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ABSTRACT 

 
 

 Anonymity is a novel divided into three parts—“Halloween,” “Anonymity,” and 

“Revenge”—of four chapters each, a total of twelve chapters, each approximately thirty 

pages long.  The four chapters of “Halloween” take place on the afternoon and evening of 

Halloween of 2005, almost two years after the disappearance of an eleven-year-old child, 

Grace Mays, in Auburn, Alabama.  Warren and Margaret Mays, two years after the 

disappearance of their daughter, have decided to separate.  Warren, who teaches 

American history at Auburn University, has moved out of the house and spends much of 

his time compulsively walking the streets of Auburn, haunted by his missing daughter.  

He’s begun, through a misunderstanding with a colleague, a recovering alcoholic named 

Red Hall, to attend AA meetings.  In “Anonymity,” Warren learns, through the web of 

relationships in AA, the identity of the man responsible for the death of his daughter.  In 

“Revenge,” Warren struggles with his discovery and eventually confronts the man who 

killed his daughter and the police detective whose job it has been, for the last two years, 

to find her.



 
 

I am bound by a duty 

to the dead far greater than what I owe 

the living; among the dead I must abide for ever. 

    

—Antigone 
 

 

 

 

Haste me to know’t, that I with wings as swift 

As meditation, or the thoughts of love, 

May sweep to my revenge. 

  

—Hamlet 
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PART I 

 

HALLOWEEN 
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One 

 

 Less than two years after their eleven-year-old daughter, Grace, went missing on 

Wednesday, the twelfth of November, 2003, Margaret and Warren Mays decided to 

separate.  It was an easy decision, amicably reached, without much emotion of any kind.  

Neither of them could have explained, exactly, how their marriage had come apart except 

to say that they had become, to use what they assumed must be the correct term, 

estranged.   

Amicably and estranged were the sorts of words they used, during the onerous 

evening phone conversations they had increasingly begun to have, in this new era of their 

lives, with their family and friends, who had, apparently, decided to monitor their 

emotional states.  Warren and Margaret privately hoped that these reasonable-sounding 

words would pass for an explanation.  No lawyers were involved, and they had not yet 

thought of inviting any further official persons into their lives.  They had already had 

enough of trying to get others to show them how to go about doing unpleasant things.  Of 

course the separation was, almost entirely, the result of the disappearance of their small 

daughter, and this is what was assumed without question not simply by their friends and 

family but by the Mayses themselves.  Surely it was common for couples that have lost a 

child to separate, but how or why this might be the case, neither Warren nor Margaret 

could explain.   

 Because it was not so simple to recreate the story, to connect the dots between 

that afternoon in November when Margaret had last seen Grace, in jeans and sneakers 

and a dark green sweatshirt with a hood, wheeling out of the driveway on her small 

bicycle—it was pink, with pink and purple plastic streamers sprouting from the ends of 

the handlebars—Warren and Margaret had spent one Christmas Eve together assembling 

the thing, with training wheels, in the living room, and now it sat, stained with graphite 

from a police fingerprinting kit, in a corner of the storage shed behind a folded ping-pong 

table and some cans of paint, recovered from the front yard of the Sewells, their 

neighbors three houses down the street whose daughter, Natalie, had been one of Grace’s 

special friends—and the night in early August almost two years later when, sitting 
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together on the back porch in the twilight, Warren informed Margaret that he had found a 

house for rent a few streets away and that he thought he might take it before the fall 

semester began at Auburn University, where Warren taught American history.  This 

announcement she had received without comment, saying nothing more than okay. 

 To tell the truth, there were no dots to connect these events.  A lack of dots was, 

in a way, the problem.  There was the feeling between them, though they had never 

spoken about it, both of them perhaps assuming that there was nothing to be done in any 

case, that their life had lost its punctuating moments entirely, that one event no longer led 

in any discernable way to the next, that there were no longer, in fact, any events at all.  

Everything about their day-to-day lives had lost its feeling of being made up of discrete 

moments, which might have attained the status of events, and had become a uniform 

substance, like mud, through which they wrestled their hours, leaving them feeling 

smothered and exhausted and clueless. 

 They understood, of course, that they were depressed, and they had both been 

willing to accept medications—selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors, mood stabilizers 

of the sort that were advertised on television during the nightly news—from the 

psychiatrist, an impassive Hindu named Dr. Harmman, to whom they had been referred 

by Dr. Gardner, the family doctor they had acquired when Grace was born.  But in a 

surprisingly brief time, the depression itself had lost the strident pitch of anguish, and 

neither of them particularly cared to be relieved of the drizzle of feelings that remained.  

They felt as though they were somehow required to continue to hope for the return of 

their daughter, but the hope itself had become an irksome obligation brought on by those 

late-evening phone calls, a preoccupation that seemed to have more to do with 

maintaining a reasonable set of relations with their neighbors than with anything that ever 

happened within the gloomy enclosure of their home, so that they had each, privately, 

allowed what small hope they had left to diminish to a hard node of pain deep within 

themselves that was occasionally touched by an encounter with a tiny rolled-up sock or 

the plastic fragment of a broken toy discovered in the dust behind a piece of furniture 

moved away from a wall or by the sound of children playing in the street that interrupted 

the reverie of a weekday afternoon or by a postcard check-up reminder from the 

orthodontist pulled from the mailbox on a day that had otherwise been passed blindly, 
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without much prior thought or confusion.  Now it seemed somehow wrong to be happy 

again, and in this way they had become accustomed to depression.  The new, solemn 

earnestness of demeanor which had come most naturally to them, like a protective shroud 

each had acquired, had, in effect, become a sort of happiness in itself, the happiness of 

resignation, of purposelessness, and in separating from each other, Warren and Margaret 

were simply eliminating from their lives the last major obstacle that prevented them from 

devoting themselves completely to this new emptiness. 

 Warren’s move had been more an abandonment of his old life than a move toward 

a new one.  In the old house on Carroll Street, Warren still had clothes in the upstairs 

closet, books on the shelves in his study and papers and lecture notes in the desk drawers, 

shoes behind the side door and coats on the rack in the laundry room off the kitchen.  

Everything else in the home, despite the fact that he had helped choose all the 

furnishings, the dishes and rugs and curtains and the art on the walls and everything else, 

he now regarded as belonging to Margaret.  Even his own things, all those books and 

papers, the record albums he had collected since he was a boy, the boxes of old 

photographs and tintypes and daguerreotypes that had once been the focus of his research 

and the extra copies of the one book he had written, A Place of Honor: Photography and 

Nationalism in Nineteenth Century America, published by a university press, for which 

he’d received tenure, in 1997—he wanted none of it.  In fact, the house showed few signs 

that anyone had left, and he continued to visit most days.  Margaret didn’t seem to mind, 

and if she did, the new demeanors they were so devotedly cultivating prevented her from 

making anything like a fuss.   

Warren had become restless, unable to sit still for more than a few minutes at a 

stretch.  He would stop by on his daily tour of the neighborhood and walk in the back 

door, into the kitchen, and pour a cup of coffee.  Usually, they wouldn’t say very much to 

each other, not even Good morning.  They were in the process, as both of them realized, 

of learning to be alone—and neither of them wanted to make the process any more 

difficult than it had to be.  With his cup of coffee, Warren would sit at the table staring 

out of the windows into the back yard or turn the pages of the Opelika-Auburn News.  He 

hadn’t bothered to get a subscription for his new place.  And within a few minutes, with 

no more word of farewell than greeting, he would get up and rinse the cup in the sink, 
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deposit it into the strainer and step out into the backyard as if he were going out to mow 

the lawn, then disappear around the side of the house, back into the neighborhood streets. 

