hearing rumors? Listening to them? He doesn’t lose much sleep over his other officers. If they know, they know. They all seem to understand that their livelihoods depend on their not knowing what they’re not supposed to. But it’s possible there’s chatter around the station. If so, there’s nothing much he can do about it. In truth, he’s come around to Freddi’s rationale for their runs. You can’t have all of Stone Mountain’s addicts suffering from opioid withdrawal at the same time. Let them continue to function, or what passes for functioning in that befucked world. No doubt a few will OD on fentanyl or heroin, but they would have anyway. Blame the Sacklers.

			“So, what’s the latest?” Freddi says. On Tyler, she means. She hasn’t been quite so hard on him of late, nor has she, after that one time, encouraged Curt to smother him with a pillow. “Will he just head back to Nashville?”

			“I don’t think he’s decided,” Curt tells her.

			“Does he still think it was Doc who tried to kill them the night of the accident?”

			Curt shakes his head. “He’s thinking more clearly now. He understands Doc was dead by then.”

			She meets his eye, worried. “Okay, but do you think he knows it was the hearse behind them?”

			Curt massages his forehead. He’s wondered the same thing. “It’s hard to say,” he confesses. “I suspect it’s the hearse he sees in his mind’s eye, but then he thinks he must be wrong because that would mean Doc was driving it. I don’t think it’s occurred to him that someone else could’ve been.”

			“That’s good, right?”

			“It’s good that he’s not obsessing about it. The accident is only part of what he’s struggling with. He seems to spend as much time trying to understand what happened at the concert. Why the crowd turned on him like that. Apparently, Doc told him he had enemies here.”

			“Then maybe we should just encourage him to go back to Nashville.”

			“Except, what if his brain fog continues to dissipate? What if he wakes up one day and puts two and two together?”

			He expects this possibility to worry her, but it seems to have the opposite effect. The smile she gives him is both knowing and smug. “You know what I think?” she says.

			No, and he doesn’t really want to. “What?”

			“I think that when you look at Tyler, you’re not seeing a rock star who got talked into returning to Stone Mountain to do a benefit concert for a man he hadn’t thought of in twenty years. Or the rest of us, for that matter. I think you’re seeing Tyler, age eleven.”

			Curt sighs. There’s a good deal of truth to this. “Maybe,” he admits.

			“They’re really saying he can travel soon?”

			He nods. “They probably need the bed.” After all, Albany is a regional hospital, its trauma center serving much of upstate. “But he’s definitely improving. He’ll need a wheelchair for a while, but he’s already managed a few steps on crutches.”

			“So,” she says, “bottom line. You think we’re good?”

			“Basically, yeah,” he says. “Though he does keep flashing back to the accident. He told me yesterday that right before they went through the guardrail, he remembers his girlfriend screaming at him.”

			Freddi is studying him now. “Screaming what?”

			“ ‘Call him,’ ” he tells her.

			“ ‘Call him,’ ” she repeats. For some reason this detail seems to have captured her full attention.

			“Weird, right? Over and over. ‘Call him.’ ”

			“Call who?”

			“Exactly,” Curt says. “It makes no sense.”

			Freddi is gazing off into the distance now, her expression difficult to read. He was expecting bewilderment similar to his own, but that’s not what he’s seeing.

			“Right?” he says. “It makes no sense?”

			“Right,” she says, putting the vehicle in gear.

		

	
		
			Tyler

			It’s midmorning and Tyler, seated patiently in his wheelchair, has officially checked out of the hospital. His crutches lean up against the far wall, and his few personal possessions are piled on the bed. One of the very first things he’ll need to do is go shopping for some clothes.

			As he waits for Curt and Freddi and their son to arrive, he thinks about trying to phone Beth again. Yesterday a woman answered—her mother, Tyler assumed—and, without even waiting for him to identify himself, told him that Beth didn’t want to talk to him, not now, not ever, and promptly hung up. Fine, he thought. She blames him for Jason. At least now he knows where things stand.

			Otherwise, he’s in unexpectedly good spirits. He’s slept well, so that’s probably part of it. And the brain fog that resulted from his concussion has mostly lifted; it feels good to be able to think straight again. Is he, though? Thinking straight? Because he’s probably out of his freakin’ mind for agreeing to return to Stone Mountain with Curt and his family. The place clearly wants him dead, and here he is providing it with another opportunity, or rather multiple opportunities, depending on the length of his stay. On the other hand, as poor Jason loved to say, “God hates a coward.” How many other foolish people, Tyler wonders, have told themselves this exact same thing and then proceeded to do what kills them? There are no statistics, of course, but common sense suggests a staggeringly high number.

			But if he’s honest, there’s another reason for his good cheer. He’s looking forward to seeing Freddi again and can’t help wondering if she’s anxious to see him, too. Why else would she be willing to take him into her home? After decades of caring for Doc, she can’t be anxious to take on another invalid, even for a short period of time. He’s expressed these doubts to Curt, who admits that, yeah, Freddi had required a bit of convincing. On the day of the concert, Tyler had apparently walked right past her in the entryway of the high school and didn’t recognize her, so yeah, she was a tad miffed at him. But not to worry, Curt assures him. She’ll come around. They were good friends once and would be again. Tyler would love for this to be true, but how can it be? He and Freddi had been more than good friends, and he’d left Stone Mountain without even saying goodbye to her. Sure, it was a long time ago, but can she really have forgiven him for being such a louse? He supposes it’s possible. He left without saying goodbye to Curt, too, and he’s somehow managed to forgive and forget.

			He’s expecting the three of them to arrive together, so when just Curt and a young man who can only be Curtis Jr. appear in the doorway to his hospital room, Tyler’s spirits immediately plummet. It’s as he feared. Freddi is not, as Curt claimed, on board. She’s neither forgiven nor forgotten. His crushing disappointment must be written on his face because Curt takes one look at him and understands. “She’s down front with the vehicles,” he explains. Which of course makes sense. Because Tyler’s right knee is still in a cast, the trip will require two vehicles. He’ll need to sit in the backseat of one of them with his leg stretched out straight over the folded-down passenger seat. He and Curt will make the trip in that vehicle, Freddi and Curtis Jr. in the other.

			Something is wrong, though, because when Curt enters the room, Curtis Jr. remains in the doorway, looking, for some reason, absolutely terrified. Why, though? (Is this a riddle Tyler should be able to solve, or is it evidence that his brain fog hasn’t completely lifted after all?) He’s used to fans, especially younger ones, being self-conscious in his presence. Even the most ardent are sometimes intimidated and tongue-tied when the moment they’ve been looking forward to actually arrives. Except Curtis Jr. doesn’t look starstruck. He looks unwell.

			For his part Curt appears unaware that his son has not followed him into Tyler’s room. “Tyler?” he says, his face beaming with pride. “Meet Curtis Jr.”

			It must be the perplexed expression on Tyler’s face that alerts Curt to the fact that his son is still cowering in the doorway.

			“Junior?” Curt says. “Come in, come in. Shake hands with Tyler.”

			But no, the young man remains rooted to the spot. Is it Tyler’s imagination, or is he actually quaking?

			“Son?” Curt says, concerned now. “What’s the matter?”

			At this, the young man’s shoulders convulse. He manages to utter one word, Sick, before clamping a hand over his mouth.

			“Curt,” Tyler says, pointing. “There’s a bathroom right there.”

			When the door closes behind them, Tyler can hear the poor kid retching violently and Curt trying to comfort him, telling him It’s okay, it’s okay, just get it all out. Tyler would like to give them privacy, but where can he go? The room is small, and he has little choice but to remain where he is and bear auditory witness to what’s happening on the other side of the bathroom door. What on earth could possibly account for Curtis Jr.’s reaction to meeting him? Because it makes no sense, does it? If the boy had been feeling ill before they arrived, Curt wouldn’t have been taken so completely by surprise. To Tyler, it seems more likely that the young man was actually dreading the meeting but didn’t want to admit this to his father. He’d somehow managed to convince himself that it would be okay, only to discover at the last moment that it wouldn’t.

			After a few minutes, the worst of the retching subsides. On the other side of the door, Curt is now speaking on his cell. He’s keeping his voice low, but Tyler can tell it’s Freddi he’s talking to, telling her she needs to come up to the room. To just leave the vehicles out front. When he hangs up, Tyler hears him say, “Okay. Mom will be right up.” For some reason this elicits more retching—dry heaves now, by the sound of it. When these cease, Tyler hears Curt make another call, to someone else, this time. “Look, I need a favor,” he says. “Can you drop whatever you’re doing and come to Albany? Yeah, to the hospital.” Tyler has no idea who he’s talking to, but unless he’s mistaken, plans are being hastily rewritten.

			When Freddi arrives in the doorway, Tyler is startled by her appearance. He’s not sure why, but he’s been imagining that Freddi, now in her thirties, would, like her husband, show some signs of age, but no. If anything, she’s even more beautiful than she was at eighteen. More than anything, he wishes there were some way he could get to his feet, but his crutches are leaning up against the opposite wall. Stricken with self-consciousness, he starts to make a joke of his predicament by saying, I’d stand up, but…until he remembers that this was Doc’s line and Tyler has no right to hijack it. Unlike Doc, he won’t be in a wheelchair the rest of his life.

			Freddi, meanwhile, has paused to take in the wreck that is Tyler Sinclair. She does this without visible sympathy. Can it be that just a few minutes earlier he was entertaining the possibility that she might be excited to see him? “Where are they?” is all she says.

			Hearing her voice, Curt opens the bathroom door, and they face each other, Curt looking both contrite and apologetic. “He’s feeling better,” he says, the way you would when you want to slow someone’s roll.

			“Good,” she says. “How about you? Are you happy now?”

			“Freddi,” he says, but she’s already elbowed her way past him and into the bathroom. When she pulls the door shut behind her, Curt stands there for a long beat, staring at it. He knows there isn’t room for a third person in there, but that’s not really the issue. Even if there were room, he understands, there wouldn’t be room for him.

			Curtis Jr. is blubbering now. I’m sorry…I’m sorry. And Freddi: Shhhhh. Tyler can’t tell if she means to comfort her son or caution him against saying anything further.

			When Curt finally turns to face Tyler, he sighs, comes around back of Tyler’s chair and wheels him out into the corridor. There’s an empty waiting room by the nurses’ station, so they go in there. Curt turns down the volume on the TV, which is playing, bizarrely enough, a soap opera set in a hospital. Balancing himself on the arm of a nearby chair, Curt takes off his police department bill cap and runs his fingers through his hair, which Tyler notices is thinning. He thinks again about how stunning Freddi looked when she appeared in the doorway. How is it possible that two decades of caring for Doc have left no mark on her?

			For a long beat both he and Curt seem at a loss for words. It’s Curt who finds his voice first. “I’m sorry,” he says. “I thought maybe I could do it a second time.”

			“Do what?” Tyler asks.

			Curt shakes his head. Has a man ever looked so completely bewildered? “Remember when we were kids? The day I found you behind the Falls?”

			“Of course.”

			“I made things better that day, didn’t I?”

			Tyler nods. “You did. A lot better, actually.”

			“Funny,” Curt says, as if it isn’t. “The older you get, the harder it is to make things better.”

			Unless Tyler is mistaken, his old friend is talking about more than his failed attempt to improve things for Tyler in the present moment. He’s also thinking about his family, about whatever is going on with his son, about his wife’s undisguised (Are you happy now?) contempt.

			Tyler agrees, though, that making things better is no easy task. “Making them worse,” he offers, “is what gets easier.” Which he knows from personal experience, both broad and deep.

			If Curt registers his poor attempt to commiserate, he gives no sign. “Freddi and I,” he begins, then allows the thought to trail off. “Look,” he says, finally meeting Tyler’s eye. “As I’m sure you’ve gathered, you were right. Freddi was not in favor of you coming to live with us. She only went along because Junior was so excited that you’d be staying with us.”

			“It’s okay,” Tyler tells him.

			“I thought,” Curt begins, then stops. His eyes, Tyler sees, are full. “I don’t know what I thought. There’s stuff going on that I don’t understand.”

			“Curt,” Tyler says. “It’s okay. You don’t owe me an explanation. Neither does Freddi.”

			“I think…” He tries again, but once more his voice trails off.

			“Curt—”

			But the other man holds up his hand like a traffic cop. “I think,” he continues, clearly determined to find the words that will finish his thought, “I think maybe Freddi used to be in love with you. And I don’t know. Maybe she still is.”

			No, Tyler thinks. The look she gave him back in his room was full of loathing, not love.

			“The thing is?” Curt goes on, undeterred. “We’ve had a really good marriage, you know? A good life. I don’t want you to think that what you witnessed back there is how we’ve been for the last twenty years. And I don’t—” He pauses here, still clearly struggling. “Don’t take this the wrong way? But I don’t think you’ve been, like…on her mind this whole time.”

			“Why would I think that?”

			Curt throws his hands up at this. “Because people love you, Tyler. You must know that, right? Hell, I love you.” Having said this, he closes his eyes, clearly embarrassed. “Don’t take that the wrong way, either.”

			“I won’t,” Tyler smiles.

			“I guess what I’m trying to say is that we were good—Freddi and I—until…”

			“Until I came back.”

			“I’m not even sure it was you,” he says. “It was when she saw your girlfriend…I’m sorry…I’ve forgotten her name…”

			“Beth.”

			“Right, Beth. I think when she saw who you ended up with, all…I don’t know…” He meets Tyler’s eye now, his expression pained. “All white and blond? I think it made her feel like she never would’ve been good enough for you.”

			“That’s not true,” Tyler tells him, and it isn’t. And how easy it would be to disabuse him of the notion. All he’d have to do is share with Curt the unshareable fact that when he laid eyes on Freddi just now, he’d understood just how easy it would be to fall in love with her all over again. Indeed, her startling, undiminished beauty allowed him to understand, perhaps for the first time, that there’d been a steep cost to leaving Stone Mountain when he did and, yes, a cost to becoming Tyler Sinclair.

			“Anyway,” Curt is saying, “I’ve called my best officer and she’s on her way here now. Her name is Deb. You’ll like her. She’ll help you do whatever you need to do. Get on a plane to Nashville or…whatever.”

			“Don’t worry about me,” Tyler says.

			When Curt’s phone buzzes, he takes it out and looks at the screen. “They’re heading down front,” he says, standing up.

			Tyler takes out his own phone. “What’s your number?” he says.

			Curt reels it off. Tyler types the digits into his phone. “There,” he says, “I just sent you a text. That way you’ll know how to reach me.”

			“Really?” Curt says. “You want to stay in touch?” And just that quickly his eyes are full again.

			By way of answer, Tyler extends his pinkie.

		

	
		
			Deb

			“You’re where?” the chief wants to know. He’s called to find out how things went with Tyler, whether she’d succeeded in getting him on a flight back to Nashville, or just checked him in to a hotel somewhere in the Albany area.

			Seeing who it was, Deb was tempted to let the call go to voicemail, which she probably should have done, because now she’s got some explaining to do. A lot, actually, and she’s not sure she’s up to it. It’s been a long day. Before leaving Albany, they stopped at the mall so Tyler could buy a few things—a couple pairs of shorts, some T- and polo shirts, flip-flops, a baseball hat, a pair of sunglasses—stuff to tide him over for a week or so. He’ll have Tommy, his assistant back in Nashville, send him some additional clothes after he’s found a place to stay. From the mall, at Tyler’s insistence, they drove straight back to the Mountain. Not my idea is her best defense, though it’s not, she can tell already, rock solid. She tells the chief again that they are at Sacred Heart Chapel.

			She waits in silence for him to wrap his head around this. “Sacred Heart Chapel,” he repeats.

			“Right,” Deb tells him.

			“We’re talking about the one here on Stone Mountain?” His voice is rich with incredulity.

			“That’s where he wanted to go.”

			“Why?”

			“He’s thinking about buying it.”

			“But that’s insane. Why would he want to buy a church?”

			“To live in?”

			“Live in,” he repeats.

			“He seems to have a sentimental attachment to the place,” she explains. “He says it’s where he became Tyler Sinclair.”

			“That makes exactly no sense,” he tells her, like it’s her fault.

			“I’m just telling you what he told me,” she says. “Apparently, he used to sneak in there with his guitar when he was learning to play. He liked how it sounded. How his voice echoed. Anyway, he’s in there now. I’m not sure the place is even habitable. There appears to be considerable water damage from a leak in the roof.”

			“How did he get in?”

			“There’s a ramp,” she tells him. “And he’s actually doing pretty well on his crutches.”

			“No, Deb,” the chief says, clearly exasperated. “What I’m asking is how did he gain access?”

			“A realtor is showing it to him,” she tells him, hoping—fat chance—that this will be explanation enough.

			“A realtor,” he says, as if these are mythical beings, like unicorns.

			“Chief?” she sighs. “You’re repeating everything I say.”

			“That’s because it’s all un-fucking-believable, Deb. You were supposed to put him on a plane to Nashville.”

			“Ummm,” she begins. “Actually, your instructions were to help him do whatever he wanted to do.”

			“Okay, but this? Why didn’t you call me?”

			Here, of course, is where things get even more dicey. The reason she didn’t call him is that, well, she didn’t want to. Because she was pretty sure he would veto what Tyler wanted. Also, because what Tyler wanted aligned rather nicely with what she wanted, which was an hour or two alone with him, so she could question him about the accident. “I thought you’d be pleased about his decision,” she lies. “You and he are friends, right?”

			Muffled silence, now. It sounds like the chief is talking to someone (his wife, probably) with his hand over the phone. Deb catches snippets of the conversation: …here on Stone Mountain (him)…what the fuck (her)…and (him, again) that’s what I’m trying to…

			Now he’s back on the line. “Okay, back up,” he says. “You say a realtor let him in?”

			Uh-oh. “Right.”

			“How did he find a realtor?”

			She winces, considers telling him that he found one on his phone during their drive. He might buy that. But no, she can’t risk the lie. “My mom’s a realtor,” she admits. “Remember?”

			“I thought she ran the school cafeteria.”

			“She does. But she’s also a realtor. Part-time.”

			“And you…offered her services.”

			“Shouldn’t I have?”

			“And they’re in the chapel now?”

			“Right.”

			“Where are you, exactly?”

			“Outside. I had only one bar in there.”

			“I’m not believing any of this, Deb.”

			Might not be a bad time to shift gears. “Chief?” she says. “I think the real reason he wanted to come here is because of you.”

			This seems to give him genuine pause. When he speaks again, his tone of voice has softened. “Yeah? Really?”

			“He told me he’s afraid that maybe you’re in some kind of trouble. That you might need his help.” When the chief does not respond to this, she decides to ask the question she’s not sure she should. “Are you?”

			“Am I what?”

			“In some kind of trouble?” Since her mother shared her suspicions about the chief looking the other way while Tim Dockery ran drugs up the Mountain, her own suspicions have deepened. “Chief?” she says, when her question is greeted with silence.

			“I’m here,” he says, sounding suddenly exhausted. “Look, there’s some stuff going on. Like I told you this morning, our son seems to have picked up some kind of intestinal bug on this farm where he was working up in Vermont. He’s feeling better now, but he’s been pretty sick. Otherwise, we’re good, okay?”

			None of this tracks, of course. If the boy was seriously ill at the hospital, that would have been a reason to remain there and get him checked out, not to rush off like they did. “Whatever you say, Chief.”

			The chief sighs audibly, as if to suggest that things aren’t making much sense to him, either. “So, where’s Tyler going to stay?”

			“With us, tonight. He can sleep on the couch. Tomorrow we’ll…”

			“Curt,” says a female voice in the background. His wife, no doubt. “For the love of God.”

			“Look, I gotta go,” he tells her. “Keep me posted.”

			“Will do.”

			“I mean it, Deb. I want to know about any new developments.”

			“Understood, Chief,” she says, but the line is already dead.

			Instead of going back inside, she leans against the railing at the bottom of the ramp. Stone Mountain Lake glimmers in the distance. So, she thinks. Has she made things worse by keeping the chief in the dark? Probably. Maybe her mother is right. Maybe now is the time to hand in her resignation. Mostly because she genuinely likes the chief, she’s been trying to banish her suspicions about him, that he might be somehow complicit in what happened to the limo, that when he sent her scrambling down into the ravine that night of the accident he was gaslighting her, withholding the fact that he’d already been down there himself and knew what she’d find when she reached the bottom. But if she’s honest, it’s not just that she’s fond of the chief. It’s also that he’s clearly fond of her. He could have had one of his other officers drive to Albany and put Tyler Sinclair on a flight to Nashville, but instead he’d chosen her because he trusted her to make good decisions on his friend’s behalf. And she’s repaid him by doing things she knew damn well he wouldn’t approve of.

			But perhaps she’s getting ahead of herself. Isn’t it possible that Tyler is in fact the very friend the chief needs to help him sort out whatever is going on with his family? Maybe things aren’t as bad as she fears. She reminds herself for the umpteenth time that just because her mother believes “the man is bent,” that doesn’t mean he is. Still, if the rumors are true and Tim Dockery was running drugs up the Mountain in his hearse, then it’s hard to imagine that the chief’s wife, who was the man’s caretaker and constant companion, wouldn’t have known the score. The question is did the chief himself know it. Was he looking the other way that whole time? If he suspected what she and Dockery were up to, did he tell them to quit? Did he warn his wife that if they got caught, he and she and their son could all end up in very hot water? If so, how would she have responded? Would she have promised to do as he said? Or just to be extra careful? Or, would she have told him it was his job to make sure they didn’t get caught? Deb has only met the woman on a handful of occasions and never really talked to her, but she seemed tough as nails. Tough in a way the chief isn’t.

			She’d been hoping that Tyler Sinclair would shed some light on all these matters, but he hasn’t. On their drive from Albany to the Mountain he was mostly quiet, seemingly lost in thought. But when she asked him about the accident, his memory was less vague and confused than the chief had led her to believe it would be. Another vehicle, he told her, had appeared behind them out of nowhere, honking its horn and blinding everyone in the limo with its high beams, causing its distracted driver to plow through the guardrail and into the ravine. Had it been an impatient driver? she asked. A drunk who was determined to get down the Mountain in time for last call somewhere in the valley? Because that sort of thing happened all the time, especially in the summer. Tyler had admitted that this was possible but also said that he hadn’t been his impression at the time. Just before the limo became airborne, he thought he’d seen a flash of orange as the trailing vehicle flew by, and he concluded that it must be Dockery’s hearse, that Doc must not be dead after all, that he was intent on killing him. When she’d asked why Dockery would want to harm him, Tyler had reluctantly explained that Doc might be harboring a grudge, that he may have blamed Tyler for the accident that put him in a wheelchair. Tyler no longer believed any of this, of course. He knew now that Doc was in fact dead, which in turn meant that he must’ve been mistaken about the other vehicle being Doc’s hearse.

			But, Deb can’t help thinking, what if he wasn’t? Because Dockery wasn’t the only person who knew how to drive the hearse. The chief’s wife knew how, too. What if she’d been at the wheel when the limo went into the ravine? What if she’d panicked and called her husband and told him everything that happened? That would explain why he would climb down into the ravine, and also why he couldn’t report what he found there, why he needed to stall for time, to get somebody else—Deb—to make the discovery later. Except no, that theory doesn’t really track. The fact that the chief’s wife knew how to drive the hearse doesn’t give her a motive for recklessly imperiling everyone in the limo. The drunk-driver scenario is cleaner. It has fewer moving parts.

			When Deb hears the chapel door open behind her, she turns to watch her mother and Tyler Sinclair emerge from the chapel. As they make their way down the ramp, she can’t help smiling at the sight of her mother chatting amiably with a rock star.

		

	
		
			Tyler

			When Tyler awakens on Connie’s screened-in porch, he senses it’s late. When he drifted off the night before, her daughter’s cruiser was parked in the drive, but it’s gone now. Exhausted by yesterday’s exertions, he has slept like the dead—like the very dead he’d recently wished to be. He seems to remember dreaming vividly at one point—something about the accident?—but whatever the dream was about, it’s gone now. He’s awakened in the exact same position he fell asleep in—on his back, his bad leg straight out on the sofa, his good one bent at the knee, his foot flat on the floor.

			The original plan had been for him to use the sofa in the front room, but then he’d noticed the porch. There was a nice breeze off the nearby lake, and the porch reminded him of the one at Curt’s parents’ house. Summers, on those rare occasions when he was given permission to stay over, he and Curt would sleep out there, which of course meant not sleeping. Often, they would whisper until the sun came up, sometimes serious things like Tyler’s abusive father and Curt’s little brother who was born dead, other times about silly stuff about which girls they thought were cute.

			Connie (short for Consuela, Tyler has learned) hadn’t been so sure that her own screened-in porch was a good idea. “It’s nice out here now,” she’d told Tyler, “but you’re going to wake up in the morning with your teeth chattering. You’re in the Adirondacks, remember.”

			“I grew up here,” Tyler reminded her.

			“I keep forgetting that,” Connie admitted. “There isn’t much Stone Mountain about you these days.”

			Lying here on the sofa, stiff and groggy, Tyler supposes this must be true. He named his band after the place and wrote songs about it, but Doc had taken one look at him and known that there wasn’t much Stone Mountain in Tyler Sinclair anymore. People in the stands at the concert had apparently suspected it as well, or why had they come armed with things to throw? Only Curt seems to see the old Tyler when he looks at him, probably because he wants to.

			Tyler has just managed to struggle into a sitting position when the porch door grunts open, and Connie appears with a cup of coffee in each hand. “Look who’s awake,” she says, handing Tyler one of them.

			He manages a thank-you. His voice, never much more than a croak these days, is always at its worst first thing in the morning. “What time is it?”

			“A little after ten,” she says.

			He takes a sip of coffee. “I slept really hard.”

			“You must’ve needed to,” she says, her voice motherly, though she’s not nearly old enough to be his. “Some of us, however, have been hard at work.” She hands him a sheaf of papers. “You’re sure about this?”

			He thumbs through the printout of his offer to buy Sacred Heart Chapel. “You think I shouldn’t?”

			She shrugs.

			“I know it’s going to require a lot of work,” he tells her. “And cost a lot of money.”

			“I guess I’m just trying to figure out why a man like you would want to be here at all,” she says.

			“A man like me?”

			“A man with options. Most people who live on this Mountain don’t have a lot of those.”

			“I wouldn’t be living here year-round,” he says, signing the last page on the bottom line. “You think they’ll accept such a lowball offer?”

			She nods. “The person I spoke to at the diocese seemed positively giddy.”

			“Do they know who the interested party is?”

			“Not yet.”

			“What happens when they find out it’s Tyler Sinclair?”

			“Honestly? I doubt your name is going to mean much to these particular people.”

			She’s grinning when she says this, clearly enjoying the fact that there are limits to fame. She may even be suggesting that he get over himself. The grin doesn’t linger, though. Something is troubling her, and having spent much of the previous day with her and Officer Deb, Tyler has an idea what it might be. “I like your daughter,” he ventures.

			“Me, too,” she says, and from her stern expression he sees that his instinct was right.

			“I gather she moved back in with you recently?”

			She nods. “A few weeks ago.”

			“It must be nice to have her home.”

			“It is. There’s some stuff we don’t see eye to eye on, though.”

			Tyler considers asking her what stuff but decides not to. She wouldn’t have introduced the subject if she didn’t mean to continue.

			“I’m trying to get her to hand in her resignation,” she says. “Apply to law school.”

			“And she doesn’t want to.”

			“She says she can’t afford to.”

			Tyler shrugs. “Maybe now that she’s living with you, she can start saving. A couple years down the road—”

			“She needs to do it now,” Connie interrupts, with unexpected force.

			“Why?” Tyler asks. “She appears to be good at her job.” He recalls her skillful, leading questions when they were in the car yesterday, how she’d gotten him talking about the accident without making him feel like he was being interrogated. “Curt seems to like her.”

			“Him,” she says. “He’s the one she needs to be shut of.”

			Now this Tyler wasn’t expecting. “I don’t understand.”

			She sighs. “I shouldn’t be yapping. I know you two are friends.”

			“True,” he says. “Back when we were kids, he kind of saved my life.” He half expects to hear the sound of rushing water like he did back in the hospital when he recalled the day Curt found him behind the Falls, but thankfully there’s just the sound of bugs bouncing off the screen. “Also, I wasn’t a very good friend to him when I left here.” When she offers no response to this, he continues, “He seems to be going through a rough patch, family-wise, so I thought—”

			“Right, okay,” she says, like, I get it…enough said.

			“You don’t like him.”

			“It’s not about like,” she says. “Or it shouldn’t be. My daughter likes the man, and that’s the problem.” She pauses here, giving Tyler time to ponder what she means by likes. Does she think her daughter is in love with Curt? Is sleeping with him?

			“How well do you know Curt?”

			“Never met the man,” she admits, her tone suggesting that she has no desire to.

			“But you’ve made up your mind about him.”

			She doesn’t deny this. “I hope I’m wrong. For my daughter’s sake, I’d love to be.” She’s unconsciously riffling the pages of his purchase offer. “So, let me see if I understand. He’s your friend and you want to help him, right?”

			Tyler nods.

			“See, that’s the thing,” she says, holding up the document, as if it were evidence of criminality. “If you buy this place and start spending time on the Mountain, you’re going to start hearing things about him.”

			“Has your daughter heard these things?”

			“Everybody’s heard them.”

			“But she doesn’t believe them.”

			“She doesn’t want to.”

			Which makes him think back on all those probing questions she’d asked him in the car yesterday. He tries to remember if Curt’s name came up. He’s pretty sure it didn’t. “You might as well tell me, if I’m going to hear about these things anyway.”

			She shakes her head. “No, I’ve blabbed too much already. And like I said. I could be wrong. Wouldn’t be the first time I’ve been wrong about a man,” she adds.

			Tyler’s been wondering about this, actually. Her daughter’s skin is darker than Connie’s, which suggests her father was Black, not Latino. From what he can gather, the man, whoever he was, is no longer in the picture.

			“Anyhow,” Connie says, and the word has a full-stop period at the end of it. She’s done talking about Curt.

			A dark-skinned girl of about fourteen is strolling toward them up the rutted dirt road. She waves at Connie, who smiles and waves back. “Welcome to Harlem, Stone Mountain Division,” she chuckles.

			“I’m sorry?” Tyler says.

			“Most of the houses and camps in this subdivision are owned by people of color,” she explains.

			“Redlining?” he suggests.

			“That and geography,” she says. “We’re a good, long walk from the lake. When the economy tanked and people started moving away, properties in this neighborhood became so cheap even folks like us could afford them.”

			They sit in silence for a spell.

			It’s Connie who breaks it. “You say you weren’t a very good friend when you left?”

			“No, I was kind of an asshole, actually. I just split. Didn’t even say goodbye.”

			“But he’s forgiven you?”

			Is she reassessing Curt’s character? Tyler wonders. His own? “Put it this way. He’s forgiven me for what he knows about.”

			“But he doesn’t know everything?”

			“Not everything, no.”

			He’s expecting disappointment or maybe even judgment, but instead Connie just looks sad. There’s no way she can know the specifics, but she’s a smart, intuitive woman. She knows he was eighteen when he left the Mountain, so of course there would be a girl in the picture. And from there it’s no great leap to Freddi. Odd, when he thinks about it. Though he’s known Consuela for less than twenty-four hours, he’s more than a little tempted to come clean, to tell her everything, to take her into his confidence the way Curt has apparently taken her daughter into his. Mother and daughter appear to possess this same quality. To men like Tyler and Curt, they both invite trust. Tyler overcomes the temptation, though.

			“Listen,” he says. “About your daughter?”

			Connie’s brow knits suspiciously. “What about her?”

			“You were saying about law school earlier? If you can talk her into resigning, I have this foundation back in Nashville. A nonprofit. She could apply.”

			At this Connie breaks into a wide smile, which Tyler mistakenly interprets as gratitude. “Wow,” she says, marveling at his offer. “You really did land hard on your head, didn’t you.”

		

	
		
			Curt

			Freddi, dressed in shorts, a T-shirt and running shoes, is bent over at the waist with her hands on her knees, panting, when Curt pulls in. Why is it, he wonders, that he always desires her most when she’s pouring sweat? Back when they were younger and having regular, knee-buckling sex, she liked to say, “God, you’re such a sick puppy,” as if she found this trait endearing, one she wouldn’t have wanted to change. Was he, though? Sick? Even back then he’d been uneasy that she might be more right than she knew, that the day would come when she’d decide that his being a sick puppy wasn’t all that cute. When was the last time they had sex? he wonders yet again. Not since Tyler’s return, that much he’s sure of. Before and after. Words that used to reference the pandemic. Not anymore.

			“How was your run?” he says.

			“I’m still here,” she responds, without looking up.

			“Meaning?”

			“Meaning, I didn’t keep going,” she says, standing up straight now and meeting his eye. “Meaning, I turned around and came back.”

			Not because of him, he knows. He may be the reason she goes running (more than ever, lately), but the reason she returns is their son.

			“Is he still in his room?”

			She shakes her head. “He’s down at the lake with friends.”

			Given how sick he’s been, this is the last thing Curt was expecting to hear, and for a moment he just stares at her, not sure he believes what she’s telling him. “At the lake,” he repeats. “With friends.” Junior doesn’t have many friends, and this summer, at least to Curt’s knowledge, he hasn’t hung out with the few he has.

			“So…” he says, at a loss for words, “what happened?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“He’s suddenly all better? Just like that? No more gastrointestinal turmoil?” That would be great—fabulous, if true—but Curt doesn’t see how it can be.

			“He’s eighteen,” Freddi tells him. “Don’t you remember eighteen?”

			He does, but not as well as he remembers the last couple days. They’d returned to the Mountain in two vehicles, Freddi and Curtis Jr. in her car, Curt in his cruiser. He would have preferred it the other way around. He was sick with worry about his son and wanted to talk with him about what happened at the hospital, but Freddi had insisted that Junior ride with her. “He doesn’t need to be interrogated,” she explained. “He needs his mother.”

			Along the way, Curt had checked his rearview frequently to make sure they were behind him, and several times they appeared to be in conversation, though it was Freddi doing most of the talking. He was hoping that when they arrived home, he’d be part of that conversation, but Junior had gone directly to his room and closed the door. When Curt started to follow him, Freddi grabbed him by the elbow and said, “No, leave the boy alone.” As if what happened in Albany was somehow Curt’s fault.

			Which, okay, sure, some of it was. He shouldn’t have tried to impose his will by inviting Tyler to convalesce with them on the Mountain. He knows that now. To Freddi, it probably seemed like he was choosing Tyler over her. Or maybe over both her and their son. She’s always been prone to jealousy, and he should’ve factored that in. What troubles him most about the last forty-eight hours is his sense that his wife and son know something they’re not sharing with him. Has Freddi told him, or has Junior somehow guessed, the truth about the accident? That his mother was at the wheel of the hearse when Tyler’s limo went into the ravine. When Junior saw Tyler, who’d barely survived the crash, was it fear that caused him first to freeze in the doorway, then become violently ill? Terror at the idea of what might happen to his mother if the truth were to come out? If so, why has Curt not been taken into their confidence? Why is he always excluded?

			One thing Curt is sure of is that the battle lines of the present conflict have their origins in the past. Seen through this lens, Tyler’s return to Stone Mountain may be little more than a catalyst. For far too long the family has been divided into Team Freddi and Team Curt. She and Doc were involved in activities they knew he didn’t approve of, that he shouldn’t even know about, at least not officially. Curt has secretly hoped that one day Curtis Jr. would join his team, but he sees now that this was always unlikely. Growing up, the boy spent far more time with his mother than with him, so it’s probably natural that Junior has come to accept Team Freddi’s doctrine that his father is not to be trusted with certain kinds of knowledge, that hiding particular behaviors from him is necessary to the family’s continued well-being. Keeping his father in the dark has become Curtis Jr.’s default mode.

			When Curt opens his mouth to ask Freddi another question, she abruptly turns her back on him and heads up the stone steps to the house. Inside, when she pulls her sweat-soaked T-shirt over her head and makes for the master bath, he hesitates, then follows her there. She’s completely naked by the time he arrives in the open doorway. Only when she leans forward to turn on the shower does she notice him standing there. “What?” she demands, her tone implying, What now?

			“Were they going swimming?” he asks.

			“No idea,” she tells him, turning on the shower. So, fuck off. No need to say the words.

			“Were they dressed for swimming?” he says, not bothering to conceal his own irritation. In fact, he’s getting really pissed off. Also, really erect. He can’t seem to decide what he wants more—to elbow his wife out of the way and turn off the shower so they can talk, or to shuck his own clothes and join her. Actually, he does know what he wants more, just as he knows better than to act on the impulse.

			She sighs dramatically. “I didn’t actually see them, okay?” She reaches in to test the water temperature. “It was Everett who dropped him off at the lake, not me.”

			Curt blinks. “Hold on,” he says. “What was Everett doing here?”

			She steps into the shower. “He dropped by to see if I needed anything,” she tells him, sliding the door closed behind her. End of discussion.

			Through the fogged glass door, Curt watches his wife lather up. Her breasts. Between her legs. Finally, he says, loud enough to be heard over the rushing water, “Did you?”

			“Did I what?” comes her voice.

			“Need anything.”

			Now the door shrieks open again on its metal runners and she stands before him, soapy hands on her hips. He has to step back, away from the spray. “For fuck’s sake, Curt. Do you really imagine I’d carry on with Everett?”

			“Honestly, Freddi?” he says. “I don’t know what to think anymore.”

			And so they stand there, facing each other, water pooling on the floor between them. Did he think she might be carrying on with Everett? No, not really. Except, yeah, the thought did cross his mind. But wasn’t that his problem in a nutshell? All manner of stupid shit did cross his mind and always had. Hell, hadn’t he imagined that Freddi had been intimate with Doc, who was paralyzed from the waist down? Could that be described as a rational fear? And what about the summer they were eighteen? After he’d caught her and Tyler kissing on the Tilt-A-Whirl, hadn’t he imagined that they were secretly meeting somewhere and having sex behind his back? That didn’t mean they were. What these warped imaginings do suggest, however, is that Freddi isn’t the only one prone to jealousy.

			What concerns Curt most at the moment is that things between them seem to be getting worse, not better. Freddi’s earlier fear that, despite the vehicle’s high beams, Tyler might have recognized Doc’s hearse the night of the accident and would eventually figure out that she, not Doc, had been behind the wheel, had been rational. But each passing day that Tyler didn’t connect the dots made it less likely that he ever would, which meant that she should be worrying less, not more. That, however, does not seem to be the case. These days she seems permanently at the end of her tether, and just about everything he says sets her off. Just this morning when he casually mentioned that Tyler was thinking about purchasing Sacred Heart Chapel, she’d completely freaked. Okay, granted, Curt had also been flabbergasted when Deb had informed him of this, but that was mostly because why would anybody in his right mind, much less Tyler Sinclair, want to buy a church, especially one with a hole in the roof, a structure that probably would’ve been condemned a decade ago if anyone had considered it worth the trouble. But it turned out that there was a reason, sort of. Apparently, Tyler had some silly, sentimental attachment to the place. Back in high school, according to Deb, he’d snuck in there with his guitar to practice his music, which sounded better beneath its vaulted roof. Now he seemed to consider the chapel somehow pivotal to his “becoming” Tyler Sinclair.