He was searching, of course; this was understood.  If there was any continuity in 

what had happened to them since the night when it became clear that Grace had 

disappeared, it was that the searching had begun that night and had continued, the mental 

cordon around the area of the search growing ever wider until all of Auburn, all of Lee 

County, all of Alabama and then the continental U.S. and, finally, every possible place in 

the world had been circumscribed by it, until the search had crowded out everything else, 

and there was no longer any place left to live a regular life.  And the frantic, panicked 

urgency to locate their daughter which they had felt that night had not entirely left them, 

either, but had simply been overlaid by exhaustion and the demands of more normal, day-

to-day behaviors.   

There was now only this endless, impulsive gaze that picked out and immediately 

discarded the faces of children in crowds, at the mall or the grocery store, faces of 

children as indistinct to Warren as the beads on a string of pearls, the gaze always passing 

quickly from one to the next, passing along, glancing into the backseats of cars in the 

next lane on the highway, searching the backgrounds of photos in the newspaper or shots 

of television newscasters on location, searching.  Warren would rise early in the empty 

rental house he now occupied on Dumas Drive and take a shower and make a pot of 

coffee and find himself unable to finish even the second cup before he had to move, 

before he had to get dressed and go out for a look around the neighborhood, as if he were 

on patrol.   

 On those mornings when he had to teach—he had been granted an extended leave 

after Grace had disappeared but had returned to work the following April—he had begun 

to walk to school, though Haley Center, which housed the College of Liberal Arts, was 

almost two miles from Carroll Street and, now, a bit farther from Dumas Drive.  

Sometimes, in the dark hours of the morning, he would come awake in bed and have to 

get up and dress and go out to walk.  Trying to return to sleep was useless and agonizing, 

and as he walked the empty streets, he felt furtive, felt himself in an almost unlawful 

relationship to the community, as if his private compulsions had driven him, finally, to 

the cover of night.   
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Warren felt that he shared, now, some sort of horrible kinship with the wraith that 

haunted his thoughts, the man he sometimes vaguely imagined, the one who might have 

stolen his daughter on that November afternoon nearly two years ago.  Such a man would 

certainly have spent many sleepless nights struggling with his disgusting, nameless 

yearnings, alone and wandering otherwise peaceful neighborhood streets, from streetlight 

to streetlight, one shadow among the others, the crazed outlines of bare branches shifting 

in the pools of light on the asphalt, while all around, children slept in their beds beyond 

their darkened windows.  Warren, too, was aware of all those children, secured, to an 

extent, behind their bedroom walls.  There was the famous case of the young girl in Utah, 

Elizabeth Smart, who had disappeared one night in the summer of 2002 from her own 

bed, who had spent nine months with a homeless couple only a few miles from her 

parents’ home.  It had of course occurred to Warren that perhaps Grace was being held 

somewhere nearby, even behind the suburban façade of one of these homes, in a 

basement or a small windowless room, for some ugly purpose he could not stop probing 

in his mind. 

Now, when Warren spoke to his colleagues in the halls of Haley Center, when he 

happened to encounter in the aisles of Home Depot or Wal-Mart the familiar face of 

someone he had once regarded as a friend, when he passed neighborly men out walking 

their dogs or their children as he wandered the bucolic streets of Auburn, he could not 

prevent himself from looking into their eyes as though he might find revealed there some 

vision of his daughter—the white image of a figure, overexposed like a photograph too 

frequently copied, become so indistinct that it might no longer be his daughter—a vision 

that bloomed in Warren’s mind more as chaotic sensation than image, an emblem of all 

that he now felt he would never be able to discover.  And Warren knew that even as this 

vision appeared to him behind the eyes of these formerly familiar faces, some version of 

the same image was occurring to them, behind his own.  Not all of their sympathetic 

smiles and gestures, he thought, could be true; there was no explanation to be made, no 

true opening of the heart, no claim of conviction authentic enough to restore Warren to 

the world these others equably shared. 

The truth was that Warren had no better idea what had happened to his daughter 

now than two years ago.  And the vain torture of his own imagination had done nothing 
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but keep him awake countless nights.  Perhaps there had been a van driven by a wretched 

villain the likes of which could never even have shown the hair of his face in such a 

peaceful American neighborhood as this without having immediately rung the alarm of 

dread in the bosom of any mother or father who chanced to look out into the street and 

see him, but the police had questioned everyone in all the nearby homes and no one had 

claimed to have seen such a van or anything else like it unusual.  It mattered little, for if 

Grace had simply vanished in the middle of the day, without anyone having seen a single 

suspicious thing, then anything might have become of her.  That no one had seen 

anything extraordinary didn’t mean that nothing extraordinary had happened; it certainly 

had.  It meant only that nobody had been paying any attention, least of all Warren 

himself, whose thoughtless self-assurance that his own, quiet neighborhood was a safe 

place in which his daughter might wander freely on a sunny November afternoon would 

end up costing him, he now knew, a lifetime of desperate, haunted vigilance. 

* * * 

One Thursday night in late August, Warren was walking down Sanford Avenue at 

about eight o’clock and came across several men standing around in the parking lot in 

front of the old Zippy Mart.  Red Hall, Warren’s colleague from the history department, 

who had written a book called Jeffersonian Lives, which Warren had never read, and who 

had once taught graduate and undergraduate courses on the Revolutionary era and 

political history, was one of the men.  Several years earlier, Red Hall had created a 

scandal by sleeping with a nineteen-year-old student.  The girl’s father had discovered 

them in a motel, and no one involved had had the discretion that might have prevented 

the incident from becoming a spectacle.  There was no question that Professor Hall was 

guilty of an infraction of university policy, but the girl hadn’t been enrolled in any of 

Red’s classes when the issue became public.  Also, Red was a full professor, had been 

tenured in the department for years, and so, after some sort of censure, some 

consequences the details of which Warren had never interested himself to learn, Red had 

stayed on in the history department, teaching now only the sophomore survey courses in 

Western Civilization; perhaps it had been hoped he would quit the department, but he had 

not.  Red Hall had spotted Warren on the sidewalk and stepped up and slapped him on the 

back.  “This is it right here, Warren.  You’re in the right place,” he said. 
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“What?” Warren asked. 

 “You weren’t looking for an AA meeting, were you?” asked Red, sensing an error 

of judgment.  Red was a fool, a grinning idiot, Warren thought, though not unlikable, but 

now Warren saw the possibility of real embarrassment on Red’s face. 

 “Actually, I’ve never been before,” Warren said, as noncommittally as possible, 

as though he’d been thinking over the possibility of attending an AA meeting all the way 

down the street.  

 “Well, you’re in the right place now.”  Red brightened and took Warren by the 

arm.  Warren allowed Red to steer him into the old Zippy Mart, which had been annexed 

by the Lutheran Church next door, and to pour him a Styrofoam cup of black coffee from 

the percolator.   

And this is how Warren had accidentally begun to attend AA meetings.  He had 

not told Margaret about it, as the story seemed to Warren as if it might show him to be a 

bit more feckless than he thought he really was.  Professor Hall had seemed thrilled with 

the prospect of succoring a hard-luck case such as Warren Mays.  Only later had it 

occurred to Warren to wonder if he had looked like the sort of man who belonged in an 

AA meeting. 

 The Lutherans had turned the place into a Sunday school meeting room and, 

apparently, a Boy Scout hall.  On the painted cinderblock walls of the former Zippy Mart, 

posters of construction-paper cut-out apostles with felt beards and glitter halos hung 

alongside banners with the Boy Scout oath and motto and other banners featuring the 

Twelve Steps and the Twelve Traditions of Alcoholics Anonymous.  A battered upright 

piano was pushed against the back wall.  The whole front of the building, formerly the 

convenience store, was floor-to-ceiling plate glass windows.  Warren felt as if he were in 

a fish tank, sitting in a folding chair under the fluorescent lights with these other men, in 

front of all those windows; together they were on display for the cars going by on 

Sanford Avenue, half a dozen middle-aged and elderly rummies in various stages of 

apparent recovery, nicely framed for passersby—as Warren would discover the following 

week with some chagrin—beneath the banner with the Boy Scout motto: Be Prepared.  

There were seven men, including Warren, at the Auburn Group that Thursday 

night in August.  Looking at them, Warren felt that he could see the disease that they 
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shared, etched into their striated features, in the wounded brightness of their eyes.  They 

sat in the corner of the large room in a circle formed by two tattered couches and half a 

dozen folding chairs.  Before the meeting began, the men all introduced themselves to 

Warren and he shook hands with each of them, though Warren felt sure that everyone 

knew exactly who he was.  The meeting started at eight o’clock and began with several 

readings that seemed to be part of the standard operating procedure.  Each man 

announced himself before he began his assigned reading—“My name is Red, and I’m an 

alcoholic”—and was greeted by the others—“Hi, Red!”—exactly as Warren had seen in 

movies and on television, causing him to experience a moment of déjà vu.  He was sitting 

in a folding chair with Red Hall to his left and a stout, grey-headed man named Dave, 

who seemed to be in charge, seated to his right.  After the initial routine of readings, 

when Dave opened the meeting by asking if anyone had a topic relating to alcoholism to 

discuss, the group sat silent for what was to Warren an uncomfortably long time.  He 

wondered if they were waiting for him to say something, but he kept quiet, staring at the 

coffee in his Styrofoam cup and beginning to wish he had not allowed himself to be 

dragged into what was becoming an increasingly ridiculous situation.  Finally, after what 

had only been about a minute, Dave spoke again. 

 “Since we have a newcomer tonight,” he said, with a nod in Warren’s direction, 

“I think we ought to talk about the first step.”  Warren looked up at the banner on the wall 

and read step one: We admitted we were powerless over alcohol—that our lives had 

become unmanageable.  He wondered what would happen next, if they were about to 

start interrogating him, asking questions that it might be awkward or embarrassing to 

answer, trying to solicit such an admission.  He wondered if he should just get up now 

and say that there’d been a mistake. 

“Nobody ever shows up in an AA meeting by accident,” Dave began.  “Nobody 

ever just wakes up in the morning and says to himself out of the clear blue, ‘You know, I 

think I’ll go to an AA meeting today.  Instead of going out to the movies, I think I’ll just 

go see what’s happening in AA.  That ought to be good for a few laughs.’”  The other 

men chuckled obligingly, despite the fact that, to Warren, Dave’s speech sounded 

rehearsed.  “The bottom line,” Dave continued, “is that people usually don’t end up in an 

AA meeting unless they drink too much.”   
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Warren was reflecting on the fact that he had, it seemed, shown up at an AA 

meeting purely by accident.  But Dave continued to talk for another ten minutes or more, 

about his own misadventures, the circuitous course by which he had arrived in AA 

himself, and about the difference between a hard drinker and a real alcoholic, and when 

he had finished talking, he nodded to the man on his right, a fat, bald-headed fellow who 

announced himself as Otto and began immediately to talk about himself.  

Apparently they would be going around the circle, speaking in turn, and Warren 

glanced down at his watch.  The opening formalities had taken more than ten minutes, 

and Dave had spoken for almost ten more.  It was already nearly half past eight.  If each 

of the men left in the circle spoke for as long as Dave and Otto had, then the hour would 

be over long before it was Warren’s turn, at last, to share.  Warren relaxed and listened as 

the men spoke, as they told almost preposterously horrible stories about themselves and 

their god-awful exploits of the old days and about how they had first come to Alcoholics 

Anonymous and in what condition, really laying it on thick, perhaps for Warren’s special 

benefit.  He had to admit that it was entertaining, and much easier to concentrate on than 

televisionthese stories had no background to inspect, and they had been sharpened by 

the moral clarity of confession.  For the first time in nearly two years, Warren felt as 

though he had been allowed to think about something that had nothing to do with himself 

or his own, private tragedy.  There was something very comforting about the slow, 

almost taciturn talk of these men, his own age and older, and none of them, Warren was 

relieved to notice, seemed to want to address themselves directly to him.   

When it was Red Hall’s turn to share, Warren looked again at his watch and saw 

that there were only five minutes left in the hour.  He hoped Red would talk for the whole 

five minutes, but after announcing himself, Red sat silent.  “I’ve lost a lot,” Red finally 

said.  “I can say without a doubt that the worst has already happened in my life.  I hit 

bottom years ago.  I know I’m not supposed to say a thing like this in an AA meeting, but 

nothing that happens to me from now on, even if I started drinking again, could be worse 

than that.” 

Though as Red spoke he never mentioned it, Warren recalled that, back in the fall 

of 1991, Red Hall’s son, William—Billy—Hall, had died.  How had Warren forgotten 

this?  Warren had been new to the history department when it had happened.  It had been 
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fourteen years ago, during Warren’s first quarter at Auburn.  He had known about Red’s 

son, but it wasn’t something he had ever thought of in connection with himself; he had 

never before considered that the loss of a child was something that he and Professor Hall 

now shared.   

The boy had been a freshman at Loyola University in Chicago and had fallen 

from a balcony and the fall had killed him.  Now Warren recalled that, when he had 

returned to the history department after Grace’s disappearance, Professor Hall had 

stopped him in the hallway and said something to the effect that he had an idea of what 

Warren was going through, but Warren had heard a lot of awkward condolences of one 

sort or another from his colleagues during that time—though no one used the word loss—

and Red’s comment had been one of many.  Warren had been too preoccupied to think 

much about anyone beside himself.  Now he wondered, as he recalled wondering 

fourteen years earlier, if the boy’s death had been an accident or a suicide.  Warren had 

received an announcement of Billy Hall’s death, a small yellow square of photocopied 

paper, in his mail slot in the main office of the history department.  Warren and Margaret 

had planned to attend the funeral, but they had missed it for some reason.  Margaret had 

been pregnant with Grace then, and perhaps there had been a doctor’s appointment 

scheduled for the same day.  