			Nor was that all. Apparently, Tyler was also considering dividing his time, at least for a while, between the Mountain and Nashville. Why? Well, again according to Deb, he was concerned about Curt, worried he might be in some kind of trouble. And didn’t this square with the fact that he’d given Curt his private cell phone number so they could remain in touch (a fact Curt hasn’t shared with Freddi)? Hadn’t he and Tyler linked pinkies to seal the deal? Put another way, what Tyler seemed to want was what nobody else was interested in: He wanted to be a member of Team Curt.

			As if to verify this sad fact, Freddi slides the shower door closed, leaving Curt on the outside. That’s what his marriage feels like, he thinks. Something he’s on the outside of, the glass partition between him and his wife increasingly opaque.

		

	
		
			Tyler

			“Call him!” Beth is screaming. “He just wants to talk!”

			The number she wants him to call is written on a slip of paper she handed to him earlier. Before putting it in his pocket, he’d noticed it had a Stone Mountain area code, so no hurry. He will call it once they’re off the Mountain, tomorrow maybe, when there’s nothing else going on. Right now, though, there’s a lot going on. Another vehicle has appeared out of nowhere, and it’s right on their tail, its horn blaring frantically.

			But for some crazy reason, Beth remains fixated on making that call and is now fishing around in his pocket, searching for the slip of paper the number is written on. “Tyler!” she screams. “Listen to me! We have to call him!”

			“Quit!” he tells her, grabbing her by the wrist and yanking her hand out of his pocket.

			“If you don’t call him,” she screams, “we’re all going to die!”

			Given their predicament, Tyler has to admit that this is a distinct possibility. Still, he reasons calmly, whatever is happening to them, there’s no stopping it. Why? Because there’s no impeding destiny. What the driver of the other vehicle is demanding, Tyler knows, is a long-overdue reckoning. Beth may be blinded by the other vehicle’s high beams, but to Tyler they’re clarifying. They allow him to see who’s at the wheel of the other vehicle, and it’s Tyler Sinclair. No, not himself. Not the thirty-six-year-old lead singer and front man for Stone Mountain who’s seated in the limo with her, but rather his eighteen-year-old self, the one who’s the cause of all this. Adult Tyler wishes he could make Beth understand that what they’re being pursued by is the past.

			“Please!” she screams one last time. “Call him!”

			As if, Tyler thinks bitterly. As if you could call the past on a cell phone. You can’t. Not on this Mountain, that’s for sure. If he were to take out his phone right now, it would say exactly what it said when he and Doc were at the Falls. No Service.

			Except wait! His phone is actually ringing! What if it’s the past calling him? Wouldn’t that be a hoot?
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			“Hey,” says a voice, “it works.”

			Curt, he realizes.

			“Hold on a minute,” Tyler tells him. Because before anything else, he needs to shake off the horrible dream. How is it possible that he’s slept so deeply in the middle of the afternoon? And why the same haunting dream? How many times does this make now? Half a dozen? More? Each time he has it, the dream feels more urgent, more frightening, as if his subconscious is angry with him for ignoring its previous warnings. Its narrative is rooted, he knows, in reality, in the moments right before the limo went through the guardrail. And yes, Beth had been screaming at him. She had given him a slip of paper with a phone number written on it. But other elements of the narrative appear to be pure subliminal storytelling, and he doesn’t need a shrink to tell him what it all means. The dream isn’t so much haunting as it is a haunting. It’s Tyler haunting himself. Because of him, Jason is dead and Beth never wants to talk to him again. Despite being told not to, Tyler had called her again, and this time was told the number he’d dialed was no longer in service.

			“Sorry,” he tells Curt when he finally manages to lever himself into a sitting position on the sofa. There’s another lovely breeze rustling the curtains of Connie’s screened-in porch. How pleasant it would be to sit right here forever. “What works?”

			“The phone number you gave me.”

			“You thought I’d give you a fake one?” Tyler chuckles, trying to make a joke of it.

			“I guess not,” Curt says seriously.

			Is it because Tyler is still groggy that the other man’s voice sounds strange? Despondent? Maybe even lost? He remembers what Connie told him yesterday, that if he starts spending time on the Mountain, he’s going to start hearing things about his friend.

			“It’s just…” Curt continues, “do you ever feel stupid? I mean, really dumb? Like you can’t see what’s obvious to everybody else? Like you’re the only one who can’t…” He lets the thought trail off.

			“You want to tell me what’s going on?” Tyler suggests.

			“I wish I knew,” Curt sighs audibly. “If I had to guess, I’d say I’m losing my marriage.”

			Tyler would love to tell him he’s wrong, to somehow reassure him that things aren’t as bad as they seem, but he remembers how Freddi elbowed past her husband at the hospital, joining their ill son in the bathroom, then shutting the door behind her. The look of contempt she’d given Curt then was pretty much the same as the one she’d offered Tyler when she entered the room. “Maybe you’re just going through a rough patch,” Tyler offers weakly.

			“That’s not what it feels like,” Curt tells him. “Lately everything I do is wrong. Everything I say is wrong.”

			Again, rather than respond, he just waits patiently for Curt to continue.

			“Some of it I kind of get?” he admits. “Like I told you before, I do have a bad habit of trying to talk Freddi into things she doesn’t want to do, hoping she’ll come around in the end.”

			“Like inviting me to come live with you.”

			“That,” Curt reluctantly concedes, “but other things, too. I mean, there’s always been stuff we don’t see eye to eye on. I never could understand what she saw in Doc, how she could be so dedicated to someone so cynical. A con man, really. But in the end, we’d somehow find common ground. I would agree that Doc had been dealt a shitty hand, and she’d admit that, yeah, he could be pretty manipulative. We’d always kiss and make up.”

			When he pauses this time, Tyler wonders if Curt is registering an inadvertent metaphor. Has he unintentionally confessed that he and Freddi are no longer intimate? If that’s true, is it somehow Tyler’s fault?

			“But now? It’s like navigating a minefield, and anywhere I step, boom.” He chuckles bitterly. “Like yesterday. I mentioned that you were thinking about buying Sacred Heart Chapel and she completely freaked.”

			Tyler can’t help flinching at this. “She…didn’t explain why?” Tyler says, holding his breath.

			“And that’s not even the worst part,” Curt continues, not really registering Tyler’s question or, thankfully, the apprehension behind it. Which allows Tyler to breathe a quiet sigh of relief. Obviously, if Freddi had explained about the chapel, he and Curt wouldn’t be having this conversation.

			“What’s the worst part?”

			“I think she may be turning Curtis Jr. against me.”

			“I don’t understand. Why would she do that?”

			“Well, if she’s planning to divorce me…” He pauses here, as if inviting Tyler to complete his thought. When Tyler doesn’t, he says, “Okay if I ask you a personal question?”

			“I guess,” Tyler says, though he wishes he wouldn’t.

			“Even if it’s batshit crazy?”

			Now he really wishes he wouldn’t.

			“Remember back in the hospital? When I told you there might have been a time, like, right before you left the Mountain, that Freddi was in love with you?”

			Once again, Tyler’s heart is in his throat. “Curt,” he says.

			“No, listen,” his friend tells him. “I mean, maybe she wasn’t in love with you, but you meant a lot to her. What I’ve been trying to figure out is why she can’t seem to remember that. I get her being jealous of the girl you ended up with, but why can’t she just get over it? Why can’t we all just be friends, like we were?”

			“I don’t know,” Tyler lies.

			“Which makes me wonder if maybe I’ve got it wrong. What if she is still in love with you and doesn’t want to admit it, even to herself?”

			“No,” Tyler assures him. “She’s not in love with me.”

			“How can you be so sure?” he says, and in his voice Tyler hears just how badly Curt wants to share his certainty.

			“You should’ve seen the look she gave me at the hospital when you were in the bathroom with Junior.”

			“Yeah?”

			“It made me glad she wasn’t armed,” he says, trying to make light of it.

			If his tone registers with Curt, he gives no sign. “Sounds like the same look she gives me these days,” he laments. “The only thing I’m sure of is that I need to get to the bottom of all this.”

			No, Tyler thinks, you don’t. The bottom of this would destroy you. “Actually?” he says. “If I were you? I think I’d do the exact opposite.”

			“How do you mean?”

			Tyler pauses, wondering if the advice he’s about to give is intended to benefit his friend or himself. But perhaps it doesn’t matter. “Maybe,” he says, “it might make more sense to proceed as if your marriage is sound. What’s troubling Freddi might have nothing to do with you. She and Doc were close, right? What if she’s still grieving his loss? Maybe she’s hurting and frustrated and needs someone to take it out on. Maybe you’re just handy. Whatever it is, she might just need time to work through it.”

			Curt is quiet, clearly mulling this over, and Tyler considers leaving things there, but it also occurs to him that perhaps he’s being given an opportunity not just to pay his old friend back for that day behind the Falls, but also to atone, at least in part, for his many betrayals of their friendship. Act unselfishly, for once.

			“Also? If things really have deteriorated since I showed up?” he continues. “The obvious solution is for me to just head back to Nashville.”

			“What about the chapel?” Curt says. “I thought you made an offer on it?”

			“I did,” Tyler tells him, “but I can’t be there while it’s being renovated. It might make more sense for me to go back to Tennessee, then return here in the fall or maybe next spring, after you and Freddi have had a chance to work things out. Meanwhile, you’ve got my number, right? We can talk anytime.”

			“Promise you won’t change it?” Curt says, but he doesn’t sound forlorn like he did earlier.

			When Tyler promises, there’s another, even longer pause. “Maybe that would be for the best,” Curt says at last. Tyler can hear the reluctance in his voice and is grateful for that. It’s more than he deserves. “How will you—”

			“Don’t worry about me,” Tyler says. “I’ll order a car.” He winces at how this comes out, like he’ll just snap his fingers and a car will magically appear. He doubts there’s ever been a day in Curt’s life when he could just do something that needed doing without considering the cost.

			But thankfully Curt doesn’t take it that way. “I appreciate you talking me off the ledge,” he says. “I’m not usually like this.”

			“I know you’re not. Try not to be so hard on yourself?”

			“Okay,” he says. “I promise.”
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			Only when they hang up and Tyler sets his phone down on the arm of the sofa does he notice the dark figure that until now has escaped his attention. It’s standing, motionless, in the shadow of an outbuilding, about fifty feet away and staring straight at him.

			And just that quickly Tyler is back in his dream, Beth again screaming, “Call him! Call him!”

			The difference is that Tyler suddenly knows. Knows everything, in fact. Knows who Beth wanted him to call. Knows, as well, that it was Doc’s hearse that appeared behind them so suddenly the night of the accident. And without even trying, he finds that he’s somehow worked out the simple math problem he’s been ignoring until now. Back at his trailer, Doc had told him that there were only three people who knew how to drive the Doc-Mobile. Subtract Doc, who’s dead, and you’re left with two others: Freddi and the motionless figure who’s been quietly watching him and, yes, listening, too, for at least as long as Tyler has been on the phone.

			Tyler raises his hand to acknowledge the young man Curt believes to be his son. Which is not, Tyler is now certain, what Curtis Jr. believes. No, he believes what his mother’s told him. That his father is Tyler Sinclair. Tyler isn’t sure how he knows these things, only that he does. The deeper mystery is why the understanding is coming to him only now. Had Beth known? Was that why she’d been so urgent about calling the boy? When she’d seen him and his mother at the high school, had she seen Tyler in the boy’s features? Had she concluded that he simply refused to see himself in the boy’s features? Does he see himself? He isn’t sure, even now.

			“Curtis?” he calls to the young man. “Stay there, okay?”

			Getting his good foot under him, Tyler hops over to where his crutches lean against the wall, but when he looks back over his shoulder, the young man is no longer there. Was he ever? Tyler wonders. Did he see the boy and then know? Or did he know and then conjure him into existence? He’s always at his worst, cognitively, right after he wakes up.

			Maneuvering his crutches as adroitly as possible through Connie’s cluttered house, he makes his way outside, wondering where the boy could have gotten to. The long driveway is lined with trees. Has he simply ducked behind one of these? Or did he hightail it when Tyler called to him?

			“Curtis?” he calls again. “Let’s talk.”

			No response.

			“You’re not to blame,” he adds. Because now what happened at the hospital finally makes sense, how the boy had taken one look at Tyler and begun to gag. The night of the accident, all he’d wanted was for the limo to pull over somewhere so he could talk to the man he believed was his father, keep him from leaving the Mountain without knowing he was alive. And now, because of him, people are dead, and Tyler is himself a broken man who can barely speak, much less sing. Curtis Jr.’s fault. All of it. What he’s after isn’t a reckoning. It’s forgiveness.

			And now he’s vanished. Tyler knows he stands no chance, on crutches, of catching up to a young man who doesn’t want to be caught, but he keeps going because maybe he does want to be caught. Otherwise, why come here in the first place? Why wait patiently for Tyler to end his long phone call? So Tyler keeps going, fast as he’s able, first to the end of the drive, then to the end of the road. At the entrance to the subdivision, he calls Curtis’s name one final time before giving up and turning back.

			Did the boy know it was Curt he was talking to on the phone? Did he overhear them conclude that it might be for the best if Tyler returned to Nashville? Was that what altered the boy’s plan to talk to him? What troubles Tyler most is that he now knows what Curt doesn’t even suspect and may never figure out. Is it time to come clean? To call Curt back and tell him the whole, terrible truth?

			Tyler is so lost in thought he doesn’t notice a large, big-bellied guy standing in Connie’s driveway until he’s just a few feet away. “This everything?” the man wants to know. He’s holding Tyler’s gym bag, the one he bought in Albany for his new clothes. Tyler’s first thought is that even though he told Curt not to worry about him, that he must have taken it upon himself to hire a car to take him to the Albany airport, that this man must be its driver. But no, that can’t be right. Not enough time has elapsed. And what sort of professional driver would sport a MAGA hat on the job? No, this man has been sent by someone else. Tyler takes a step back, reaching into his pocket, as he does.

			“Looking for this?” the man says, and Tyler sees that he’s holding the cell phone he set down on the arm of the sofa before going after Curtis Jr.

			“Who are you?” Tyler says.

			Instead of answering, the man makes a circular motion in the air, indicating that Tyler should turn around.

			“Give me that,” Tyler says, holding out his hand for the phone.

			The man just smiles and pockets it, then makes the same circular motion in the air.

			“Who sent you?” Tyler asks him, though after his conversation with Curt, he has a pretty good idea.

			When the man takes a step toward him, Tyler notices he’s holding something in his right hand. Again, he motions for Tyler to turn around. When Tyler shakes his head, the man just shrugs, as if to concede that it was merely a suggestion. Then he brings the blackjack down hard on Tyler’s right temple and everything goes dark.

		

	
		
			Part 3
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			Curt

			Curt is outside on the deck, watching the early morning sky lighten, the black pines slowly greening, when he feels Freddi’s hand on his shoulder. Startled, he wonders how she’s managed to materialize beside him without the squeaky screen door signaling her approach. Given how fraught things have been between them of late, her touch is an unexpected show of tenderness. Could she tell from inside the kitchen that he was in distress? Sick with fear and despair? Embarrassed, he uses the sleeve of his uniform shirt to blot his tears.

			She’s brought two cups of coffee with her, and when she hands one to him, he accepts it gratefully. Though they’re in for another hot day, the early morning air is damp and chilly.

			“You didn’t come to bed last night,” she says, sounding more matter-of-fact than disappointed.

			“I must’ve fallen asleep on the couch,” he says.

			Gathering her robe about her neck, she pulls out a chair and sits down next to him at their small bistro table. In summers past, drinking their morning coffee on the deck had been a ritual, but they’ve fallen out of the habit. Out of many habits, actually. Hadn’t they once been habitually happy? He can feel Freddi studying him, and when he reluctantly meets her eye, she says, “Things will be better now.” Now that Tyler is gone, she means.

			“Maybe,” he says. “I hope so.” Because it would be nice if she was right. He just doesn’t see how she can be. Tyler’s return to Nashville three days ago won’t fix what ails them: Freddi, Junior, Curt himself. Especially Curt, who, he’d be the first to admit, is a hot mess, though it’s Junior he worries about most. “I can’t believe he wants to go back there,” he says. To the farm in Vermont, he means. For the rest of the summer. It makes no sense.

			Freddi shrugs. “He says he had a good time there. Made friends.”

			Curt seriously doubts this. Granted, with so much going on, they didn’t talk a lot about the farm when Junior returned, but Curt doesn’t recall any mention of his having made friends there or, for that matter, of enjoying himself. Which is why Curt suspects that Junior actually has no desire to return. It’s something his mother has talked him into, though for the life of him Curt can’t imagine why. Doing her best to appear reasonable, she’s made the case that it’s been a tough summer for kids Junior’s age. Since the pandemic, young people everywhere—not just on the Mountain—have been struggling with mental health issues. Curt would know that if he ever read a newspaper. The fact that Junior wants to return to the farm and do real work is actually a good sign. It means that he’s trying to engage. Not everything, she wants Curt to understand, is about him.

			But Curt’s not buying it. How many times over the last few days has he come upon the two of them talking quietly, Freddi making some point or other, Junior shaking his head, seemingly on the verge of tears. And of course they immediately clam up when they become aware of his presence. It’s as if they share some knowledge, some understanding, that Curt needs to be shielded from. Like maybe Junior has confided to his mother that he’s gay. But why would they decide something like that should be kept from him? Why should anything that concerns Junior’s welfare and happiness be kept from him? When has he ever done anything but love the boy?

			But as usual, Team Freddi isn’t talking, and with Tyler back in Nashville, there is no Team Curt. Every night he tries desperately to get to the bottom of whatever is going on, to engage his son in conversation, but the boy just sits there, practically mute, his eyes vacant, barely touching his food, waiting patiently to be excused, for the interrogation to end.

			Freddi is right about one thing, though, much as Curt hates to admit it. Whatever ails them is not unrelated to Tyler. Curt has called him several times since he returned to Nashville, and each call has gone directly to voicemail. The first few times this happened, Curt didn’t think much of it, figuring he must be in transit, maybe on a flight with his phone in airplane mode, or hurrying between gates, no easy thing for a man toggling between crutches and wheelchairs. Three days ago, when they’d reluctantly agreed that it might be best if Tyler returned to Nashville, Curt had almost volunteered to make the journey with him, deciding not to in the end because Freddi would interpret it as another betrayal, further evidence that he cares more about Tyler than his wife and son. Take last night. For some damn reason he’d admitted to Freddi that his calls were all going to voicemail, and her response had been both immediate and predictable. What did he expect? Wasn’t it just history repeating itself? Couldn’t he see that what Tyler really wanted was to put the Mountain and everyone here in his rearview? And why wouldn’t he? At the concert people had yelled insults and thrown things at him, told him to his face what they thought of him. Face it, Freddi told him. He’s gone. When he gets to Nashville, the first thing he’s going to do is get a new phone so you won’t even be able to leave messages.

			Curt had wanted desperately to tell her that she was wrong, that he and Tyler had really and truly bonded, linking pinkies, their old code—best friends forever. The reason he would’ve liked to accompany Tyler to Nashville wasn’t that he cared more about his friend than he did about his wife and son. Of course it wasn’t. He’d simply wanted a glimpse of his life there, the life he’d left Stone Mountain for. Was that so wrong? A glimpse of Tyler’s Nashville life would’ve strengthened their bond, wouldn’t it? But of course this was exactly what Freddi didn’t want. For whatever reason she was fully vested in her belief that Tyler remained unchanged. For some reason, it was impossible for her to imagine that he might regret the way he left the Mountain all those years ago. That given a do-over, he’d handle things differently. Anyhow, Curt had held his tongue, knowing that if he didn’t, she’d give him the look that said, Grow up. Even worse was the possibility that she was right, that where Tyler was concerned, Curt was a fool. Always had been, always would be. Why risk yet another I told you so?

			Inside the kitchen, Freddi’s phone is ringing, and the look on her face when she hears it suggests that she knows who it is and that the call isn’t welcome, at least not right this minute, with Curt sitting there. When she gets up and goes inside, he watches her answer the phone, turning her back to him as she does, her furtiveness giving birth to a truly bizarre notion—that it’s Tyler she’s talking to. Through the screen he sees her glance in his direction before instructing whoever she’s talking to to hold on. When she leaves the kitchen, to ensure privacy, he considers following her inside and attempting to eavesdrop on the call. If it’s Tyler she’s talking to, if they’ve somehow fallen in love again, he’d be able to tell from the conversation, wouldn’t he? The problem is that the screen door always squeals on its metal runner, and if he follows her inside, she’ll know. But wait! If it’s Tyler she’s talking to, then his phone will ring busy if Curt calls him. Taking out his own phone, he finds Tyler at the top of his Recents list, and presses Call. Instead of ringing busy, though, the call once again goes directly to voicemail. “This is Tyler Sinclair,” Tyler tells him. “Leave a message and I’ll get back to you.”

			And just that quickly, hearing Tyler’s voice, Curt is again on the verge of tears. What on earth is wrong with him? Something, obviously. Is he coming completely untethered? Is that why Freddi is so anxious for Junior to return to the farm in Vermont? Has she concluded that Curt is cracking up? That their family problems, together with the stress of allowing himself, an officer of the law, to sink deeper and deeper into criminality, has caused him to become unglued? If it’s clear to Freddi, he thinks, panicked, who else has noticed? Everyone?

			“Tyler?” Curt says, his voice cracking. “I’m sorry to keep calling like this. You must think I’m some sort of lunatic.” He starts to say, But I’m not, stopping himself just in time, because any such denial is likely to have the opposite effect of the one intended. “I just…” he continues, hoping that Tyler won’t hear the desperation and despondency in his voice, “…if you have a second, could you give me a call? Or text me, even? I just…want to make sure you made it home okay.” Which of course is not what he wants at all.

			He’s still staring at his phone when the screen door squeals again, signaling Freddi’s return. “Who was that?” he asks her.

			“Nobody,” she says, inviting him to pursue the matter further, for all the good it would do him. When he doesn’t, she smiles and says, “No need to ask who you were calling.”

			He could lie and tell her it was the station he’d called, but what would be the point? They’ve arrived, it seems, at yet another exhausting stalemate. “I guess I might as well head into work,” he sighs. Even he can hear the defeat in his voice.

			“I’ve got a better idea,” she says, holding out her hand to him.

			Because it’s been so long, it takes him a second to understand what she has in mind. “Really?” he says. Is it possible that she’s as tired of these endless stalemates as he is?

			He takes her hand and they go inside. In the bedroom, though, he hesitates. “What if he hears us?” Because Junior’s bedroom is right above theirs.

			“He’s probably still asleep,” she says, tossing her robe onto the bed and pulling her pajama top over her head. “If he’s awake, he’s got his headphones on.”

			“What if he doesn’t?”

			She shrugs. “Then he’ll hear us fucking. So what?”

			The word fucking sends an electric jolt through him, making what they’re about to do that much more real. She’s working on his belt now and unzipping him. When his trousers drop to the floor, she takes him in her hand, strokes him, smiling. The smile makes clear that she’s doing something nice for him, something she knows he wants, something she’s not unwilling to give him. Sadly, it doesn’t seem to suggest that her desire for him runs as deep as his for her.

			“You have no idea how much I want you right now,” he tells her, as if this might make her desire him as desperately.

			“I guess this is your lucky day, then,” she tells him.

			And it is. It is. In a heartbeat they are on the bed and he’s inside her and he decides, right then, that he can bear anything, so long as he believes there will be more moments like this one.
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			He’s almost asleep when they hear Junior stirring above. Freddi sits up and swings her legs out of bed.

			“Stay,” he tells her.

			She shakes her head no. “I need to take a quick shower before we hit the road. I want to be back by dinnertime.”

			And with that she disappears into the bathroom. What he wants to do, of course, is join her in the shower. Wonderful though it was, the sex has left him hungry for more. But it’s also, thankfully, restored at least a small measure of his sanity, his better judgment. He realizes now that it wasn’t Tyler she was talking to earlier. He’d love to know why such lunatic notions keep occurring to him, why they take hold of him so powerfully, why it’s so hard to let go of them. Why does irrational fear always seem to trump common sense?

			By the time Freddi emerges, glistening, from the shower, another idea has occurred to him, “Here’s a thought,” he says.

			The look on her face suggests that she wishes he wouldn’t have so many of these. Or maybe any at all.

			“How about we both drive Junior to Vermont,” he continues, “then you and I take a day or two for ourselves. Somewhere on the Maine coast, maybe? What was that place we went to that one time?”

			“Ogunquit,” she tells him, smiling, as if she, too, remembers the place fondly, or maybe she’s just amused by how piss-poor his memory is.

			“Right. Ogunquit,” he says. They’d fucked morning, noon and night there. “I’ve got some vacation coming. They can live without me at the station for a few days.”

			She shakes her head. “I need to get back,” she tells him, stepping into her panties, Ogunquit forgotten just that quickly.

			“What for?” Because so far as he knows, there’s nothing pending. Doc’s trailer and hearse and personal effects have all been disposed of. What does she have to run back to the Mountain for?

			She’s fishing around in her lingerie drawer now, looking for a bra, but pauses to regard him critically.

			“No, seriously,” he says. “What do you have to get back for?”

			“Curt,” she says. Just his name, but the edge is back in her voice. Whatever tenderness she was feeling for him earlier has vanished utterly. The old, default tension and discord have returned. “Why is it so hard for you to understand?”

			“To understand what?”

			“That there are questions you don’t want to ask. Questions you don’t want the answers to.”

			As he watches her dress, it comes to him that the sex they just had was transactional, payment in advance for not pressing her further, on this or anything else she doesn’t want to be pressed on. She’d been, as she always seems to be, one step ahead of him. The problem is that even in the afterglow of sex he can’t make the questions go away. She’s forever trying to convince him that he shouldn’t want answers, but he does. For instance: “Who were you talking to before?”

			“Before when?” she says, stalling, like she always does, making him work.

			“When you came back out on the deck, I asked you who you were talking to. You never said.”

			“No,” she tells him, steely-eyed. “I never did.”

			“Just tell me it wasn’t Everett,” he says.

			“It wasn’t Everett,” she replies, deadpan.

			“Except it was, though, wasn’t it.”

			For the longest time she just stares at him, like she can’t decide on the correct course of action. Eventually she makes up her mind. “Yes,” she tells him. “It was.” Your move, she seems to be saying.

			The problem is that, as usual, he doesn’t seem to have one.

		

	
		
			Tyler

			Certain things are familiar this time around; others are new and different. Before, when he surfaced at the hospital, it felt like he was being tugged against his will from the lovely dark water beneath the dam, when all he wanted was to sink and keep sinking for all eternity. The painkillers Tyler was given in the ER—fentanyl, surely, and who knew what else—had made each surfacing profoundly confusing. He recalls toggling between the world of Is and the world of Meaning, the latter providing much-needed symmetry and justice. In the Meaning world Doc got his long-overdue revenge and Tyler his just deserts for betraying Curt and Freddi and, admit it, Stone Mountain itself. And since Jason, who deserved to live, died in the limo, it made a kind of perverse sense that Tyler, who deserved to die, should be punished by living. He could almost imagine a vengeful Old Testament God declaring, There. That’ll teach you.

			So, in these new surfacings, he recognizes the old opioid fuzziness, that same delicious feeling of surrendering to oblivion. What’s different this time is that he isn’t nearly as confused. He knows he’s being held captive in Sacred Heart Chapel, and he knows that the night the limo went into the ravine, the driver of the hearse was not Doc but rather Curtis Jr., who believed then and probably still believes that Tyler is his father. As to whether this is, in fact, true, Tyler remains agnostic. In the month or so before he fled the Mountain, he and Freddi were having regular, unprotected sex, but she was having unprotected (Tyler assumes) sex with Curt, as well. It’s possible that Freddi has determined her son’s paternity by means of a test, but Tyler doubts it. Why would she have gotten one? Of the two men she was having sex with, only one remained. The calculus might’ve changed when Tyler became rich and famous, but even then, given how much time had passed, there was little to be gained from regret because, face it, by then the Tyler ship had sailed. What finally put the matter front and center in Freddi’s mind, Tyler understands, was his return. Had she learned about that from the publicity around the event? From Doc? Was it Doc who suggested that Freddi tell Curtis Jr. that Tyler was his father? Or had Doc himself told the boy?

			Tyler, having just now surfaced in the chapel, is groggily trying to figure out what day this is and how many days have passed since Everett hit him with that blackjack and he was brought here. And speaking of Everett, where the hell is he? He usually arrives by nine, and it’s now ten-thirty. Tyler no sooner poses the question than he hears the man’s pickup rumbling up the rutted road at speed. As usual, instead of parking out front, he drives around back, where the vehicle will be out of sight. This strikes Tyler as an unnecessary precaution, since nobody has any reason to visit the chapel, and the road dead-ends there. Tyler hears the truck’s door open and slam shut again. A moment later the sacristy door is thrust open and a panicked-looking Everett clomps in. Seeing Tyler sitting on his cot, he breathes an audible sigh of relief. “You’re here,” he says.

			Tyler just smiles at the man. In truth, asshole though he is, Everett is growing on him. His job is to make sure Tyler doesn’t escape captivity. This is to be accomplished by, first, taking away his crutches and, then, more important, by making sure he takes his meds—one pill in the morning and another, stronger one before bed in the evening. The problem is that in addition to dosing Tyler, Everett’s also been dosing himself. Whatever he’s giving Tyler renders him to all intents and purposes null and void for long stretches of time, whereas what he’s taking himself—oxy, Tyler suspects—allows him to remain more or less functional. In addition to looking in on Tyler several times a day to make sure he’s dosed and fed, Everett apparently has other duties and interests, one of which is drinking beer. This morning he reeks of it, which explains why he’s late.

			“So,” he says, pulling up a chair in front of Tyler and moving his index finger in front of Tyler’s face to see if his eyes follow. “How you feeling this morning?”

			“Peachy keen,” Tyler tells him.

			The other man nods, then reaches out to touch the spot on Tyler’s temple where he hit him with the blackjack. “Still tender?” he says, when Tyler flinches.

			“Not really,” Tyler says, though he’d just as soon not be touched there, or anywhere, by Everett.

			“I shouldn’t have hit you so hard,” Everett says, then seems to think better of the implied regret. “You should’ve just done like I told you.”

			“Right,” Tyler says. “My fault.”

			Everett, alas, is immune to irony. “I wouldn’t say all your fault,” he replies. It’s as if he’d like to assign a fair percentage of blame to each party, like Judge Wapner on the old People’s Court. Is it possible, Tyler wonders, that he’s growing on Everett like Everett’s growing on him? You often hear about that syndrome where hostages gradually come to sympathize with their captors. Did that also work in reverse?

			“Anyhow,” Everett continues, digging into his medicine pouch. “Time for your meds.” When he finds the right pill, he hands it to Tyler, who pops it in his mouth. “Great,” Everett says, “but let’s see your hand.” To make sure he hasn’t palmed the pill, Tyler understands. Satisfied that he hasn’t, Everett hands Tyler the bottle of warm Gatorade. “Down the hatch,” he says, then, after Tyler swallows, “Open?”

			Tyler opens his mouth wide so Everett can peer inside, assure himself that the pill is gone. Only then does he seem fully persuaded that his having overslept and arrived hours late will be consequence-free. Truly, the man is not a gifted thinker. It hasn’t occurred to him, for instance, that Tyler has no wish to escape, that he’s as content here as anywhere and doesn’t even object, really, to being drugged. He’d been well down the road to alcoholism when he met Beth, who put him back on the straight and narrow, so he isn’t all that surprised by how much he enjoys the narcotics he’s being forced to take. Everett had actually put a gun to his head to make him swallow the first dose. After that, the gun hasn’t been necessary.

			“So,” Everett says. “Any interesting dreams last night?” For some reason the man is fascinated by and perhaps a bit jealous of Tyler’s active, vivid subconscious life. He himself seldom dreams, Everett claims, and Tyler believes him.

			“Nope,” Tyler says. “Slept like the dead.”

			Actually, this is a lie. He’d had a doozy of a dream last night, an erotic one that involved Freddi, though he won’t be sharing it with Everett. Tyler’s working theory is that Freddi, not Everett, is the reason he is where he is. In fact, he has a murky memory of Freddi being here in the chapel at some point early on, of overhearing her instruct Everett on how she wanted things done, about the importance of making sure no one follows him here, or even sees him make the turn onto Chapel Road. And, most important, if he should ever cross paths with her husband, he’s to give the man no hint of what they’re up to, because he isn’t part of this. Tyler remembers trying to surface, to open his eyes and blink them into focus, because he wanted to talk to Freddi, to assure her that he’s forgiven her and Curtis Jr. for the accident, that their secret is safe with him. Also, if he’s honest, he wanted to see if she really was as beautiful as she appeared that morning in the hospital. Unfortunately, by the time he finally succeeded in surfacing, it was just him and Everett there. “Who were you talking to,” he asked. “When?” Everett had replied, pretending innocence, or so it seemed to Tyler. “Just now,” Tyler said, peering around, as if Freddi might still be there, hiding behind the altar maybe, or in the confessional box. Was it his imagination, or was there a lingering scent of perfume in the air? “You were dreaming,” Everett told him. “There’s nobody here but us chickens.”

			If Tyler is right, though, and it’s Freddi calling the shots, what’s her endgame? If everyone believes he’s returned to Nashville, she might be able to hide him here in the chapel for a week or two. But eventually Tommy, his assistant in Nashville, will want to know how much longer he intends to stay on the Mountain, and when Tyler doesn’t answer his calls or reply to his texts, he’ll become suspicious. Does she imagine that she can hide him in the chapel indefinitely?

			In her place, Tyler figures, the simplest, most elegant solution would be to just kill him and bury his body somewhere no one would ever find it. Which means he probably should be doing exactly what she has Everett guarding against. He should be planning his escape. The next time he wakes up and finds Everett oxy-dozing nearby, he should grab the man’s gun and, if necessary, shoot the bastard. Then, if he can, find out where the man has hidden his crutches, and, if he can’t, hop down the road on one leg to where it joins up with the main road and flag down the first car he sees. There are, unfortunately, several problems with this plan. What if Everett wakes up and finds Tyler standing over him and reaching for his gun? Or, conversely, suppose he gets lucky and somehow manages to disarm the man. Would he really be capable of shooting Everett? And besides, is shooting him even necessary? Isn’t it possible that Freddi has no intention of killing him? The fact that she may be harboring a perfectly reasonable grudge against Tyler doesn’t necessarily mean she’d be willing to go that far. After all, they’d been in love once, hadn’t they? Who murders a person they were once in love with? (Okay, a lot of people do, but Tyler still doubts Freddi’s one of them.) Even if she’s taken him prisoner to protect her son, it could be just a stopgap measure. For all he knows, she may be planning to grab the boy and make a run for it if things head south.

			“Hey,” Everett is saying, snapping his fingers in front of Tyler’s face.

			“What?” Tyler blinks at him.

			“I asked you a question.”

			He did?

			“Are…you…hungry?”

			“Starved,” Tyler admits, though it hadn’t occurred to him until he was asked.

			Everett regards him seriously. “Can I trust you? If I go get us breakfast, you won’t try to escape?”

			Tyler lies back on his cot and yawns. He can already feel the pill he just swallowed kicking in. “I’m thinking about taking a nap,” he says, and closes his eyes. Remembering something else he wants to say, he opens them again, and there’s Everett, sitting right where he was before, except something’s different now. A big bag of McDonald’s has materialized on the man’s lap.

			Tyler sits up on his cot, woozy, confused.

			“Egg McMuffins,” Everett says, handing Tyler one. “Tater Tots. Coffee.”

			Tyler accepts all these gratefully and takes a big bite of the McMuffin. Swallowing, he remembers what he was going to say when he fell asleep. “You know what would make being here perfect?”

			“A shower?” Everett guesses, not unreasonably. They’ve been making do with a tiny washroom—small sink, toilet—in the nearby sacristy.

			“That too,” Tyler admits. “But do you know what I really wish I had?”

			Everett stops chewing, genuinely interested, and Tyler decides right then that he won’t be shooting Everett, even if the opportunity were to present itself, even if it means Everett ends up shooting him.

			“A guitar,” Tyler tells him, because the last two times he’s surfaced out of his opioid dreamworld, a snatch of melody has been flitting about at the edge of his consciousness, trying its best to make him aware of it. With a guitar, he might be able to tease it out.

			“Huh,” Everett says. “I’ll mention it to her.”

			Tyler smiles. This is the first time the man has alluded to Freddi, even as a pronoun.

			“I also wish you’d give me back my phone,” Tyler tells him.

			Everett snorts at this. “She’ll never let you have that.”

			“Not to call for help,” Tyler explains. “To record the melody. The chord sequences. So I don’t forget.”

			“How about a tape recorder,” Everett suggests. “I might be able to put my hands on one of those.”

			The Tater Tots are unbelievably, mind-alteringly delicious.

			Nope, Tyler thinks. No way I’m shooting Everett.

		

	
		
			Deb

			This late in the morning, with the midsummer heat so intense, Mountain Cuppa is all but deserted, which is why Deb has chosen it. She and the chief will be able to talk without being overheard. Inside, it’s sweltering, so she takes her iced coffee out onto the deck and grabs the one spot in the shade. All the tables are round and have holes in the center for umbrellas, but those were stolen back in May and have not been replaced. Last week, when she wondered why, the barista took in her uniform and snorted derisively. Why buy new ones, she said, when they’d just be stolen, too?

			From where Deb sits, she’s able to survey the traffic on the road below, and when she hears a loud pickup truck roar by, she recognizes it as the one belonging to Everett Crenzal, the MAGA-hatted guy who took over her old apartment when she moved back in with her mother. Since then, having heard a rumor that the man took part in the January 6 insurrection, she’s kept him on her radar. Just the other day they’d passed each other on the main road, the pickup seemingly in a hurry. Curious as to where he might be headed, she’d found a place to turn around and headed back in the direction she’d come, but somehow the pickup had vanished.

			This morning, Deb has purposely arrived at the coffee shop early, planning to go over what she’ll say to the chief, as well as what she means to avoid saying, but she’s only just gotten settled on the deck when he pulls into the parking lot. Surely, he can see her sitting there, but instead of getting out of his SUV and joining her, he takes out his cell phone and makes a call, which apparently goes direct to voicemail, because he returns the device to its holster and just sits there with the engine running, seemingly lost in thought. To Deb, he looks like a man mulling options he doesn’t really have. When he finally gets out of his cruiser and she gets a better look at him, Deb sees there are dark circles under his eyes. The man looks like he hasn’t slept in a month.

			“My advice?” he says, pulling up a chair and offering her a wan smile. “Don’t get married.”

			“Okay,” she replies agreeably, as if she’d been planning to, but will now call off the wedding.

			“Also,” he adds, taking off his cap to run his fingers through his thinning hair, “don’t have kids.” From the way he says this, she can’t tell whether he considers this further advice as related to or disconnected from his counsel on marriage.

			They sit quietly for a beat while he studies the manila folder on the table between them. “Do I want to know what’s in that?” he says, like maybe he already does.

			She slides it toward him. “I’m sorry, Chief,” she tells him. “I really am.”

			He sighs, reluctantly opens the folder and quickly scans her letter of resignation. “It’s customary to provide notice,” he tells her, when he reaches the bottom of the page.

			“I can stay on till the end of summer,” she says. “Or it can be effective immediately, if you prefer.”

			“I’d prefer you tear it up. I’d prefer you become Stone Mountain’s next chief of police.”

			She feels her heart swell with affection for him when he says this. Since waking up this morning, she’s been thinking about the various ways he might react, from I took a chance on you, you know. And this is how you repay me? to Fine, whatever.

			“Are you planning to retire?” she asks.