“I know,” Red was saying, “that with the help of God and the fellowship of AA, I 

can survive anything.  I can stay sober through anything.  It says in the Big Book, No 

matter how far down the scale we have gone, we will see how our experience can benefit 

others, and that our feeling of uselessness and self-pity will disappear.”  Warren 

recognized this from one of the passages that had been read aloud at the beginning of the 

meeting, a page of text that had been called The Promises.   

“I used to think that my life was meaningless, that it was just … just a series of 

evil things that happened, totally random.  I used to think, there’s no reason for any of 

this, no purpose.  But I’ve learned in AA that even my worst experiences can be 

redeemed, that they can be made useful, and valuable, in working with another alcoholic.  

That’s how redemption works.  Suffering is a gift.”  Red was now looking directly at 

Warren.  “I can tell you, from my own experience, that God never gives us more than we 

can handle.”  The sight of Red’s moist eyes made Warren suddenly furious.  
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Red appeared to be finished talking, though no one had thanked him for sharing, 

as they’d done after each of the others had spoken.  Now it appeared to be Warren’s turn 

to speak, and when Warren looked around he saw that the others were looking at him 

expectantly.  Suffering was a gift?   

“Fuck you!” Warren shouted.  He stood up and threw his empty Styrofoam cup at 

Red.  It bounced off the top of Red’s scalp with a hollow pop and spun to the floor, 

droplets of tepid coffee cascading onto Red’s shoulders and the ratty carpet around his 

chair.  Red flinched, startled by the unexpected tap on his head, but didn’t move.   

“Fuck you!” Warren shouted again.   

The men in the circle sat tense but motionless, some looking at Warren, perhaps 

prepared to spring into action, others staring into their cups, heads bowed as if in prayer.  

Maybe this kind of thing happened all the time at these meetings.  Warren wanted to 

reach down and grab the meager fistful of Red Hall’s hair, yank him out of his folding 

chair and knock the false teeth out of his head, pound his face to a bloody mess.  But 

when he reached for him, when he looked at the slumped old man before him, whose 

eighteen-year-old son had jumped off a building—gray hairs sprouting from his shiny 

scalp and ears, his long, pale face flushed and damp—Warren didn’t know how to grab 

him.  He sat back down in the folding chair. 

“Okay,” he said.  “I’m sorry.  I’m okay.”  Warren looked around the circle; they 

were still sitting there, wearing the same expectant looks on their faces, waiting for him 

to speak!  “I’m Warren,” he said.  He would not demean himself by lying to these men, 

but though he supposed they would wait for him to add that he was an alcoholic before 

greeting him, they all responded almost immediately, “Hi, Warren.” 

 “I’m sure you all know that my daughter disappeared,” he said.  “Over twenty 

months ago.”  Saying this out loud seemed an enormous effort.  “I’ve been taking pills,” 

he said, and then it occurred to him that they would think he was talking about illicit drug 

use, that he was explaining to them why he had come to their meeting, though that wasn’t 

how he’d meant it to sound.  He’d meant to indicate to them that he was taking measures 

to cope.  He didn’t care.  “They were prescribed,” he added lamely, realizing belatedly 

that every detail he added to this subject was further proof to these men of what they 

suspected—better to simply change the subject.  Warren looked at his watch.  It was past 
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nine now, but nobody had made a move to speak or bring the meeting to an end.  It 

appeared that they were prepared to give him this moment, in which they expected some 

kind of catharsis.  He could sense their eagerness for it. 

Warren felt dirty, bruised and transparent, like a greasy brown paper grocery sack 

full of trash about to tear open and spill all over the linoleum floor before him.  He felt as 

though he’d made some sort of lewd revelation to these strangers.  After a brief silence, 

the others, deciding that he was, after all, finished talking, said, “Thanks, Warren,” and 

“Keep coming back.” 

“It’s time to close the meeting,” Dave said.  “Please remember that anonymity is 

the spiritual foundation of all our traditions, ever reminding us to place principles before 

personalities.  Who you see here and what you heard here, let it stay here when you leave 

here.” 

“Hear, hear,” the men said. 

* * * 

After the meeting, Warren wanted to escape.  Outside, the men took turns 

solemnly shaking his hand and telling him how glad they were that he’d come.  They 

seemed really to mean it; Warren supposed they enjoyed the drama.  Red came up and 

took Warren’s hand for a shake and then didn’t let go.  He looked earnestly into Warren’s 

face.  “I’m glad you came tonight,” he said.   

Warren wished Red would let go of his hand.  “Uh-huh,” he said.  The front of 

Red’s blue oxford shirt was stained with drops of coffee.  “I’m sorry.” 

“Don’t worry about it.  I’ve seen a lot worse,” Red said.  “Hell, I’ve been there 

myself.” 

Warren pulled his hand away from Red and stepped back.  “Look, we don’t have 

to talk about this at school,” Warren said.  He almost never encountered Red except at 

faculty meetings and couldn’t remember the last time they’d had a collegial chat about 

anything, but Warren suspected that Red might be the sort to waylay a fellow recovering 

alcoholic in the hallways of Haley Center to share tedious and unpleasant confidences. 

“No, of course,” Red said, patting Warren on the shoulder.  “It’s an anonymous 

program.  I won’t tell anybody I saw you here and you won’t tell anybody you saw me.  

That’s the way it works.” 
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“Right.” 

“Just keep coming back,” Red said.  “If you need a ride, just call me.  Call me 

anyway, even if you don’t.”   

Warren didn’t like the idea that Red might call Margaret at home and tell her that 

he wanted to take Warren to an AA meeting.  He could picture Margaret jotting down 

Red’s name and number in the notebook she kept by the phone in the kitchen, writing 

next to it, AA meetings?  “I moved out of the house a couple of weeks ago,” he said. 

“I know how that goes.”   

“No.  I mean, I’ve got a new phone number.”  Warren pulled his new cell phone 

out of his pocket.  “It’s not listed.” 

“Oh.  Right,” Red said, and he pulled a pen from his shirt pocket and they 

exchanged phone numbers.  

As Warren had feared, Red called the following Monday, and Warren, after 

staring at the number that appeared on his cell phone and wondering who it might be, 

realized that it was Red and didn’t answer.  The second time the phone rang, fifteen 

minutes later, Warren, feeling guilty, answered the call, and then he found himself 

agreeing to meet Red at the meeting that night.   

Over the course of the next few weeks, Warren became a regular part of the 

Auburn Group.  They didn’t press him to reveal anything about himself and seemed 

content just to have him sitting there among them.  But the longer he stayed, the more he 

felt the weight of betrayal.  He was not, after all, an alcoholic, as these kind men were, 

and he couldn’t guess how they would respond to his eventual confession of the 

misunderstanding.  He felt as if he had accidentally involved himself in some sort of 

confidence trick, however harmless his presence in the meetings might be.  These men 

had, after all, divulged shocking secrets to him.  How would he tell them that he was not 

one of them?  It was probable that they would think he was in what they called denial and 

would redouble their efforts to proselytize him.   

Warren had probably drunken himself into a state of actual inebriation fewer than 

a dozen times in his life before he had found himself in his first AA meeting, but now he 

discovered that, ironically, after hearing these men talking about drinking for an hour 

each Monday and Thursday evening, he liked to go home and have a few drinks.  He’d 
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bought a liter bottle of Jack Daniels, the first of several, and had begun to drink before 

bed until he fell into an easy sleep.  Why he had never done this before he couldn’t guess, 

but now it seemed part of a larger, reasonable pattern for a man in his particular situation.  