			“Not really,” he admits, “though most mornings I do wake up thinking about other lives I might be living and other places I might be living them.” When she doesn’t respond to this, he continues, thrumming his fingertips on the tabletop, “Apparently, you’ve been doing the same thing. Want to tell me about your plans?”

			“I’m thinking law school,” she says.

			This seems to surprise him, though she’s pretty sure she mentioned to him at some point that this had been her plan before deciding instead on law enforcement. “You can afford that?”

			She hesitates to explain how, in case it doesn’t work out, but then thinks, Why not? “Tyler Sinclair stayed at our house a couple days,” she says, in case the chief has forgotten this. Clearly, he hasn’t. He just nods and waits.

			“He and my mom kind of hit it off,” she continues.

			“People do, with Tyler.”

			“She told him about how she’d always hoped I’d go to law school. Turns out his company in Nashville has some sort of foundation. He said I should apply for a grant.”

			“And it came through?” he asks wistfully, like maybe he might apply for one himself.

			“We’re still waiting to hear,” she admits, “but we don’t think he would’ve offered if he didn’t mean to follow through.”

			To her surprise, the chief actually winces at this observation, which he apparently considers naïve. “People do, though,” he points out. When she doesn’t dispute this, he waves the possibility off. “But so what? If that happens, we’ll just tear this up.”

			“I appreciate that, Chief,” she tells him, “but…” She pauses, aware that she could, and probably should, just let the matter rest here.

			“But?” he repeats.

			“I guess I just feel like it’s time for me to move on.”

			He’s studying her carefully now. “Okay,” he says. “Come clean.”

			She takes a deep breath. Should she? “It’s just that there are things going on that I don’t understand.”

			He nods, his expression suggesting there’s no shortage of things he doesn’t understand, either. “In the world?” he says. “Global warming? Like that?”

			“On the Mountain,” she says. “I keep hearing these rumors.”

			“About?”

			She pauses now, wishing she hadn’t started down this path. Because what if she gives voice to the many things that are troubling her and he becomes angry? “Maybe none of them are true.”

			“But you’re afraid maybe all of them are?”

			“I don’t want to believe them, Chief,” she tells him, hoping it’s clear that most of what she doesn’t want to believe concerns him.

			“Then don’t?” he suggests.

			“But if I resign,” she continues, “it doesn’t matter what I believe.”

			“It does to me,” he tells her, and he seems to mean it.

			“Why?” she asks, genuinely curious. “Who am I that you should care one way or the other?”

			“I care.”

			Unable to meet his eye, she looks down at the tabletop. “I’m afraid you’re in some kind of trouble and you think there’s no way out.”

			Now he’s the one who looks down. “What do you want me to say, Deb?”

			At this she feels an unexpected flash of anger. “What do I want you to say?” she repeats, then waits until he meets her eye. “I want you to tell me I’m full of shit, Chief. About every single rumor I’ve been hearing. Like about what Tim Dockery was up to before he died. About how you looked the other way.” No need to mention the chief’s wife, her obvious, necessary complicity. “Mostly, though? Mostly I want you to tell me that on the night of the accident, when I climbed down into that ravine and found the limo? I want you to tell me that you hadn’t already been down there. I want you to tell me you didn’t already know what I was going to find. I want you to assure me that what happened that night was just an accident, that some drunk driver must have tried to pass the limo and the driver freaked out and missed the curve.” Her heart is pounding so hard now that she doesn’t know what’s keeping it in her chest. “And I want for all that to be true.”

			“Here,” he says, and she sees that he’s offering her a handkerchief. Tears, she realizes, are streaming down her cheeks. She takes the handkerchief, blots her eyes with it. The last time she felt this miserable she was a kid, the morning her mother told her that her father had left them.

			It takes a minute, but eventually Deb gathers herself. She sees that the chief has picked up the folder and is tapping it thoughtfully on the table. When he pushes his chair back and gets to his feet, he returns it to her. “I can’t accept this, Deb,” he says. “You’re my best officer.”

			Again, she feels a swell of affection for the man, as well as pride in her performance as a police officer. This time, though, these feelings don’t overwhelm her. She watches the chief as he returns to his SUV and uses his remote to unlock it. There he pauses, as if something has just occurred to him, and returns to the deck. “Have you been in touch with him?” he says. “Tyler? Since he returned to Nashville?”

			She shakes her head. “My mother called to tell him that his offer on the chapel was accepted,” she says, “but it went to voicemail.”

			“And he hasn’t returned her call?”

			“Not that I’m aware of,” she tells him.

			He nods, scratching his chin. “Same thing happened to me,” he says thoughtfully.

			When he’s gone, she remains seated on the deck, trying to make sense of what’s just happened. All of the scenarios she’d been envisioning ended in some sort of resolution. Most ended badly, others less badly, but they’d all reached a conclusion. Somehow, the chief has done the one thing she didn’t anticipate. He’s put the ball back in her court. It’s almost as if he’s inviting her to ruin him. Maybe even wishing she would.

			But also knowing she won’t.
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			That night, hoping they might catch a stray breeze off the lake, Deb and her mother lounge on the screened-in porch where Tyler Sinclair slept when he stayed with them.

			“I don’t understand,” her mother says. “Why would you do that?”

			Deb has told her about her meeting with the chief that morning, about how she’d confronted him. “I didn’t plan to,” she explains. “He was just…so kind to me. He said I should be Stone Mountain’s next chief of police.”

			“And you don’t think he was playing you?” Clearly, that’s what her mother thinks. But then she’s always taken a dim view of the man.

			Deb shakes her head. “You should’ve seen him, Mom. He looked…I don’t know…wrecked.”

			“Wrecked how, exactly?”

			“Like he’s ready to throw in the towel? He said every morning he wakes up thinking about other lives he might be living.”

			Her mother chortles. “We all do that,” she points out.

			“You know the first thing he said to me? Before hello, even? He said, ‘Don’t get married.’ ”

			“Married men all say that.”

			“You think?”

			Her mother smiles. “Without exception. But tell me again. When you accused him of gaslighting you—”

			“I didn’t accuse him, exactly. I asked him to tell me that he didn’t already know about the limo before I climbed down into the ravine.”

			“And he didn’t deny it.”

			Deb sighs. “He didn’t confirm it either,” she points out weakly.

			“Deb,” her mother says.

			“I know,” she says. “I know.”

			Her mother shakes her head. “Men.”

			Unless Deb is mistaken, this remark signals that the conversation has shifted. She suspects it’s Tyler Sinclair her mother is thinking about now, how he left without saying goodbye, without so much as a thank-you note for their hospitality. “Should we try calling him again?” Deb suggests.

			Her mother takes out her phone, finds him in her Recents, presses Call and holds the phone out so Deb can hear. This is Tyler Sinclair…leave a message…I’ll get back to you. Her mother presses End, sets the phone down on the coffee table.

			“How many days has it been?” Deb says. Since her mother left the message, she means. The one informing Tyler that they would be taking him up on his offer, that Deb had decided on law school and would be applying to his foundation for aid.

			Her mother shrugs. “A week maybe?” she says. “I’m sure he’s just busy. You know how it is when you’re away from home for a while and everything piles up?”

			Deb can’t help smiling at this. Her mother wants to believe in Tyler Sinclair like Deb wants to believe in the chief. They sit in silence for a spell until the sheer curtains on the porch billow inward and they feel that longed-for breeze off the lake. “Mmmm,” they both say together.

			“If we need to,” her mother says, “we can refinance this place. Between that and student loans—”

			“I don’t want you to do that, Mom,” Deb tells her.

			Her mother ignores her. “And I’ll be getting a commission on the chapel as soon as it closes,” she says. This seems to jog a memory. “I forgot to tell you,” she says. “I went out there today to attach an Under Contract rider to the For Sale sign, and you know what? I could’ve sworn I heard music coming from in there.”

			“Huh,” Deb says. It’s been a long, stressful day, and she can feel her eyes growing heavy with sleep.

			“I must’ve been imagining it,” her mother says wistfully.

			Again, the sheers billow and again Deb and her mother both say, “Mmmm.” Or maybe it’s just her mother. Maybe Deb is already asleep.

		

	
		
			Tyler

			This time when he surfaces, it’s just audio—one man, one woman—no video. For the life of him Tyler can’t seem to remember what turns the video on. Never mind, he thinks. He’ll just listen, pretend it’s a radio drama.

			The woman sounds very annoyed. “How many times have I told you to get the damn thing fixed?”

			The man’s voice is familiar: Everett’s. “Why is it such a big deal?”

			“It’s a big deal because people can hear you coming a mile away,” the woman says. Freddi? “Nobody’s supposed to know you’re here.”

			“I always park around back, like you said,” he assures her.

			“I know that, Everett, but every time you make the turn onto Chapel Road, people hear you. Same when you leave. You might as well advertise your comings and goings.”

			“Okay, but so what?” Everett replies stubbornly. “Nobody but us ever comes here.”

			“Actually? Somebody was here yesterday.”

			Tyler imagines Everett’s brow furrowing at this. “Who?”

			“The realtor who sold this place.”

			In his mind’s eye Tyler sees Everett shaking his head. “Uh-uh,” he says. “I was here all day.”

			“Okay, come over here,” she tells him. A moment later Tyler hears the bolt slip and the chapel’s front door grunt open. “See that sign? What does it say?”

			“Under Contract.”

			“Yesterday it said Sale Pending. Which means?”

			Drawing correct inferences isn’t Everett’s specialty. “All I can say is I was here all day, and I didn’t see anybody.”

			The door grunts shut again, and the bolt thunks home. “That’s what worries me, Everett. I need you to be vigilant. There was somebody twenty yards away, and you not only didn’t see her, you didn’t hear her car drive up.”

			“Maybe she walked.”

			“Maybe she flew,” Freddi says. “How many oxys are you taking?”

			Silence.

			“Right,” she says. “You’re supposed to be keeping him drugged, not yourself.”

			“He is drugged. Look at him. If he’s awake five or six hours a day, it’s a lot. He barely eats. Do you want him dead?”

			“I go back and forth on that,” she tells him.

			So do I, Tyler thinks, though now that he’s got a guitar he’s in better spirits.

			A long silence follows. It’s Everett who finally breaks it. “You should hear the song he’s writing.”

			At this Tyler smiles inwardly. Everett likes the song. Tyler does, too. He works on it whenever he surfaces and also, he suspects, when he’s asleep, because when he wakes up, he always has a new idea, even if it’s just a small tweak. That’s how it’s always worked, of course, and he’s glad it still does. His singing days may be over, but maybe writing songs is something he can still do. Maybe if he can complete the song and send it to Beth, she’ll remember how good it was when they worked together and relent. Maybe she’ll forgive him for what happened to Jason, let him help her achieve the solo career she so richly deserves.

			“He’s actually writing a song?” Freddi asks, her voice softer now.

			“What do you think he wanted the guitar for?”

			“I know why he wanted it. I just figured he’d be too messed up.”

			“Well, he isn’t. You should get him to play it for you. Or listen to it on the tape recorder.”

			“Where did that come from?”

			“I borrowed it.”

			A pause now. “You’re not here to be his friend, you know.”

			“I know that. It’s just…”

			Tyler is interested to know how Everett would finish this thought, but it trails off. “I think he’s waking up,” he says instead, and he can feel them both studying him now.

			“Doesn’t look like it to me,” she says.

			“See his eyelids? How they’re fluttering, kind of.”

			Ah, Tyler thinks, remembering now. That’s how you get the video. You open your eyes. Does he want to, though? His eyelids feel like they weigh a ton.

			“All right,” Freddi says, “you go. I’ll stay with him while you get the gasket replaced. It’s probably time he and I had a talk anyhow.”

			“Whatever,” Everett says, clearly grumpy at being found fault with and then dismissed. “You want me to get some food on the way back?”

			“Whatever,” she says, a cruel, talented mimic.

			“I’ll need money.”

			“I gave you money.”

			“Two days ago. It’s gone.”

			“Jesus, Everett.” Tyler hears the snap of a purse, some bills being passed. “My husband costs less than you.”

			When the man clomps away, she calls after him. “What did you do with his phone, by the way?”

			“Stashed it in there,” he says. Damn, Tyler thinks, wishing he could see through his closed eyelids. “Don’t worry. The ringer’s off.”

			The next thing Tyler hears is Everett’s pickup roaring to life out back, then the sound of the vehicle gradually becoming more distant.

			Then, very near, so close he can smell her minty, cigarette breath, her voice. “Tyler,” she whispers. “Wake up.”

			When he feels her lips on his, he opens his eyes, and bingo! There it is. Video.

			“Hi,” Freddi says. “Remember me?”
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			“Tell me this isn’t fucking pitiful,” she says. Tyler has nodded off briefly, and when he surfaces again, she has his phone and is playing recent messages left there by her husband. Tyler, Curt says. I’m sorry to keep calling like this. You must think I’m some kind of lunatic. “He’s got that right,” Freddi snorts. I just…if you have a second, could you give me a call? Or text me, even? “ ‘Or text me, even,’ ” Freddi mimics, mercilessly. I just…want to make sure you made it home okay. “Seventeen fucking times he’s called you.”

			“How did you…” Tyler starts to ask, but then the question floats off.

			“I borrowed your thumb,” she explains.

			Tyler examines his thumb, which doesn’t look borrowed.

			“Your thumbprint?” she says, shaking her head in disbelief. “To unlock your phone? God, you really are a mess, aren’t you.”

			“Can I text him?” Tyler asks, his mind having drifted back to Curt. “Please? Just to let him know I’m okay?”

			Freddi chuckles at this. Is it because the request is ridiculous, Tyler wonders, or because he would know, if he could see himself, that he’s very far from okay? Probably the latter, he decides. Though he hasn’t said so outright, Tyler gathers that Everett is concerned for his well-being. Intellectually, Tyler understands that he should share Everett’s concern, that he probably should be awake for more than a few hours each day, that he should have a better appetite, but in truth he doesn’t feel like he’s missing out on much. His sleep is deep, and when he wakes up, he has his song to work on and Everett for company. He understands that they’re making him an addict, but is that such a bad thing to be? Isn’t the world full of them? What use is sobriety to him?

			“He loves you more than he loves me,” Freddi is saying. “How’s that supposed to make a girl feel?”

			To Tyler, this seems like the kind of question you ask when you don’t really want someone to answer. What do you call that? he wonders. There’s a term for it and it’s right on the tip of his tongue, but damned if he can summon it. He closes his eyes. Drifts off.

			“Hey, wake up,” Freddi says, summoning him back. “I listened to your new song.” This makes him doubly happy. First, that she listened and, second, because just before he surfaced, yeah, it was as if the song was playing. It’s good to know that parts of what he thinks of as his dreams may in fact be linked to reality. “Do you know whose guitar you’ve been playing?” she asks him.

			Tyler shakes his head. Is he supposed to?

			“What if I told you it’s your son’s?” She’s smiling at him now, regarding him with something like wonder. “Do you realize I can actually see your mind working?” When he doesn’t respond to that—his mind is working—she continues, “In case you’ve been wondering, I never told him. Curt. About how you and I were fucking that whole time? Do you think he’d still love you if he knew that? If he knew that Curtis Jr. is maybe Tyler Jr.?”

			Maybe. Tyler makes a mental note to remember this word. He’s pretty sure it was important yesterday, or maybe the day before, though the context of that importance has fled. Rhetorical! he thinks. A rhetorical question! The term is suddenly just there.

			Freddi slaps his cheek gently. “Hey,” she says. “Stay with me. If you fall asleep again, you’re going to hurt my feelings.”

			“I’m sorry,” he says, blinking.

			“Okay, but what for?” she wants to know. “For falling asleep on me just now? For fucking me back then and leaving without saying goodbye? For never wondering if I was okay or if you maybe left me knocked up? For not giving a shit whether I had the baby or got an abortion?”

			“Yes,” Tyler says, because, well, yes.

			This strikes Freddi as hilarious. “Jesus, you’re a hoot,” she says.

			A moment later, she has him by the chin. “You did it again,” she tells him. He nods off with Everett, too, though unlike Freddi, the man doesn’t take it personally.

			“I won’t tell anybody,” he promises. He’d been meaning to assure her of this when he drifted off.

			“Tell anybody what?”

			“About Curtis Jr.”

			“Driving the hearse, you mean? Causing the accident? You’re damn right, you won’t. Why do you think you’re here?”

			When she gets to her feet, crosses the room and sets the phone down on the altar, Tyler is visited by an intuition—they’re keeping his phone in the tabernacle. He’s not sure what good might come of knowing this, but he makes a mental note anyway and locks it away with all the other mental notes he’s been making, though just now he can’t remember a single one. Maybe that’s the good that would come of sobriety. Maybe he should skip a pill or two. Test the theory out. Lately, Everett has grown lax about making sure that the pills have actually gone into Tyler’s mouth and that he’s swallowed them.

			“So,” Freddi says, lightly touching his cheek with her index finger. Unless Tyler is mistaken, she means to ask him a question. Will it be another of those rhetorical ones? Hey, he thinks, proud to have summoned the term when needed this time. Her expression, fierce a moment ago, now looks almost tender, maybe even vulnerable. “Tell me. Was it as good as you remember?”

			Yes, he thinks but doesn’t say. It’s overwhelming shame that prevents him. When she steps into her panties, he closes his eyes.

			When he opens them again, it’s Everett standing where naked Freddi had been a second ago. In Everett’s hands is a large cardboard box. “Ready for lunch?” he says, opening the box so Tyler can see what’s inside. “What’s the matter?” he says. “You don’t like anchovies?”

			Tyler realizes he’s crying.

			Everett sighs. He seems to understand, now that he thinks about it, that Tyler’s tears have nothing to do with the pizza. “Between us?” he says. “I don’t like her much, either.” He hands Tyler an enormous slice of pizza on a paper plate.

			They eat noisily. When Tyler starts to nod off again, Everett says, “Hey!” and catches the paper plate just as it’s about to slide off Tyler’s knee and onto the floor. Tyler thanks him, sleepily.

			“Question,” Everett says, cocking his head at Tyler. “How come your gym shorts are on backwards?”

		

	
		
			Curt

			It’s been a while since he’s come here and he’s not sure why he’s done so now on this gray day. Maybe it’s for the same reason that he seems to do so many things of late: because he can, because, as chief of police, the necessary key is in his pocket. But if he’s honest, it’s more than that. If he were to put the impulse into words, he’d probably say that he’s come here to the abandoned amusement park to say goodbye.

			He’s used the key to let himself inside the tall chain-link fence that encircles the midway, which for years has been off-limits to the general public. What he’s doing, at least ostensibly, is strolling among the familiar rides—the Ferris wheel, Snap the Whip, the merry-go-round, the bumper cars that he and Tyler loved and Freddi hated. How wonderful their last summer together was, how innocent they’d been, how carefree. That innocence and freedom are gone now, along with the crowds and the smell of popcorn and cotton candy. Still, he can’t help remembering, yet again, how Freddi had recently collapsed in his arms, sobbing, We were good kids! For her, it had been a rare moment of unfiltered emotional honesty, an admission of how far they’d fallen. Rare because she’s usually the one who’s more at peace with who and what they’ve become. She sees herself as an adult who, unlike her husband, doesn’t waste a lot of time wishing things were otherwise and desperate for a do-over. He wonders, though, if she senses just how close they are to what he’s come to see as an inevitable reckoning.

			He’d have a better idea of how long they’ve got before their various chickens come home to roost if he knew what the hell she’s up to with Everett, but he doesn’t. For the last week or so Freddi has been disappearing for long stretches of time. She waits for him to leave for work, then goes wherever she’s going. Though she recently derided the idea, who knows? Maybe she and Everett are having an affair. In a way, he’d almost prefer it, since whatever else they might be up to would probably be much worse.