Drinking helped him sleep better than he had in months, and he had in fact gotten himself 

mildly drunk several times in the last few weeks.  But he knew that he was not an 

alcoholic, not like Red Hall, not like the others in the AA meetings clearly were.   

After hearing them share with each other their outrageous histories and exploits, it 

was clear to Warren that these men had serious, unfathomable problems.  But, for the 

most part, they seemed to be doing well in AA, living, sometimes for the first time in 

over forty years, without drinking every day.  Some of them, the so-called “old-timers” 

who had been sober for many years, were leading remarkably productive lives.  And 

Warren felt that he was doing better himself.  The medications he had been on, the 

medications prescribed by Dr. Harmman, were not to be taken in conjunction with 

alcohol, so he had stopped taking them.  He wondered now if Margaret were still taking 

her own pills, and if he should tell her that he had stopped. 

* * *  

On Halloween, Warren walked over to Carroll Street in the early afternoon.  A 

pack of small children, eight of them, were coming down the block wearing their 

backpacks and carrying plastic orange jack-o-lantern buckets that rattled with candy.  The 

bus from the elementary school had just let them off at the corner.  Warren recognized 

them all, and even knew the parents of a couple of them, but he didn’t know, or recall, 

any of their names.  These children were too young to have been Grace’s friends, though 

certainly she had known most of them from that era of childhood, which Grace had been 

on the cusp of leaving, when all the small children of a neighborhood will play together 

regardless of their ages, and even the toddlers are included in games, impartially.  These 

elementary school children looked dirty and sweaty, and they had been shouting happily 

at each other about something when Warren had appeared at the curb in front of them.  

Now they quieted themselves and looked down at the asphalt as they passed, a formal 

procession.  Warren had no idea how he had become the sort of figure to quell the 

exuberance of children, but he had.  Perhaps, Warren thought, he had become a monster 

in the sort of neighborhood mythology that children create.  Perhaps they told gruesome 
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stories about him to one another featuring his missing child, which would certainly have 

piqued their grim interest in him.  As the children made their way down Carroll Street, 

Warren went into the house. 

He filled a glass with water from the kitchen tap and found Margaret on her knees 

in the back yard, planting a row of sword ferns in one of the flowerbeds she’d laid out 

near the porch.  From the back yard, they could hear, beyond the woods, the muffled 

shouts of kids and their parents from the Little League diamond behind the junior high 

school, the slap of balls in gloves and the occasional ping of a bat, the rattle of a wild 

pitch or a fouled ball against the chain-link backstop.  Margaret stuck her trowel into the 

ground and pulled off her gloves, left them on the grass, and joined him, sitting down on 

the back porch swing.  Warren stood at the railing of the porch for a few moments before 

taking his usual place in the rocking chair.   

Grace would have entered seventh grade this year, and Warren might have hacked 

a trail through the woods at the bottom of the large back yard, down to the runoff gully 

that snaked through the back of the lots on the west side of Carroll Street, and made a 

little bridge for her, so that she could walk the short distance to the school.  He and his 

neighbors, most of them strangers whose names he’d never learned, had scoured this 

ragged patch of woods between Carroll Street and the junior high school on the morning 

after the disappearance, looking for signs of Grace.  Now Warren looked down across the 

lawn and through the red and yellow leaves on the trees at the bottom of the yard and 

could see nothing beyond but glimpses of the bright green of the outfield on the other 

side of the woods and, above that, spaces of white sky between the branches.  In a few 

weeks, the dead grass of the ball field would be visible through a gray cage of tree trunks, 

and the brown brick school would seem to hang suspended in the air above them, caught 

in the net of their branches. 

“Listen, Warren,” Margaret said.  “We need to talk about our arrangement.” 

 “Arrangement?” 

 “I think, from now on, you should call if you’re going to come by.” 

 “Call?  You mean, give you a call?  Before I come to the house?”   

 Margaret got up from the swing and stepped back down off the porch into the 

yard, retrieved her gloves and hoisted a fern from its plastic container and set about 
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dividing it into several smaller bundles of fern.  She had made a selection of varieties: 

Giant Swords, Leathers, Royals, Downy Maidens.  On her hands and knees, she bent over 

the troweled earth of the flowerbed nearest the porch and planted a fern into the ground, 

swept black dirt back into the hole around the roots and packed it down.   

Warren looked at her backside, presented to him as she knelt in the grass.  She 

was wearing a green, knee length skirt that gave her a lean-waisted look, the neat line of 

the tucked hem of one of Warren’s old white oxford shirts visible beneath the fabric, the 

sleeves rolled up against her tanned forearms, her dark hair loosely bundled at the back of 

her head.  She seemed to Warren not to have changed much over seventeen years of 

marriage.  Margaret’s birthday would come in the spring, and she’d only be forty-six.  

She still had a good body, and of course, men would be interested in it, interested in a 

quiet woman with a body that was still good, living alone in a large old house on Carroll 

Street. 

“We’re still married,” Warren said to her backside. 

 But Margaret didn’t turn around from her work.  “Yes, we are,” she said.  “Don’t 

get upset, Warren.” 

 Looking now at Margaret, from behind, on her knees in the grass, she appeared 

strange to him.  They were estranged, he thought.  The word struck him with force.  

When they had been younger, in Virginia, when Warren was in graduate school, and 

later, when Grace was small, Warren had often looked at Margaret and felt that he had 

not been able to see her clearly, that she was too close a part of himself to be seen as a 

separate person, that they were living the same life, and at those times when he was most 

aware of how good their marriage was, he had thought of how much power she had over 

him, had thought of the devastation she might cause in his life with the slightest betrayal 

or transformation.  He had once been frightened by these feelings, frightened of the 

danger of taking Margaret for granted, but as they grew together toward middle-age he 

had begun to realize that this was, in a way, the point of a marriage—not that they took 

one another for granted but that they both felt that they could rely upon one another 

completely.  This was a gift marriage had given them, and now it had vanished without 

his taking note of it.  Margaret was much the same, after all these years, as she had been 

in her twenties, but she had also, somehow, become this strange woman before him.  
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When he looked at the lines that had formed around her mouth and eyes and across her 

brow, at the coarsening texture of her hair, when he saw her eyes narrowed in 

concentration and the shape of her body moving in her gardening clothes, the spastic 

force with which she drove her trowel into the earth, he saw a tired and sad woman about 

whom he could no longer bring himself to feel much more than anger and frustration and 

regret.  

From the baseball diamond there came a loud, metallic crack, followed by voices 

cheering.  Right now, some little tyke was legging it madly around the bases, hoping for a 

home run, perhaps a first.  Warren imagined all the youngish moms and dads sitting over 

there, through the woods, in the bleachers, cheering a little fellow in a Finney Hardware 

jersey and a pint-sized batting helmet.  All those mothers and fathers, in what they so 

easily supposed was their natural element.  Warren’s neighbors assumed—and to some 

extent, of course, they were correct—that the father of a missing child must be a crucial 

piece of a puzzle, a mystery that might be solved, if diligence were applied.  And it was 

true that Warren represented an uncomfortable mystery the mere presence of which was 

almost intolerable to his neighbors.  A mystery is, by definition, something that must be 

experienced first-hand in order to be understood—Warren had heard someone say that in 

an AA meeting.  What the neighbors didn’t like was dealing with a man who lost things, 

especially a man who had misplaced something as important as a child, and who must 

therefore be, at best, careless, no matter what the circumstances, and, though it was never 

hinted in his presence, he felt in almost every interaction he now had that, at worst, in 

their suspicions, he might be a monster. 