			Anyway, two can play the secrets game. He hasn’t said anything to Freddi about his meeting with Deb at the coffee shop. If she had any idea how close Deb is to piecing everything together, she would be hounding him to fire her forthwith, to somehow get her off the Mountain before she got it into her head to go to the state police with her suspicions, or, even worse, to the press. If Freddi even suspected that possibility, God only knows what sort of remedy she’d propose.

			With each passing day Curt becomes more convinced that there simply is no remedy for any of what ails them. He doesn’t really worry much about Deb sharing her suspicions with anyone, at least not at this point. That’s why she offered her resignation. She doesn’t want to know any more than she already does, certainly not anything that would endanger their relationship, which, for some reason, she values. By offering to resign, she’s warning him of storm clouds on the horizon, urging him to be especially careful. She doesn’t understand—how could she?—that she might actually be doing him a favor if the whole house of cards were to collapse now instead of later. What’s approaching feels inevitable. When it becomes clear that what happened to Tyler’s limo wasn’t a simple accident, that Curt has been involved in a cover-up, the best-case scenario is that he’ll have to resign in disgrace. He’ll need to invent some kind of story about finding Tyler’s phone back in the green room at the high school and chasing the limo down the Mountain to return it, stupidly turning on his emergency lights and causing the distracted limo driver to think there was room to pull over when there wasn’t. If that story doesn’t wash, if a witness comes forward and claims it was Doc’s hearse that caused the accident and Freddi comes under suspicion, he’ll testify that he himself was at the wheel. If he goes to jail, he goes to jail. There are worse things. Right now, here on this ghostly midway, it seems like jail might actually be a relief. What difference if he ends up incarcerated for a crime he didn’t commit? Isn’t jail where he belongs anyway?

			This is his dark state of mind when he finds himself standing in front of the Tilt-A-Whirl, which, it now occurs to him, is where he’s been headed all along. Studying what’s left of the ride, the faded, half-moon carriages on their rusty circular tracks, his gaze turns inward, and those same carriages turn bright red and lurch into noisy motion, the earlier gray sky now cloudless and painfully blue. The particular carriage he’s waiting for is on the far side, its opaque clamshell back to him, as the ride nears its end. Slowly, slowly, the car makes its way toward him, and on its final half revolution, its occupants come into view—eighteen-year-old Freddi and Tyler, kissing. How many times over the last two decades has he relived this moment? How many times has it gutted him, as it does now? The terrible realization that he was betrayed by the two people he loved most in the whole world.

			At the time he had little choice but to pretend it was a punch he could roll with. Tyler had apologized, claiming he had no idea what came over them, promising it wouldn’t happen again, and of course Curt had accepted his apology. What he wasn’t able to shake was his own sense of complicity. He’d had dibs, having fallen in love with Freddi first, but of course she would prefer Tyler. What girl wouldn’t? And how could he expect Tyler to resist her? Though he hadn’t borne witness to it, there was no doubt in Curt’s mind that it was she, not he, who initiated the kiss, she who leaned into him, first resting her head on his shoulder, then lifting her chin, her lips parted, inviting the kiss. After all, she had never apologized. Only Tyler.

			And then, summer came to an end, and Tyler was suddenly gone. Curt thought he knew why. Probably Freddi had told Tyler that she was in love with him, that she intended to dump Curt so they could be together. Tyler would’ve been tempted, of course. But in the end, rather than betray Curt a second time, he’d left the Mountain, no doubt figuring that in his absence, Freddi would fall back in love with Curt, as indeed she had. It’s the one thing that Freddi had never understood about his devotion to Tyler—that in the end their friendship had meant more to Tyler than his love for Freddi and her love for him.

			This is the narrative that Curt holds dear, difficult though it’s been, over time, to maintain. After all, has anybody in human history ever acted as selflessly as Curt wants and needs to believe Tyler did? As he stands before the decrepit old Tilt-A-Whirl, the day dark again, he finds himself falling prey to the same dark suspicions he’s harbored off and on for the last twenty years—that Tyler and Freddi’s romance had not ended here on this ride, that Tyler had departed because he’d gotten all he wanted from Freddi. He’d known there’d be other girls, lots of them. He’d left Stone Mountain because he knew that if he didn’t, he’d never become Tyler Sinclair. He’d brought with him everything he needed for his imagined future and left behind everything he didn’t: Doc and Freddi and, yes, Curt himself.

			Which left Curt where? Well, here on the Mountain, his present and past, as always, in bitter conflict, himself never knowing what to believe—about Freddi, about himself and especially about Tyler. If he were here with Curt on this haunted midway and Curt were to ask him which Tyler was real—the altruistic, faithful Tyler or the driven, self-serving one—what would he say? If he said the former, would Curt believe him? He would want to, because he always wanted to, because Tyler was his oldest friend. The rest of the world had fallen in love with Tyler Sinclair, the rock star. Curt loved the Tyler of his boyhood, the one he’d linked pinkies with under the Falls. This was the Tyler he couldn’t bear to think didn’t exist anymore. But face it, maybe he didn’t. Maybe it’s not the amusement park he’s come to say goodbye to. Maybe it’s Tyler.

			It’s his vibrating phone, the ringer turned off, that pulls Curt out of his reverie. When he takes the device out of its holster, its screen comes to life. Tyler, it says.

		

	
		
			Deb

			She’s passing the old amusement park when she notices the chief’s SUV parked alongside the tall chain-link fence that rings the midway. She pulls in, figuring it must be teenagers again. They like to party inside the pavilion that once housed the bumper cars. No call has gone out over the radio, though, which suggests that the chief must’ve been passing by and caught sight of the little bastards scaling the fence. If that’s all it is, he probably doesn’t need her assistance, but then again, he might.

			Getting out of her cruiser, she makes her way along the fence until she spies the chief over by the Tilt-A-Whirl. She waves and is about to call to him when she realizes she’s caught the man in a private moment. He’s been on her mind since their meeting at the coffee shop. She still doesn’t know quite what to make of his refusal to either confirm or deny her various suspicions, or the fact that he seemed almost to welcome them. And now this. What on earth is the man doing? Having some kind of emotional meltdown? Even from a distance he looks so perfectly wretched that she’s embarrassed to be observing him without his knowledge.

			She’s about to slink away when she sees him come out of his reverie. Pulling his phone out of its holster, she sees his face momentarily light up, then, as he listens, darken with confusion. He’s too far away for her to hear even his side of the conversation, but she can see that it’s deeply upsetting. When it concludes, he just stands there, staring at his phone in bewilderment. “Chief?” she calls to him. “Everything okay?” For some reason he doesn’t seem all that surprised to see her standing there. It’s as if the phone call he just received has fundamentally altered his reality. Suddenly, all bets are off.

			Rather than watch him wend his way among the rides, she returns to the gate to wait for him. When he arrives, he’s on his cell again and he holds up his other hand to indicate that the call is important and not to interrupt. When she nods, he hands her a large key ring, thumb and index finger around the key to the gate, which he apparently wants her to lock. “I’m telling you,” she hears him say, “that I just got off the phone with him. Of course, I’m sure.” At which point either the call gets dropped or whoever he’s talking to abruptly hangs up. “Freddi?” he says, “Freddi? Goddamn it.” He glances at Deb, as if she might be able to confirm that he’s now alone on the line. When she hands him back his key ring, he tosses it onto the passenger seat of his SUV, then just stands there blinking at his phone.

			“Chief?” she says.

			He regards her now, as if fully registering her presence for the first time. “What are you doing here?” he wants to know. “Did he call you, too?”

			“Did who call?” she asks him.

			But he’s already turned his back on her. Climbing into his vehicle, he closes the door on further conversation. When the engine roars to life, she half expects him to accelerate, but instead he pulls away from the chain-link fence slowly. At the main road he pauses. Curious as to where he might be headed, Deb waits for his signal to come on, but for the longest time it doesn’t. She fears that’s because he has no idea which way to turn.
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			She’s halfway home when her mother calls. “Mom,” she says, “what’s up?”

			“Strangest thing,” her mother says. “I just got off the phone with Tyler.”

			“Yeah?” Deb says, unclear as to why that should be strange. To her way of thinking, what’s been strange is Tyler’s silence. He’d offered to assist her in applying for a grant from his foundation as soon as he got back to Nashville, but since returning home he’s gone dark, causing Deb to wonder if he’s changed his mind. Or maybe the foundation has determined that she’s ineligible for some reason, and he’s embarrassed to have to renege on his promise. “How’s he doing?”

			“He sounded weird,” her mother says. “He was talking super slow, like he was having trouble stringing words together. He seemed really confused.”

			“About what?”

			“It was like he had no idea where he was.”

			When she says this, Deb feels a chill. I’m telling you that I just got off the phone with him, she’d overheard the chief say not ten minutes ago. Of course, I’m sure. Was it Tyler he’d been referring to? Did he call you, too? he’d asked her.

			“All right, what did he say exactly?”

			“He just wanted to tell me how much he enjoyed meeting us and to thank us for our hospitality.”

			“That doesn’t sound so weird,” Deb says.

			“It wasn’t so much what he said as how he said it,” her mother explains. “He just…didn’t sound right.”

			Deb pulls over onto the shoulder of the road, puts her cruiser in park. Without knowing exactly why, she senses that she should be headed in the opposite direction, down the Mountain instead of up. “I don’t understand,” she admits, though it feels like the knowledge she’s seeking is frighteningly close. She clamps her eyes shut, willing it into focus. “He didn’t sound right how?”

			“It was kind of like…” her mother begins, “I don’t know…like he was calling to say goodbye?”

			And wham! There it is. A second before, she didn’t understand and now she does. She remembers the other night when she and her mother were sitting out on the screened-in porch, Deb, exhausted after a long day, feeling herself drifting off as the breeze from the lake billowed the curtains, her mother telling her how she’d gone to the chapel to attach the Under Contract rider to the real estate yardarm, how she’d imagined hearing music coming from inside the chapel.

			“Gotta go, Mom,” she says, putting the cruiser in gear and doing a tire-screeching U-turn back onto the road. She can be there in five minutes. Just enough time to make one phone call, though it will likely set in motion everything she’s been trying to avoid. Fuck, she thinks, then screams, pounding on the steering wheel. “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!”

		

	
		
			Everett

			She’s livid. Beside herself. Screaming, “Where the fuck are you?”

			“What do you mean?” he says. “I went out to get some food.”

			“He’s got his fucking phone, Everett. He’s calling people.”

			“No way,” he says, but his mind is working. Now that he thinks about it, Tyler did seem different this morning. Not as groggy as usual when Everett roused him from sleep. Twitchy, kind of. Which, okay, should’ve made him suspicious.

			“He just called my fucking husband.”

			“I’m pulling in now,” he tells her. “I’ll find out what’s going on and call you back.”

			“I swear to God, Everett, if you’ve fucked this up—”

			He hangs up on her.
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			Inside, he finds Tyler sitting on his cot and staring at his phone. Though he’s surely heard Everett pull up outside and enter the chapel through the sacristy door, he’s made no attempt to hide the device he’s not supposed to have. When Everett holds his hand out, Tyler gives it to him without protest. “Sorry,” he says, looking embarrassed.

			“The ringer was off,” Everett says. “How’d you figure out where it was?”

			Tyler shrugs.

			“You haven’t been taking your pills, have you?” Everett has to admit he’s been pretty lax of late, not really making sure Tyler hasn’t palmed the pill or concealed it under his tongue. In truth, his feelings are kind of hurt that Tyler would pull a fast one on him like this, especially after how Everett has taken an interest in the song he’s writing, encouraging him to work on it every day.

			“I skipped a couple,” Tyler admits.

			“Let’s see.”

			Tyler produces the two pills from his T-shirt pocket.

			“You must not be feeling too good right now,” Everett says.

			Tyler admits this is true.

			“You’re in withdrawal,” Everett tells him, amazed, now that he really looks Tyler over, that he didn’t see it sooner. “That’s no joke.”

			“How about I take a pill now?” Tyler says, as if doing so will turn what’s happened into a no-harm-no-foul-type situation. He looks not just exhausted but defeated, ready not just to go back to sleep but maybe to stay there.

			“In a minute,” Everett tells him. “First open this.” He gives Tyler his phone back.

			Tyler presses his thumb to the home button, and the screen lights up. A notice that the device needs to be recharged appears. Ignoring this, Everett goes to Recents, and sees that Tyler has made two calls while Everett was out getting the food. “Who’s this?” he says, showing Tyler the first number.

			“Curt,” he says.

			Which squares with what Freddi just told him. Everett notes the call’s duration, just over a minute. Not much of a conversation. “Did you tell him where you are?”

			Tyler shakes his head. Everett believes him, because if he had told Curt, the other man would probably be here by now. “How about this other call?”

			“Connie.”

			“Who’s she?”

			“The woman I was staying with before you brought me here.”

			“How come you called her?”

			“To thank her for her hospitality.” For some reason, Everett believes this, too. It just sounds like the kind of thing Tyler would do.

			“You tell her where you are?”

			Tyler shakes his head.

			Everett tries to make sense of what he’s being told. He’d like to believe Tyler, but why take the risk of making these calls and not mention to either Curt or this Connie woman where he is? Ask them to come get him. It’s almost like he wants to remain captive.

			Everett is about to give him the pill he so badly needs when his phone rings. Freddi, of course. “I’m talking to him now,” he says by way of hello.

			“And?”

			“He claims he didn’t say anything about where he is. I think we’re good.”

			“It was just the one call to Curt?”

			Everett makes a quick decision. There’s no reason he can think of to mention this Connie person, no reason to get Freddi any more bent out of shape than she already is. Later, after he hangs up, he can delete the call and she’ll never know. “Nope,” he says, “just the one to your husband.”

			“He’s pulling in now. I’ll come by as soon as I get rid of him. Meanwhile, see if you can come up with an explanation for how this could happen.”

			Hanging up, Everett sees that Tyler has begun to twitch. “Here,” he says, handing Tyler a pill along with the Gatorade he’ll need to swallow it.

			Tyler swallows the pill. “Why don’t you give me the other one, too?”

			“Because you’d likely OD.”

			When Tyler nods, their eyes meet. “Why don’t you give me the other one?” he repeats.

			Which confirms Everett’s suspicion. All the poor guy wants is for everything to be over.

		

	
		
			Curt

			He’s still replaying his conversation with Tyler in his head when he arrives back home. There’s no question it was Tyler he spoke to. It was Tyler’s phone the call came in on, and it was definitely his croaking, ruined voice. Otherwise, though, everything about the conversation felt wrong. No Hey, Curt, how’s it going? Just two words, “I’m sorry,” delivered as if from the bottom of a well.

			“Tyler?” Curt said. “You don’t sound—”

			“There’s no excuse,” Tyler said, as if Curt hadn’t spoken. His voice was devoid of emotion, almost robotic. “I know that.”

			“Can you tell me what’s wrong? You sound really depressed.”

			The silence that followed was so long that, if it weren’t for the sound of Tyler’s breathing, Curt would have concluded that his friend had hung up. “I’m calling because…” Another pause now.

			“Yes?”

			“I don’t think we’ll probably be seeing each other again.”

			At this, Curt felt his heart sink. “How come? I thought—”

			“I’m just…really sorry.”

			Curt waits. “I don’t understand. About what?”

			A shorter pause this time, as if Tyler had finally been asked a question he understands and knows how to answer. “Everything,” he said.

			“So…does that mean you’ve decided not to come back here anymore?” Part of him had been prepared for this. Hadn’t Freddi been warning him since Tyler returned to Nashville that they’d seen the last of him? “What about the chapel?” he said. “I thought—”

			There was a loud crash now, followed by a cacophony of random, buzzing musical notes. Had a guitar been dropped or maybe knocked over? Was Tyler calling from a recording studio? Had he already formed a new band? Was that why he no longer had any use for the Mountain or anyone who lived here? Had he picked up right where he left off? But no. If that were the case, he’d be buoyant, not despondent.

			“Tyler?” he said. “Are you—”

			“Please don’t blame Freddi,” Tyler said, his voice pleading now. “It was all my fault. I never should have…” Here again, his thought trailed off. “You didn’t deserve…”

			“Tyler?” Curt said. “You’re scaring me…Are you not well? Should I maybe come to Nashville? Because…”

			But the line had gone dead. Unwilling to let the conversation end this way, Curt pressed Return, but the call went straight to voicemail.
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			He parks right behind Freddi, which is just as well, because he’s no sooner out of the SUV than she comes tripping down the steps toward him, a woman on a mission. “Move that,” she orders him. “Now. I mean it.”

			On the way home, something in Curt has shifted. Or maybe everything has. Tyler’s informing him that they probably wouldn’t be seeing each other again has been reverberating in his head. At the time, he’d concluded that Tyler must mean that he’d decided to remain in Nashville and wouldn’t be visiting the Mountain again. But that didn’t explain the terrible regret in his voice. Everything he said sounded as if he wished things were otherwise, as if the decision wasn’t really even his. Like he was simply making a prediction, and it was the prediction that necessitated the call.

			Which is why Curt now plants himself firmly in front of his wife. Please don’t blame Freddi, Tyler had said, causing Curt to conclude that she must, in fact, be to blame. “Tell me what’s going on,” he says.

			“Nothing.”

			When she tries to go around him, he grabs her roughly by the elbow. “You’re not going anywhere until you level with me.”

			She pulls away from his grasp, her eyes flashing fury. “Get out of my way.”

			“Why did you hang up on me when I told you I’d talked with Tyler?”

			“Curt,” she says. “I don’t have time for this.”

			Again, he grabs her elbow. “Make time.”

			“Fuck you!” she says, spitting the words in his face.

			And then, in a heartbeat, she’s on the ground, blinking up at him. For some reason his right hand is stinging. He stares at it in disbelief.

			Her upper lip bleeding, she crab-walks away from him until her back comes up against the rear bumper of her vehicle.

			And suddenly Curt understands. “He’s here, isn’t he,” Curt says. “On the Mountain.”

			She just sits there, blinking at him.

			“What have you done?” he asks, begging her, really, his head hung in shame. Because yet another line has been crossed. In addition to becoming a crooked cop, he’s become the kind of man who would strike a woman. A woman he’s loved his entire adult life.

			She’s wobbly, but by the time Freddi gets back to her feet, she’s somehow located the very composure that he himself has completely lost. Another woman would have been distraught to learn that she was married to a man who would strike her. If anything, Freddi appears delighted that he’s shown his true colors at last. Nor does she appear frightened in the least by what he’s done. In fact, she gets right in his face. “I’ll tell you one thing I’ve done,” she says, smiling the cruelest smile in her considerable arsenal. “I fucked his brains loose. It was just like old times, in fact.”

			At this, Curt takes a step back, as if she’s just slapped him as hard as he slapped her. “You’re lying,” he says weakly, knowing she isn’t.

			“You didn’t know that’s why he wanted to buy the chapel, did you? That that’s where we used to go to fuck.”

			“Please don’t do this, Freddi,” he begs her, gulping for air. Because he really needs her to stop, and slapping her again is out of the question. “I think Tyler means to take his life,” he says, realizing as he releases these words into the air that he actually believes them. Because isn’t that the best explanation for both what Tyler said and how he said it?

			For some reason Freddi has taken her billfold out of her purse. She opens it to where she keeps her photos, most of which are of Curtis Jr. The pictures are arranged in chronological order—Junior as an infant, as a toddler, a couple others from grade school, as a teenager—ending with a recent one taken earlier this year. “Give me your honest opinion,” she says, flipping through them. “Who does he look more like? You or Tyler? I can’t decide.”

			When her phone rings, she yanks it out of her back pocket. “Take your time,” she tells him, handing Curt the billfold. Turning her back on him, phone to her ear, she says, “What now?” Then, “What do you mean, somebody’s coming? Who?” Apparently, this question gets answered, because she pivots to regard Curt, her face contorted with surprise and horror. “What the fuck have you done?” she wants to know.

			Curt, still trying to solve the riddle she posed a minute earlier, just blinks at her. What has he done?

			Again, she turns her back on him. “Okay, you know what to do, right? Everett? We’ve discussed this. Tell me you know what to do.”