 “Are you seeing somebody?” Warren asked. 

 Margaret finished packing dirt around the base of a fern and rose up again, on her 

knees, then sat, facing him, so that her legs were crossed demurely in the grass at the 

edge of the flowerbed.  She looked like a painting, Warren thought.  What did she 

suddenly remind him of?  Christina’s World, by Andrew Wyeth.  Though instead of 

viewing her from the back, being put in the position of looking, with her, up the hill 

toward the desolate farmhouse—or perhaps it was a barn, he couldn’t recall—he was 

being subjected to her direct, searching gaze, a different sort of painting entirely.  And it 
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occurred to Warren that he might appear as strange to Margaret as she now appeared to 

him.  How long had she known how far apart they had become?   

She was taking too long to answer his question.  “Are you seeing anybody?” he 

asked again. 

 “Of course not,” Margaret said.  Then it occurred to her to ask, “Are you?” 

 “No.”   

Warren had moved out at the beginning of August.  He tried to think how long it 

had been since he and Margaret had last had sex, and he couldn’t remember.  A few times 

in the last two years, but only a few.  It was as if they had forgotten how it was managed, 

how it was orchestrated into an evening that no longer consisted of any recognizable 

routine that might prepare a way for it.  And there had been something grasping and 

unpleasant about the sex they had had since Grace disappeared, something that denied 

pleasure even as it demanded satisfaction.  Warren routinely found himself aroused, 

whether by the students in his classes or by the covers of magazines at the grocery store 

in the checkout line or late-night television ads for chat-lines or Girls Gone Wild, but he 

never felt anything that could be called desire, exactly.  He felt a lust that was automatic 

and vaguely shameful, a bodily function, a simple response to the varied stimuli provided 

by the bodies of others, the slenderness of the wrist of a girl taking notes on the front row 

of the auditorium in his Western Civilization class, the angle of a cocked hip or the line 

of a collarbone of a girl passed in a hallway or stairwell at Haley Center, as if his 

perception of women had become fragmentary and not entirely coherent.  But there was 

nothing, really, of interest to him in the lives of others, especially not in the complicated, 

established lives of women his own age.  Throughout the years of his marriage, Warren 

had always indulged in fantasies about certain women at the margins of his life, 

coworkers or the seemingly disaffected wives of his colleagues, women with whom he’d 

imagined he might have affairs if anything ever happened to Margaret, but these, he had 

always understood, were the routine fantasies of a happily married man.  

 “Well, I’m not sure what you’re asking of me,” Warren said.  “Do you want to 

start dating other people?”  The question itself sounded ridiculous to him, a line from a 

bad movie about people much younger and dumber than himself, and for a moment he 

was ashamed of himself for having said it.  “Do you want to start seeing someone?” 
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Margaret didn’t answer but lay back in the grass and flung an arm over her eyes to 

block the afternoon sun.  She was beautiful, Warren thought.  She looked like Grace, 

lying in the grass in the backyard like this.  Of course there were men who were 

interested in her.  Men who wanted her.  They had contacted her, had made their 

advances, already, and now she was considering the possibility of responding to one of 

these men.  Perhaps she already had.  But no, Warren thought.  She wouldn’t risk hurting 

his feelings that way; first she would clarify their arrangement. 

An acrid bulb of nausea rose against the back of Warren’s throat, and he pitched 

the dead water from his drinking glass into the pyracantha bushes.  There had, up to this 

point, been nothing like rejection in their separation.  Warren was stunned to discover 

that he had actually assumed that they would stay married, had imagined that he might 

eventually move back into the house after some sort of interval, after some personal task 

he could not yet quite conceive had been accomplished.  He had assumed that this had 

also been what Margaret imagined.  He was ashamed of the foolishness of it.   

“Do you want me to move back?” he asked. 

 “Do you want to move back?” she asked.  Her tone was flat, allowing him no 

further information.  Had she lain in the grass and covered her eyes on purpose? to avoid 

giving anything away?   

“Are you fucking somebody?” Warren demanded. 

“No,” she said. 

“Do you want to go into the house and fuck right now?”   

Margaret lifted her arm to fix him for a moment in her shaded gaze, then let her 

arm fall back over her eyes. 

The ding of a bat and a splatter of applause came through the woods, and a wind 

blew through the trees, dropping a handful of dead leaves.  Someone had been by to rake 

the yard, Warren noticed, perhaps a stranger, about whom he knew not a thing, someone 

who had appeared to make a solicitation at the front door, or Margaret had done it herself.  

Well, why not?  Warren closed his eyes and pushed his feet against the floor, rocking 

himself lightly.  And when he opened his eyes, Margaret had not moved.  She lay in the 

grass with the one arm over her eyes.  Maybe she had fallen asleep.  More likely, she was 
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simply done talking, had wanted only to give him this signal that things might soon 

change, that Warren, too, would have some changes to make. 

He rinsed his cup in the sink and walked through the house to the front door.  But 

instead of leaving, he climbed the stairs and went to the bedroom.  From the window, he 

could see Margaret lying on the grass, unmoved.  The room held a scent of powder or 

perfume, something feminine, a different scent than Warren recalled, and he wondered if 

it was simply that his own odors had been removed.  It smelled womanly now, perhaps 

even like an old woman’s room, dusty and sweet and medicinal.  The bed was made, and 

there were no indications that he had ever been here except for the top of his dresser, on 

which stood a photo taken at the wedding, the moment after they had walked out of the 

church.  The photographer had been waiting for them to emerge and had snapped a shot 

of their first kiss as a married couple.  Their second, actually, since their first had been at 

the conclusion of the ceremony.  Beside it there was a handsomely framed black and 

white photograph of Grace that Margaret had taken with one of Warren’s cameras when 

Grace was small, during a time when Margaret had been in a photography class.  The 

photo showed Grace sitting in a swing set, her shoulder-length dark hair, uncut since she 

was born, parted like a curtain before her face to reveal a grin full of perfectly formed 

baby teeth.   

Warren opened the drawers of his dresser, but, except for a few articles of 

clothing, some old socks and underwear and a pair of long johns, they were empty.  

There had never been much in this room to identify him as an occupant, usually just a 

shirt or a pair of pants thrown over the back of the chair by the window, a belt and a 

jacket hanging from the painted-over nail in the outside of his closet door.  But now he 

felt like a stranger here, as if he were invading someone’s privacy.  

He went across the hall to Grace’s room.  The room was pale green, with a small 

bed and desk and dresser, a bookshelf loaded with picture books and a few of the books 

that Grace’s teachers and friends had called “chapter books,” the Nancy Drew novels that 

Grace had only just begun to enjoy, to Warren and Margaret’s great satisfaction.  Warren 

had never read Nancy Drew, but, apparently, Nancy drove a convertible, a blue one, 

which Grace had been fascinated by.  She had even asked Warren if they might get a 

convertible, instead of the Volvo.  On a shelf over the bed, there were half a dozen dolls, 
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the American Girls.  Warren had liked these little toys, though they were expensive.  

They were, he thought, much more preferable than the vacuous Barbie dolls, though 

Grace’s request, when she was five or six, for a Barbie had not been denied.   

The American Girls were about two feet tall, and each model had been given a 

name and a dolly personality.  They came dressed in period costumes, an Indian girl and 

a pioneer girl, a pair of Victorian turn-of-the-century girls, a Great Depression girl and a 

little girl from World War II with horn-rimmed glasses and a black beret.  There were 

lots of them.  The company that sold the American Girls also produced picture-book 

biographies of their lives, and each doll came with its own edition of one of these books, 

which served as nice primers on American history for young girls, a fact that pleased 

Warren.  The company even sold child-sized clothes that matched the costumes the dolls 

wore.  Grace had gotten a new doll for Christmas each year for several years, and her 

interest in them had only just begun to abate when she’d disappeared.   

That last Halloween with her, two years ago, Grace had still been enthusiastic 

enough about the American Girls to want to dress up as the one named Kit, in an outfit 

meant to represent the Depression era, but, mercifully, the company didn’t sell an outfit 

matching the one the doll came in, which Warren knew would have been outrageously 

overpriced.  So Margaret had taken her instead to look in second-hand shops for the 

clothes, and together they had found, after some weekend searching, in Grace’s size, a 

little collared shirtwaist dress and a button-up sweater, a cloche and a small, old-

fashioned gray woolen topcoat.  As a last thought, and after much begging and 

deliberation, she’d been allowed to cut and bob her long dark hair, which had given her a 

slightly older, boyish appearance that Warren now regretted.  Margaret had let her carry 

one of her large old canvas purses, and Warren had followed Grace and her friends 

around the dark neighborhood at a reasonable distance until she had filled the purse with 

Halloween candy.   

The air in Grace’s room had grown stale.  It was beginning to lose its distinctive 

aroma, which Warren had always thought of as the aroma of childhood, a mixture of 

play-dough and the inside of glossy books and the tang of soft plastic, the mild balm of 

child’s sleep, and had begun instead to smell flat, like the dry plaster within the walls, but 

it was otherwise undisturbed since Warren had last seen it.  When he had last been inside 
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this room, he couldn’t remember, though the door was always left open on the upstairs 

hall.  There was something unbearable to them both about shutting the door.  From the 

window, he looked out again to see Margaret, back at work now in the flowerbed with 

her ferns, and he felt again as though he were an intruder.   

There was nothing here that he might find, no clue left to this room that might 

send him running from the house on a mission, nothing left unnoticed or yet to be 

uncovered.  This was simply the bedroom of a little girl.  It held no secrets, no clues, no 

dots to connect.   
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Two 

 

Margaret Mays took off her gloves and walked down to the bottom of the lawn 

and sat at the edge of the grass beside the gully of narrow woods that separated the yard 

from the outfield of the junior high school ball field, catching glimpses of the last innings 

of the Little League game through the trees, but mostly listening to the voices of the 

parents in the stands, murmuring voices, indistinct until they called out the names of their 

children.  It was the end of the Little League season, and the nights were falling quickly, 

sooner each day, the close sky of summer lifted away to reveal a depth of empty space so 

that even the clouds became wispy, insubstantial, and rose as high as passing airplanes, 

the stars beginning to show high in the pale afternoon sky and the air growing thin and 

cold.   When dusk arrived at about five-thirty, Margaret heard the lights on the field 

switch on with a clanging pop and the small crowd make a noise of appreciation.   

She rose from the lawn, a bit stiff in her clothes, which had become damp, and 

went up into the house.  She made sure that the porch and the front rooms were dark, so 

that there would be no trick-or-treaters.  Because Halloween this year fell on a Monday, 

there had been sporadic trick-or-treating throughout the weekend, despite a bit of rain.  

The Auburn University football team had played a home game on Saturday against 

Mississippi and won; Margaret could hear from her back yard, on game days, the sound 

of the stadium, the occasional, distant roar of a crowd and the echoing, mechanical voice 

of the announcer.  There had been football-weekend traffic, everyone rushing around 

town in their cars with the anticipatory and celebratory honking of horns and occasional 

youthful holiday whoops, on Friday and Saturday nights, and Margaret’s doorbell had 

been rung by trick-or-treaters several times on both nights, though she had not answered 

the door.  On Sundays after a game, and for the first half of the following week, the 

whole town seemed hushed. 

At seven thirty, Margaret took a long shower and then sat on the edge of the bed 

in her bathrobe for about twenty minutes in the light of the open bathroom door.  She 

could hear the drone of crickets and the ringing of frogs in the cold gully out back, the 

occasional scuff of tires on the speed hump on the street just past her house, the engine 
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noises of cars driving down Carroll Street.  In the trees around the junior high school ball 

field, the grackles that filled the autumn afternoons with their whirling chatter were 

nesting with occasional, bickering flurries.  From over a mile away, Margaret could hear 

the freight train whistle as it approached downtown Auburn on its route between Atlanta 

and New Orleans.  Over all these sounds there was the almost inaudible pulsing of the 

house itself, of electricity stirring in the walls, the occasional settling creaks and taps as 

old foundation timbers released the resinous heat of summer.   

Margaret dressed herself for bed and lay down on her own, accustomed side, as 

she did each night.  This was about the miserable extent of her routine: a few decisive 

actions undertaken with such a somnambulant deliberation that they were exhausted of 

purpose by the inertia of the hours they were meant to fill, preparation for nothing.  In the 

day, she was safe.  But at night she felt a pull from beyond the open door of Grace’s 

bedroom down the upstairs hallway, a pull that emanated, palpably, throughout the house 

and found Margaret in her bed.  Some force of emptiness in the house kept her awake, 

turned her face on the pillow, despite her hourly shifting under the blanket, always back 

toward her own open bedroom door, so that she finally would be compelled to open her 

eyes and lie staring into the black passage of the hallway and, eventually, to rise and visit 

the room where her daughter was missing.   

The faint reflected glow that came through Grace’s bedroom window from the 

back yard, the lights burning downstairs in the kitchen throwing yellow panels onto the 

grass, illuminated the outlines of the small furniture, the bed and the desk and, beside it, 

the dresser, within which the ordered layers of her daughter’s small, neatly folded 

garments must still, faintly, hold some trace of her scent.  The clothes had been 

untouched since Detective Blackwell, the officer in charge of Grace’s case, had carefully 

gone through them.  Margaret had been standing here, two years ago, in exactly the same 

position at the door, as Blackwell had reverently opened the small drawers and shifted 

through their contents with a gloved hand, before she left him on his own to make a more 

thorough search, which she had not cared to witness.  Over the last two years, Margaret 

had resisted her occasional desire to step into the room and open the dresser drawers and 

examine the things inside, half-remembered, to take out a small cotton shirt and press it 
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to her face.  To do so, she felt, would be a willful disturbance of what she still privately 

regarded, though now with only the remotest trace of hope, as evidence.  