			Curt goes through the photos one last time. Junior, he thinks. As if his wife hasn’t robbed him of enough over the years, she now means to take his son.

			“I know you don’t want to,” Freddi is saying, “but if you don’t, we’re fucked. Surely you can see that?”

			Curt drops the billfold on the ground, takes out his .38 and studies it.

			“Get this right,” Freddi says, “and we might still be okay. I’ll give you enough money to disappear.”

			That settled, she hangs up and turns back to Curt. She doesn’t seem all that surprised to see him pointing a gun at her. She nods at him, licks the blood off her swollen lip. “More like Tyler,” she says. “Right?”

		

	
		
			Deb

			To Deb, driving up Chapel Road, the church looks deserted, and she allows herself to hope she’s wrong about all this, that she’s let her imagination run amok, further proof, were any needed, that her mother has been right all along—she should be a lawyer, not a cop. She parks out front and just sits there for a minute, hoping that if someone is inside, they’ll come out and wave, all nice and friendly. Tyler himself, maybe? Big smile? Hey, Deb, what brings you out this way? No, no, I’m fine. Just keeping a low profile. Trying to get some work done.

			But no. She may be emotionally conflicted, but her brain hasn’t stopped functioning. Getting out of her cruiser, she makes her cautious way around back, where she finds what she suspected she would—Everett Crenzal’s pickup parked where it can’t be seen from the road. Both windows are rolled down and there’s a KFC bucket sitting on the seat. Keeping one eye on the chapel’s rear entrance, she reaches inside. The bucket is still warm to the touch. Obvious question: Why didn’t he bring the food inside? Equally obvious answer: He was in one hell of a hurry. Why didn’t he come back for it? Because whatever was going on inside—the emergency that caused his haste—is ongoing.

			What she should probably do is wait for the state police to arrive. When she called and identified herself, explaining that she believed someone had been kidnapped and was being held against their will here in the chapel, she was told that several officers would be dispatched immediately. From where, though? If they’re coming from somewhere down in the valley, it could be a while. If she barges into the chapel without backup, she runs the risk of making matters worse. On the other hand, if Tyler Sinclair is in there, as she suspects, and is being held captive, he may need help now. How, though? It would be nice to have the element of surprise, but she doesn’t. Anyone inside the chapel will have heard her pull up just now. Can she be seen from in there? Probably not. The church’s windows are all stained glass, but it’s possible Crenzal can see her shadow as she passes by them and can track her movements. It’s also possible that hearing her vehicle approach, he opened the front door just enough to see that his visitor is a police officer. If so, he’s prepared for trouble. He may even have called for backup of his own, which, unlike hers, will be nearby. In which case, better to make her move now?

			Drawing her weapon, she edges, her back to the building, to the chapel’s rear door and turns the knob. No surprise, it’s locked. Which means the front door probably is, too. If so, then she and Crenzal will have arrived at a stalemate, with her unable to enter the building and him unable to leave it. To her surprise, though, when she tries the front door, it grunts open. Is she being invited to enter? If so, better to accept the invitation on her own terms, so she pulls the door shut again, returns to her cruiser and slips on her Kevlar vest. Only then does she go back and push the chapel door open, a cautious inch or two at a time. When there’s room, she pokes her head inside, then quickly pulls it back out again, half expecting to hear gunshots. When none ring out, she slips inside, using her heel to close the door behind her. Crouching there in the chapel’s vestibule, she waits for her eyes to adjust and listens intently for…what? A cough? Footsteps? The click of a trigger being pulled back?

			“Tyler!” she calls out. “Tyler Sinclair! Are you in there?”

			Silence.

			“Is there anyone inside?”

			Nothing.

			Though at first glance the only light in the chapel seems to be seeping in through the stained-glass windows, she’s still able to squint the parameters of the murky interior into some kind of focus. Between where she crouches in the vestibule and the altar are a dozen rows of high-backed pews arranged on either side of a center aisle. The altar itself, she now sees, is illuminated by a narrow shaft of light, seemingly heaven sent, though upon closer inspection she sees that it emanates from somewhere in the steeple. Near the pulpit, barely visible in the shadows, is a wooden bench intended, she presumes, for clergy, and on this bench a dark figure, either asleep or comatose or dead, is slumped.

			“Tyler?” she calls.

			The figure doesn’t stir.

			“Everett? Everett Crenzal? Show yourself!”

			No sound.

			Slowly, she makes her way up the center aisle, all too aware that with each step she becomes a closer, better target. The Kevlar vest offers protection, but only from a shot aimed at her torso. Halfway to the altar, she sees that the figure slumped on the bench is indeed Tyler Sinclair. Next to him, as if to buttress her identification, sits a twelve-string acoustic guitar on a stand. She wonders: Had Crenzal slipped out the back when she came in the front? Was that why he’d left the front door unlocked? If so, good. She listens for the sound of his pickup’s engine turning over, but there’s only silence. Maybe he’s decided to make his escape on foot.

			Going over to the wooden bench where Tyler is sprawled, she holsters her revolver, takes him by the shoulders and tries to shake him awake, but he doesn’t stir. In fact, when she lets go of him, he slumps even farther down on the bench. His breathing is shallow, and even in the dim light she can see how pale he is. When she takes his wrist, she’s barely able to locate a pulse. Intending to call an ambulance, she takes out her phone, but before she can dial 911, a voice says, “You.”

			Everett Crenzal has materialized in the first pew just a few feet away, a gun in his right hand, though he’s not pointing it at her. The only explanation for his appearance that she can think of is that he must’ve been lying flat in the pew when she came up the aisle. A better cop, she chides herself, would’ve checked more carefully. The chief would be ashamed of her. She calculates her chances of drawing her holstered weapon before Crenzal can aim and fire his and decides she has a better chance of trying to engage the man in conversation. The way he said the word you suggests that he remembers her from the day she and her mother moved out of the apartment he was moving into.

			“Right,” she says, “me.” As if their mutual recognition might be a basis for friendship, not hostilities. How’s that new apartment working out for you, dude?

			He motions with his gun for her to step away from Tyler. “Just let him go,” he says.

			“Mr. Crenzal, please,” she says. “We need to call an ambulance.”

			He shakes his head at this. “It’s what he wants,” he informs her sadly. “He took the pills on his own.”

			“He’s still breathing,” she says. “We can still save him.”

			Now he points the gun at her. “Hand me your phone,” he tells her.

			Is it her imagination, or does she hear a siren somewhere in the distance? Wishful thinking, apparently, since Crenzal doesn’t seem to hear it.

			“Don’t make me shoot you,” he says, and it’s his pleading tone that convinces her that he will do just that. “Do like I say, girl. Give it here.”

			“No,” she says, bracing herself for what she knows comes next.

			But wait…there is a siren, and now Crenzal hears it, too. Keeping his gun trained on her, he turns his head in the direction of the sound, rotating his body ever so slightly in the pew. Only later will Deb piece together what happens next, that Crenzal’s pivot causes the kneeler, which has been in its upright position, to bang down onto the floor, hard. In the empty chapel, it rings out like a gunshot. Startled, Crenzal spins and fires. The bullet hits Deb right in the middle of her Kevlar vest, knocking her backwards into Tyler Sinclair so hard that the wooden bench he’s slumped on topples over. Crenzal fires twice more, two corresponding holes appearing in the bench. Deb has somehow managed not to drop her phone and in her other hand she now holds her revolver. Time stops dead then, and the explosions, still echoing loudly throughout the chapel, go silent while she thinks things through. A phone and a gun. Both seem absolutely necessary in the moment. But which is more necessary? Only after she decides do time and sound return with a vengeance. The next shot comes not from Crenzal’s gun but Deb’s, and the bullet strikes him in the chest, lifting him clean off his feet and depositing him in a different pew two rows back. That’s when Deb—only now aware of the searing pain radiating outward from where the bullet impacted her vest—loses consciousness.

			Not, however, before she thinks: Law school. Definitely.

		

	
		
			Curt

			He did think about it, or at least his trigger finger did, when Freddi said, More like Tyler. Right? It was like she actually wanted him to. Either that or she knew him better than he knew himself and therefore knew he wouldn’t. But the moment passed, and it occurred to him that there was also a third possibility—that Curt is a coward. Because if he did pull the trigger? If he became the kind of man who would shoot his wife in the head at point-blank range? Then wouldn’t he be duty bound to kill himself as well? That would leave their son an orphan, which isn’t going to happen. Because Junior is his son by every measure that counts, even if Freddi wants the boy to believe otherwise. Even if the young man himself wants to believe otherwise.

			Curt’s refusal to go down that road could also be construed as defiance, he supposed, or maybe just pigheadedness. Yes, the reckoning he’d so long feared was at last upon them, relentless and inexorable, and yes, his wife had finally completed the job of unmanning him that she’d undertaken, with Doc’s help, so long ago. But was he obligated to loathe her as deeply as she loathed him? For that matter, was he required to utterly despise himself? Because it came to him then that what he despised wasn’t himself so much as his life, a useful distinction, because it meant that instead of shooting Freddi, a woman he couldn’t stop loving, or himself, a man he was profoundly ashamed of, he could turn the gun on their house and systematically shoot out one window after another until the wraparound deck was covered with glass. Which was what he did.

			Only then did he turn to Freddi and say, “Go.” The stunned look on her face was strangely satisfying, suggesting as it did that, after all these years, he’d finally done something that surprised her.

		

	
		
			Curt

			He doesn’t know either of the uniformed state police guys who come to see him later that same afternoon. By then he’s been able to piece together most of what happened at the chapel by listening to the chatter on his scanner. He knows, for instance, that it was Deb who suspected Tyler was being held captive there and went to investigate. He’s also heard that Tyler OD’d on some sort of opioid and had to be revived by the ambulance crew Deb radioed for. He knows too that Everett Crenzal was shot and killed at the scene. And finally, not that it matters, he’s learned that pending an investigation he has been relieved of his duties.

			“What happened here?” the older of the two staties wants to know, as if he suspects the deck Curt’s sitting on, littered as it is with glass shards, might somehow be related to the events they’ve come to question him about. Answering that question in full would require the rest of the afternoon, so he just says, “I had what you might call an existential moment.”

			“Okay, allow me to rephrase the question,” the statie suggests. “What the fuck happened here?”

			Since Curt knows where this interview is ultimately headed, he decides to interpret the word here as meaning the Mountain, rather than this particular house, this particular deck, this particular day. “Tyler Sinclair did a benefit concert at the high school last month,” he informs them. “There was some trouble.”

			“A fucking riot is what we heard,” the younger statie says. “What’s that got to do with this?”

			So, Curt thinks, decision time. For the last several hours he’s been trying to decide which of the various lies he might tell would pose the fewest risks to his wife and son. “We kept Tyler and his friends at the high school until it was safe for them to leave,” he explains. “After they headed down the Mountain, I found Tyler’s cell phone in the green room and figured I ought to return it.”

			“You don’t say.” Like his partner, the younger cop is apparently given to sarcasm.

			Curt isn’t surprised what he’s telling them doesn’t strike either man as particularly plausible. “He’s an old friend,” he tells them. “I wanted to do something nice for him.”

			“Yeah?” More sarcasm.

			Tyler ignores it. “Anyway, when I caught up to the limo, I put on my emergency lights so they’d pull over. The driver must’ve gotten spooked. The limo went through the guardrail and into the ravine.”

			The older cop is nodding. “And when you saw how bad you’d fucked up, you decided to cover up what you’d done.”

			The younger cop shakes his head, clearly exasperated. “Okay, but none of that explains why you’ve been holding this ‘old friend’—someone you wanted to ‘do something nice for’—captive at the chapel.”

			“I haven’t been,” Curt says, relieved to be able to say something that’s actually true. “My understanding is he purchased the place. That he planned to live there. What makes you think he was being held captive?”

			The staties share a look. “We don’t think it. We know it. And so do you.”

			Prepared for this, Curt hands them his phone, tells them the four-digit code that unlocks it. “What you’re going to find on that is at least a dozen calls to Tyler Sinclair over the last couple weeks, all of which went direct to voicemail. When you listen to the messages I left, they’ll tell the same story I’m telling you now—that I thought he was back home in Nashville.”

			At this, the younger cop squirms. “You could’ve left those messages hoping to create that impression.”

			Curt shrugs. “Have a listen and see if you think that’s what they sound like. If that’s what a jury will think they sound like.”

			The two cops share another look. Clearly, Curt’s confidence about the conclusion they’ll reach has landed as he hoped. They may not exactly believe him, but they don’t entirely disbelieve him either, which may be the best he can hope for.

			The older statie apparently decides it’s time to shift gears. “Your wife is also a person of interest,” he says. “Any idea where she is?”

			“Nope.”

			“She’s your wife.”

			“Yep.”

			“But you have no idea as to—”

			“Put it this way. She’s part of the existential moment I referred to earlier.”

			The older cop nods slowly. “You’re saying the two of you split up?”

			“Something like that.”

			“How come?”

			Curt looks directly at the older statie. “You married?”

			The man nods.

			“How long?”

			“Twenty years, give or take?”

			“Can your wife bear the sight of you?”

			The man allows himself a thin smile. Point taken. “Your officer at the scene?”

			“Deb Washington.”

			“Right, her. She called us for backup. How come she didn’t call you?”

			“You’d have to ask her.”

			They both smile at this. Clearly, they’ve already asked her and they’re not about to share her response. “She found a man named Everett Crenzal there. Friend of yours?”

			“Not particularly.”

			“Or your wife’s?”

			“Again, you’d have to ask her.”

			“Did you know he was wanted for questioning regarding the January sixth insurrection at the Capitol?”

			“No shit,” Curt says, not bothering to pretend interest.

			The staties share another look. Clearly, to their way of thinking, asking him further questions is a waste of time. When they get to their feet, their shoes crunching on the broken glass, Curt remains seated. “We’re going to need you to remain here on the Mountain,” the older cop says.

			“Where would I go?”

			“Away,” the younger one says. “Away is where we don’t want you to go.”

			The older cop sighs at this, rolling his eyes at his partner’s mockery. When they arrived, they were a team. They’re leaving at odds, which pleases Curt, who again regards the older cop, pointedly ignoring the younger one.

			“This is where I live,” he says, with a sweeping gesture that includes his house, the land it sits on and the rest of the Mountain. The other man seems to understand, which would be good if his understanding ended there. Unfortunately, Curt can see that it doesn’t. He’s studying the house now, the ruin Curt has made of it. Cops, he’s clearly thinking, don’t own properties like this, not if they’re on the up and up.

			“You’ve had things pretty much your own way up here, haven’t you,” the man says. Curt understands what he’s getting at—that he’s been the law on this Mountain for more than a decade, which is true enough. The opposite, however, is even truer. Though it’s only recently that he’s been able to admit it, even to himself, Doc and Freddi have really been running the show. Curt himself has been little more than a figurehead. “What you need to understand,” the older cop continues, “is that those days are over.”

			Though Curt knows this is true, he still bristles. “If you say so.”

			“Oh, we do say so,” says the younger cop, also bristling.

			His partner holds his hands up, a gesture that says, Quit. “You want my advice?”

			“Not really,” Curt admits.

			“Well, here it is anyway. As soon as they arrive, you’ll be interviewed again by two detectives. If not this evening, then tomorrow morning. These guys you don’t fuck with. They’ll mean business, and they won’t see you as a colleague, a fellow law enforcement officer.”

			“Like you do?” Curt smiles.

			The man ignores this. “They won’t cut you an inch of slack. If I were you, I’d try to rise above my existential moment and hire the best lawyer I could afford, and I’d have that lawyer with me for the interview.”

			Curt can’t help chuckling. “You got any idea how many times I’ve read criminals their rights?”

			The statie ignores this, too. “I’d also call my bank and figure out how I’m going to post bond, because, trust me. If you lie to them like you’ve been lying to us, you’re going to be arrested.”

			Curt just shrugs. They have no idea that’s the outcome he’s hoping for.

			Before leaving, the two men take one last look at the deck. The sun is lower now, its slanting rays causing the shards of glass to glitter magically. The older statie shakes his head. “I’d also see if I could find where my wife keeps the broom.”

		

	
		
			Deb

			Her breastbone, where the bullet struck her Kevlar vest, now sports a purple bruise the size of a softball, so she gets out of her cruiser slowly, trying not to wince. She waves at the chief, who’s seated up on the deck. “Okay if I join you?” she calls up.

			He offers her a wan smile. “Sure.”

			When she’s managed to haul herself up the steps by means of the handrail, he gestures toward the chair opposite his. In the center of the bistro table sits a large plastic container of ibuprofen and a bottle of Jack Daniel’s with about one finger’s worth of liquid in the bottom, which explains why he looks hungover. She pulls the chair out and gingerly lowers herself into it. “Chief,” she says, unsure how to begin.

			“Not anymore,” he points out. “That’s you now, or anyway that’s what I’m hearing.”

			“Temporarily,” she concedes. “Until a search can be conducted.”

			He chuckles. “They’re not planning to promote from within?”

			She cringes at this. “They consider the whole department…” She pauses here, not wanting to say the word corrupt. “Compromised,” she settles on, though this isn’t much of an improvement.

			“Except you,” he points out.

			She squirms in her chair, unable to get comfortable. Is he trying to make her feel guilty about not being tarnished along with her fellow officers? If so, she can’t really blame him. “Sorry,” she says. “I mean…about how things turned out.”

			At this, his expression visibly softens, as if he’s decided how he feels, other than being hungover. “You shouldn’t be,” he tells her. “That was fine work you did yesterday. You risked your life to save someone else’s.”

			“And took another man’s,” Deb says, because Crenzal’s death is weighing on her. She doubts he would’ve shot her if the kneeler hadn’t fallen like it did, startling him. He no doubt thought he was returning fire. All night long she’s dreamed about how her bullet lifted him off his feet and deposited him in a completely different pew. Not only has she killed another human being, she’s done it in a place of worship. For which she’s being treated like some kind of hero.

			“How did that happen?” The chief asks, indicating the bandage on her ear.

			“The vest saved my life,” she tells him, “but I still went ass over teakettle.”

			“Good thing you were wearing it, though.”

			“I was well trained,” she says, anxious to compliment him, this man whose trust she betrayed, she feels, by doing her job. One of the things she hopes to find out this morning is how he feels about that betrayal. More than anything, he appears gutted, completely emptied out. That isn’t entirely surprising, of course. For the last month, maybe longer, he’s looked like a man who knew this day was coming, just not exactly when. “You don’t look all that great yourself?” she ventures.

			He smiles, holds up the bottle and swishes the remaining liquid around.

			“You drank all that yourself?”

			“I’d have shared it, if there’d been anybody to share it with.” She squirms again. Does he mean by this that she should have come sooner? Or is he referring to his wife, who’s gone missing?

			“There are some things we should talk about?” she says, regretting the upspeak that always comes so naturally when she’s talking to him.

			His nod contains little enthusiasm. “Like?”

			“Like Freddi?” She’s pretty sure that this is the first time she’s ever spoken the woman’s name.

			“I told the staties. I have no idea where she is. Between us, that happens to be true.”

			“Also, between us?” she says, hearing the apology in her voice. “Her phone was found in a trash can not far from the chapel. She hasn’t used her credit card since leaving the Mountain.”

			He nods, unsurprised. “You’ve seen the last of her,” he says, then shares another pained smile. “As I have, I suspect.”

			“I’m really sorry, Chief.”

			“Don’t be,” he tells her. They lapse into an uncomfortable silence now. Finally, he says, “Okay if I ask a question? Is it just you and me talking here?”

			“I’m not wearing a wire, if that’s what you mean, but we do need to proceed carefully. You shouldn’t tell me anything I might be required to testify to in court later. In fact, it’s probably better for you to ask me questions. I’ll answer them as best I can.”

			He nods, understanding the advantages of this arrangement. “I assume the staties have grilled you?”

			She nods.

			“What did you tell them?”

			“As little as possible,” she says. “They wanted to know if I thought your wife was involved in keeping Tyler captive at the chapel.”

			“And you said?”

			“That I didn’t know. They also asked if she was a known associate of Crenzal’s. They already seemed to know she was, so I confirmed it.”

			The chief nods his approval.

			“And they wanted to know if I thought the story you told them about causing the accident was true.”

			“I figured that would come up.”

			“I told them it was true that you and Tyler were best friends back in the day. If you found his phone, you would’ve wanted to return it. That part sounded like you. But then they wanted to know if I thought you’d be dumb enough to turn on your emergency lights on that winding stretch of two-lane. I said we all do dumb things at times, but I had to admit that part didn’t sound like you.”

			His eyes have not left hers this entire time. She’s the one who looks away now, guiltily. Because telling them he was as thick as a brick would’ve done him more good. Staties did not, in general, hold local cops in high esteem. She could’ve just confirmed their prejudice, but for some reason she couldn’t make herself say what they expected her to, even to help him.

			“They also asked me if I had any other theories about what happened the night of the accident. Like, if I thought you might be lying to protect somebody. They wanted to know if I thought you were honest. Whether I’d heard rumors about how things were done here on the Mountain. Why did I call them for backup instead of you? I told them I’d only been on the job for a year or so and wasn’t from around here. That I was still learning how things worked. I said I was probably a DEI hire.”

			Despite his hangover, the chief shakes his head vigorously at this. “You were not a DEI hire, Deb.”

			She’s grateful for this but ignores it. “I admitted I’d heard some rumors but said I didn’t want to believe them. I told them I thought you’d always been straight with me.”

			He closes his eyes now, as if in pain. “Deb,” he says. “You see the problem, right?”

			She sees a lot of problems, actually. She’s not sure which one he’s referring to.

			“This is how it begins,” he tells her. “You make a small concession here, another there. You tell yourself it’s no big deal. That it’s out of loyalty or affection or for some greater good. But every time you rationalize your behavior makes the next time easier. Until one day you wake up and realize that doing what’s clearly the right thing is no longer an option.”

			“Chief—”

			He holds up his hand. “What happened to Crenzal?” he says. “The man had been inching in that direction for years. Which is another way of saying he had it coming.” He pauses here, probably to let this sink in. She senses that whatever comes next will be tougher for her to accept. “And rest assured,” he continues, “whatever happens to me? I’ve got that coming, too.”

			“Chief—?”

			“Here,” he says, offering her a handkerchief to blot her leaking eyes, just as he did at the coffee shop.

			“I’m not sure I can be that tough,” she confesses. “That judgmental. Maybe someday I’ll be able to…with Crenzal. But not with people who have been good to me. Like you’ve been.”

			“You’ve been good to me, too,” he says. “Another woman might’ve seen her own interest right from the start. She would’ve thrown me to the wolves at her first opportunity.”

			“But in the end, isn’t that what I did?” she asks. “I didn’t call you for backup. I called the state police. They understand what that means.”

			“You did the right thing.”

			“You don’t blame me?”

			“Deb,” he says. “I’m grateful to you.”

			She shakes her head. “You say that now. But what if you’re charged with involuntary manslaughter? What if you tell that story about causing the accident in court and they prove you lied? What happens when they locate your wife and she tells a different story? Then you’re open to a charge of perjury. Either way, you could go to jail.”

			“Here’s what you’re missing,” he tells her. “I’ll be in jail, true, but I’ll also be free.” He shakes his head, as if at something he himself doesn’t quite fathom. “I couldn’t do my life any longer, Deb. Do you understand that?”

			When they both hear the sound of a vehicle approaching up the long driveway, Deb quickly grabs her radio and speaks into it. “You said you’d wait.”

			The radio crackles. “It’s not us.”

			And it isn’t. Mountain Glass is stenciled on the door of the van when it comes into view.

			“Turns out the place needs all new windows,” the chief tells her, embarrassed.

			“Right,” Deb says, grinning at him now. The staties had told her about his “existential moment.” She’d arrived expecting the deck to still be littered with broken glass, only to find it all swept up, a broom leaning against the railing.

			“So,” he says, clearly confused. “What’s going on?”

			She shrugs. “They’re such assholes. They wanted to come up here and cuff you. Make a big show. I told them that wouldn’t be necessary.”

			“I appreciate that,” he says, getting to his feet. “Shall we?”

			She reluctantly rises as well. She’s not anxious to conclude this conversation with a man she feels so deeply about. When will they have another? Ever? “My father left my mother and me when I was little,” she tells him. “She thinks that I’ve been trying to replace him my whole life. She says you’re just the latest attempt.”

			“And here I went and disappointed you,” he says.

			“Please don’t think that?” she tells him. “For what it’s worth?” That fucking upspeak again. “I still think you’re a good man.”

			And now it’s his eyes that are full.

		

	
		
			Epilogue
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			(nine months later)

		

	
		
			Tyler

			When he pulls in, there’s only one other vehicle in the campground lot, a battered old Jeep that he assumes must belong to Curt, because the picnic area doesn’t open to the public until the weekend. From where he sits, Tyler is pleased to see that the dam has been built as promised, that after so many years the stream has once again expanded into a swimming area. The campground itself looks like it did when he and Curt were boys, its old stone fireplaces fitted with new cooking grates. Someone’s even attached a rope to a tree branch on the far bank, a detail that sends a shiver up his spine. For a minute Tyler just sits, taking it all in, wave after wave of powerful, contradictory emotions crashing over him.

			When he’s finally able to rein in his feelings, he gets out of his rental and slowly, carefully, makes his way over the uneven ground to where Curt is seated on the bench of the picnic table closest to the Falls. He, too, looks emotionally besieged, his gaze more inward than outward. Though Tyler is shuffling noisily through last year’s dry leaves, the other man doesn’t register his approach until he’s just a few feet away. Then, taking Tyler in, he says, “Jesus.”

			“You mean this?” Tyler says, indicating his cane.

			Curt slides down the bench to make room. “What happened?”

			“I tripped and fell a couple weeks ago,” Tyler explains. “Brittle bones are a little-known side effect of opioid addiction.” Gingerly easing himself onto the bench, he leans his cane against the table. Should he offer to shake hands? he wonders. Link pinkies? The truth is, he has no idea where he and Curt stand at the moment. After spending the autumn, winter and early spring in Nashville, he’s only recently arrived back on the Mountain.

			“What are the others?” Curt wants to know.

			Side effects, he must mean. “Let me think,” Tyler says, pausing for dramatic effect. “Oh, right, brain fog.”

			This elicits a thin smile.

			“Also,” he continues, “depression, high blood pressure, PTSD, fatigue and, my own personal favorite: constipation.”

			Despite his attempt to keep things light, even playful, Curt’s smile vanishes. “I’m really sorry, Tyler.”

			“Why should you be sorry?”

			“Well, it’s my wife who did this to you.”

			“Freddi did contribute,” Tyler admits, “but I went down that road willingly enough.”

			Clearly, this does little to absolve Curt’s sense of responsibility. “But you’re clean now?” he says, obviously in search of an upside.

			Tyler nods. “I still have cravings, but there isn’t much opportunity to backslide at the moment. Beth has made clear that her forgiving me is contingent. If I screw up, she’s gone.”

			Curt frowns. “Forgive you for what?”

			“Well,” he says, “someone she thought the world of died in that limo.”

			“Okay, but how is the accident your fault?”

			“Because…I could’ve prevented it.”

			Curt looks genuinely lost. “I don’t see how.”

			Mostly, Tyler doesn’t want to go into it. How Curtis Jr. had given the limo driver a slip of paper with his number on it, asking Tyler to call him before leaving the Mountain. How Beth had tried her best to get him to do so and how he’d stubbornly refused. How Jason might still be alive if he hadn’t been such an asshole. “You’ll just have to trust me,” he says. “I was pretty messed up.”

			“Okay, but who wouldn’t have been after the concert?”

			“Yeah, but I was messed up before the concert.”

			“Messed up how?”

			Tyler picks up his cane and twirls it, as if what follows will be a PowerPoint presentation and it will be useful to direct Curt’s attention. “This probably won’t make a whole lot of sense to you, but I’ll try to explain.” He pauses here, searching for the right words. “What most people don’t understand about artists is how selfish they are. Your work always comes first. Your spouse? Your kids? Your friends? They all have to make do with what’s left over, and sometimes that’s not much. You justify your self-interest by telling yourself that unlike most people, who have jobs or careers, you have a calling, like the priesthood. You tell yourself that you aren’t in it for money or fame. Most days you can convince yourself that’s true.” He shrugs. “Sometimes it is.”

			“But not always?”

			“No. Not always. Like I said, I was messed up. I didn’t want to come back to Stone Mountain, mostly because I was ashamed of who I was here.”

			“You mean you and Freddi?”

			“That,” Tyler admits. “But also about how I left.”

			“Not saying goodbye?”

			Tyler shakes his head. “It wasn’t even that so much as why I did it. That’s what I was getting at earlier. I left Stone Mountain because I knew that if I stayed, I’d never have the life I wanted. Freddi? Doc? You? The Mountain itself? Would all hold me back.”

			Curt is nodding. “For what it’s worth,” he says, “you probably weren’t wrong.”

			“That’s good of you to say,” Tyler tells him, setting his cane back down on the edge of the picnic table, “but it doesn’t make what I did any less selfish.”

			“So, how come Beth decided to forgive you?”

			Tyler can’t help chuckling. “Getting a good look at me, probably.” He can still see the look on her face when she took him in, the dawning understanding that his wreck was not just physical. But he suspects there’s more to her decision than that. Though she’s never said it in so many words, Tyler suspects that she also, at least to a degree, feels complicit. She’d known how messed up he was in the run-up to the tour, and she was pretty sure it had something to do with the Mountain. Unless Tyler is mistaken, she and Jason had both concluded that going home might be therapeutic. Actually, Tyler hopes he’s wrong about this—that she doesn’t blame herself. He’d rather she blame him for what happened to Jason.

			“Did I hear that you’re making a new record in the chapel?” Curt wants to know.

			“Not me. Beth. She’s the one with the career now.” They’d spent the last nine months writing an album’s worth of new songs. At her insistence, they’re adhering to the old Tyler Sinclair and Beth Delaney byline, even though most of the songs are more Beth than Tyler. The only one he feels proprietary about is the one he wrote, with Everett’s encouragement, in the chapel, its melody, given the dark place it emerged from, quietly haunting.

			“That can’t be easy for you?” Curt ventures. “Stepping aside?”

			Tyler smiles ruefully. Apparently, what he said earlier about artists being selfish has landed. “It’s been mostly okay,” Tyler assures him. And anyway, it is what it is. If character is indeed destiny, he has no one but himself to blame for the loss of his voice. “I’m glad she’s finally getting her opportunity. And working gives me purpose. Not that long ago I was ready to pack it in.”

			Except for the sound of the water going over the dam, it’s quiet. Curt surveys the scene before them. “I gather we have you to thank for all this?”

			Tyler sees no point in denying it. He’s done his best to stay in the background, but it was inevitable that word of who was behind the project would get out.

			“How’d you manage it?” Curt wants to know. “I can’t imagine those people from the association downstream went along willingly?”

			“No, but it turns out they were open to negotiation.”

			“We get to build our dam this year, they get theirs next?”

			Tyler nods. That’s the deal in a nutshell.

			“Okay if I ask you something?” Curt says.

			“Sure.”

			“What’s it like to have money?”

			Tyler can’t help smiling at this. “I think it depends on whether you’re born with it,” he says. “If you are, you probably feel entitled to it. It’s different if you grow up poor.”

			“How so?”

			Tyler shrugs. “It kind of feels like you’re on the clock. Like any day now somebody’s going to notice that there’s been a mistake, after which you’ll go back to being poor.”

			“Even if you’re really loaded?” Like Tyler is, Curt seems to mean.

			“Especially if.”

			Curt doesn’t dispute this, but his expression suggests that he doesn’t quite accept it, either. When they lapse into silence again, Tyler has the distinct feeling that there’s something on his friend’s mind, a subject he’s reluctant to broach. “I stopped by your new place yesterday,” he ventures, “but you weren’t there.”

			Curt starts to reply, maybe explain where he was, but thinks better of it.

			“It’s sweet,” Tyler continues. “You happy there?”

			Curt shrugs. “Call it content,” he says. “The old house was nothing but bad memories.”

			Tyler knows some of the backstory here. He’s stayed in touch with Connie, Deb Washington’s mom, who brokered the sale of both properties. Curt’s modest cottage is a dead ringer for her own and just a couple blocks away. What was it she’d called the neighborhood? Harlem, Stone Mountain Division?

			“It’s also more than I need, now that I’m alone.”

			Which makes Tyler wonder if Curt blames him for his solitude, for the absence of his wife and son.

			“Look,” he says, squirming on the bench now. “I appreciate everything you’ve done. I mean that. And not just having Connie find me a new place.”

			Tyler nods. There’s a but coming, though. He can feel it.

			“I also owe you for helping Deb,” Curt continues.

			“Have you heard from her?”

			“A couple times. She seems happier now that she’s not wearing a badge. According to her mother, she’s kicking ass in law school.” He pauses here, looks down. “If she’d died in the chapel…” He lets his voice trail off.

			“She didn’t, though,” Tyler points out. “She saved my life. Maybe you deserve a little credit?”

			Curt waves this off. Awash as he is in self-blame, he doesn’t seem to think he deserves much credit for anything. “And of course I owe you for getting me sprung.”

			“The case against you was weak. The DA knew it,” Tyler says. “How come you didn’t lawyer up yourself?”

			“Because, Tyler,” he says, irritation creeping into his voice now, as they inch closer to the subject he’s so reluctant to introduce, the but that will likely render his gratitude irrelevant. “They weren’t wrong to indict me. They knew I was lying about the accident. They also knew I’d been looking the other way for years while Freddi and Doc ran drugs up the Mountain. They understood what I couldn’t bring myself to admit—that I’d personally profited from their criminal activity. They put me where I belonged.”

			Are they somehow back on the subject of money now? Is Curt suggesting that when you have the kind of money Tyler does, you can purchase not just things but outcomes? “You’re saying I should’ve let you stay in jail?”

			Curt sighs wearily. “I know how unappreciative I must sound. We used to be friends. You were just trying to help.”

			Tyler notes the used to be. “Curt,” he says. “What are you trying to say?”

			Curt looks out across the water to the opposite bank. “Okay, here’s what I’m struggling with. I can forgive you for everything you did before you left the Mountain. I have forgiven you. You were young.”

			Tyler would like to accept this characterization, but he’s not so sure. Yes, in a sense he and Freddi had been young, but in another sense they’d segued into adulthood, or at least that’s what it had felt like at the time. What Tyler recalls most vividly about that last summer on the Mountain was the unexpected thrill of doing something so clearly, so unambiguously wrong. For lack of a better word, he and Freddi were sinning. What Curt still can’t quite fathom is the magnitude of their betrayal, but to them it had felt more like an inevitable rite of passage. They had simply crossed over into a new understanding of adult life. This was how the world worked. People who hadn’t crossed over yet—the Curts of the world—would eventually, but until then they were, well, kids.

			“But here’s the thing,” Curt is saying. “You weren’t young last summer.” He pauses here, apparently to let this sink in. “You want to know what Freddi’s parting gift to me was?”

			No, he doesn’t.

			“She described, in detail, the sex you and she had in the chapel.” Curt has turned to study him now, challenging Tyler to meet his eye. “Just like old times was how she described it.”

			He has offered this as a statement, but Tyler understands it’s really a question—Is this true?—and the question is neither sneering nor sarcastic. His old friend would like nothing better than for Tyler to deny the allegation. Or, failing that, to convince him that his wife, motivated by bitterness—the need to wound him—had somehow made Tyler do what they did. If Tyler told him she’d held a gun to his head, Curt would probably believe him.

			But alas, Tyler is tired of lying, of half-truths. “No,” he says. “Apparently, we did what she told you we did.”

			At this, Curt does snort. “Apparently?”

			Tyler massages his temples. “You know I was drugged, right?”

			“Yes, I know you were drugged, Tyler. But what are you telling me? That you don’t remember having sex with my wife?”

			“No. What I’m telling you is I don’t know for a certainty what I would have done if I hadn’t been drugged.” Because, God help him, his hazy, dreamlike memory of Freddi riding him until they both climaxed did feel like old times. And why not? Weren’t they fucking in the exact same place? Weren’t they once again sinning? “Here’s what I think, Curt. I think…she wanted me to understand what I’d been missing all these years. She wanted me to admit that none of the other girls who came after her had measured up. Including Beth. Especially Beth.”

			“And did you? Tell her that?”

			“I don’t think I had to.”

			Clearly, Curt was not expecting this. He shakes his head in wonder. “God,” he says. “You’re still in love with her.”

			Is he? Tyler knows he should deny this, but instead he says, “Have you heard from her?”

			Curt shakes his head. “Not a word,” he says. “And I don’t expect to.”

			“I’m sorry—” Tyler begins, but Curt quickly interrupts.

			“There’s something else.”

			“Okay?” Tyler says.

			“Yesterday? When you stopped by my place and I wasn’t there? I was in Albany. I went there to pick up my son.”

			“Curt, that’s—”

			But Curt’s expression has changed, darkened. He holds up a hand in warning. “I need you to be quiet, Tyler. Really quiet. Can you do that?”

			A lunatic thought crosses Tyler’s mind now—that inside Curt’s windbreaker he has a gun, maybe the revolver he’d carried as chief of police. He quickly banishes the thought, mostly because it’s crazy but also because it’s further evidence that some part of him still believes that the Mountain wants him dead. Stranger still is this: The fleeting possibility that he might die makes clear to him that he no longer wants to.

			“According to my son, his mother is not doing well,” Curt says.

			Tyler registers the slight emphasis that Curt puts on the word my. Also, that he doesn’t refer to the young man as Curtis Jr., or just Junior, as he has in the past. Also, he’s refusing to say Freddi’s name. She’s become his son’s mother.

			“Spiraling,” Curt says, “is the word he used.”

			Having been instructed to remain silent, Tyler says nothing. Not that he would have known what to say anyhow.

			“Apparently, there’s a new man in her life,” Curt continues. “My son—”

			Same emphasis on my, Tyler notices.

			“—doesn’t like him. Doesn’t like how they’re living, how they’re drunk and high all the time. He thinks the guy will split when the money runs out. Anyhow, when he told his mother he wanted to come home, she gave him bus fare and told him to go. Said, ‘Tell your father you’re his problem now.’ ”

			There are two ways to interpret this, of course. First, as evidence that Freddi has indeed become untethered, that she no longer cares about the son that, until now, she’s been protecting so fiercely. The other is that, while she may indeed be spiraling, she loves her son as much as ever and wants what’s best for him. Right now, he’s better off with Curt. That’s what Tyler would like to believe.

			“What I need to know, Tyler, is whether you understand what I’m telling you.”

			At first Tyler doesn’t, but then suddenly he does. “You’re telling me that Junior is your son.”

			“And?”

			“And that he’s not my son.”

			“I need you to say it, Tyler.”

			“I’m not his father,” Tyler says.

			“Again,” Curt says, pleading now. “Say it again. He’s all I have, Tyler. Do you understand?”

			“You are his father, Curt,” Tyler tells him. “Of course you are.”

			At which the other man begins to quake and sob. When Tyler takes him in his arms, holds him tight, Curt does not resist.

			They do not link pinkies. Nor do they pledge to be best friends forever. That gesture and those words belong to a world that hadn’t yet shattered. It will have to be enough that they’re friends right now. As they sit listening to the water spill over the dam, it occurs to Tyler that what Curt told him behind these very Falls when they were boys might still be true—that even in a shattered world, it’s possible for tomorrow to be better than today. And even if it isn’t? Neither man is, or will be, alone.
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