* * * 

But she knew that Grace was dead.  A pale, hollow-eyed vision of her once-

glorious daughter gazed through the emptiness of Margaret’s mind: a still, dim figure laid 

horizontal on a bed of leaves, wreathed in a cage of gray, fallen branches, abandoned to 

the browsing and picking of animals, exposed to the rain and the disturbances of the bird-

filled night, the sudden shrieks and wingbeats—somewhere, perhaps, near a whispering 

stream of black water.  This was Margaret’s vision, a small corpse moldering in an 

indistinct and desolate wood.  It was Halloween, and soon Grace would begin her third 

winter outdoors, alone.   

But she was beautiful still, white as veined stone, her cheeks pulled away by wild 

time to expose the remnant glow of bone and tooth where once had shown a true, living 

visage, now blankyet without pain, at restsomewhere in the night, beyond the 

ticking, waiting silence of this, her house—thin and ruined and wounded to death.   

If Margaret put on her shoes and went downstairs and out into the darkness, might 

it not now be possible to walk directly through the brambled night to the place where 

Grace lay pressed to the earth?  The sense of her child’s presence, like the heat of a fire, 

blazed around her at the threshold of the room, not a scent or breath but something 

equally distinct, like the sensation of a person silently moving, manifest, just beyond the 

edge of one’s vision, the animation of a face and the articulation of slender brown arms 

and legs—each moment a gateway through which Grace might suddenly appear.  Grace 

seemed so near at this moment that it was not implausible to Margaret that she might 

simply be allowed to go to her.   

The pressure of a moan forced itself up through the tightness in Margaret’s chest, 

and she wondered what might happen to her if she were to open her lips and let the 

desolate sound of it loose, what it might do to her if it were released into that empty room 

and how she might be forced to hear the dolorous echo of it in her mind, a gross, animal 

sob, night after night, until the sound of it grew so huge that it displaced Margaret 

entirely and she, too, became a ghost. 

* * *  
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 She should have left this house long ago.  Knowing in her heart that Grace was 

dead, she should have left, with or without Warren.  But there had never been a moment 

for leaving, never a signal.  After a year?  Eighteen months?  And what if somehow she 

were wrong and Grace could come back? or if Grace should call on the phone in a voice 

made strange by the intervening years?   

The emptiness seeping down the hallway at night had become the only presence 

of Grace that still moved here.  Margaret could feel it even as she rounded the corner 

from Magnolia Drive onto Carroll Street driving home at night from the grocery store or 

from her regular appointment with Joan Tyndale, her therapist, a space of darkness in the 

small, rear bedroom, to which she was bound and which was always pulling heavily 

against her, so that no matter where she might be, she felt sure that she could turn and 

point precisely down that line between herself and her own home, her daughter’s 

bedroom, as if she were anchored to it by an invisible chain fastened to a hook buried in 

the flesh of her chest.  

She didn’t like to leave the house at all, though she forced herself to follow 

routines, to maintain a degree of control over herself and her appearance, if only in order 

that she might be left alone, and since she had quit her job at Southeastern Bank a few 

months after Grace had disappearedshe hadn’t returned to work, after that night, and 

couldn’t imagine doing so after the search had continued through that January, when it 

became clear that she would have to begin again to make decisions about the conduct of 

her own lifeMargaret now had to invent reasons to go out.  Often, this was the worst 

part of her day: sitting in the kitchen in her bathrobe casting about for a chore of some 

kind that might be made to fill the vacant hours of an afternoon. 

 After almost two years, her life seemed to have been completely excised from that 

of the community, though she was known and spoken to with kindness everywhere she 

went.  In a town as small as Auburn, disregarding the students, who came and went 

anonymously, it was nearly impossible for Margaret to leave the house without meeting 

someone she had known in what she now regarded as a former life.  But she saw no one 

on a regular basis now except for Warren and Joan, and those who had persisted in 

phoning her to see how she was doing did so now only occasionally, usually, she 

suspected, when they, themselves, were upset about something in their own lives and 
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needed the salve of talking to one they felt to be less fortunate.  Each call to her home or 

to the cell phone she had acquired, on Detective Blackwell’s insistence, the day after 

Grace disappeared, Margaret dutifully recorded in the notebook kept for that purpose, as 

Blackwell had also recommended—this notebook was, in its way, she thought, the most 

complete and accurate record that had ever been made of any portion of her actual life.  

Margaret had apparently become the kind of person others found difficult to hang up on, 

or she had become so silent and unresponsive that she had lost the capacity to give her 

callers the cues they required to release themselves from her.  For these reasons, 

however, the number of calls had rapidly diminished over the last year.  

Last summer Margaret had abruptly ended a close relationship of several years 

with a woman named Ellen Thomas, one of three women of Margaret’s acquaintance 

who had agreed, in the days following Grace’s disappearance, to share the responsibilities 

of what was called, on the website for the National Center for Missing and Exploited 

Children, a volunteer coordinator.  Ellen and the other two women—both of whom had 

since dropped without notice from Margaret’s life altogether, probably due to the shock 

of having experienced too intimately an unprecedented hopelessness—had, in the initial 

weeks and months of the search for Grace, fielded offers of help from churches and 

community groups, had organized the distribution of fliers, had answered phone calls to 

the toll-free number that had been set up to receive information about Grace, and had 

even spoken, on several occasions, with reporters on Warren and Margaret’s behalf.  

Ellen was the former wife of a colleague of Warren’s who had since left Auburn for the 

University of Kentucky, abandoning Ellen and their daughter in the life they had made 

here in the years since the divorce.  Ellen looked much younger than her age and she was, 

Margaret thought, a bit dense, a stolid, jowly girl with straight black hair who seemed to 

have no sense of irony.  She worked for the Cooperative Extension office on campus, and 

had become, in those weeks after Grace’s disappearance, one of Margaret’s closest 

companions, though Margaret had never, really, thought of her as a friend.   

Ellen was one of the number of women of Margaret’s former acquaintance who 

had made those evening phone calls, women who in a town like Auburn had come, 

somehow, to recognize one another as like-minded—college educated but not necessarily 

to the point of advanced degrees, women who interested themselves to know about the 
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recent exhibits—the traditional sharecropper’s quilts or examples of Chihuly glasswork 

or the locally archived and recently unearthed WPA posters printed in tempera colors that 

were still bright and gorgeous—at the new Jule Collins Smith Museum of Fine Art on 

South College Street.  They were women with weekly or bimonthly appointments with 

Naomi, the only really good masseuse in the county, women who knew, in advance, 

about the advent of a new restaurant, women who had always formed in southern towns 

such as Auburn, whether they recognized it or not, an informal network—if no longer 

exactly a committee—of culture, women who kept their eyes on what they imagined 

were the subtle measures of civilization and prided themselves on knowing that some 

version of it might be found here, too. 

Ellen and Margaret had met on an almost weekly basis at the Dover Café, a short 

walk from both Margaret’s house on Carroll Street and the Extension building on campus 

where Ellen worked.  Ellen was a generous person and had been more tactful than most 

of Margaret’s former friends, rarely mentioning, in their conversations—though without 

conspicuously concealing—her own daughter, Susan, who was close to Grace’s age, and 

when she did mention Susan, she was able to be matter-of-fact, without betraying any 

peculiar affect or awkwardness.  Ellen had been able and willing to talk to Margaret 

without seeming to want to offer emotional support, without giving Margaret the 

disgusting sense that she was an object of charity, had been able simply to gossip about 

her work and the friends they had once shared, the places and events that were familiar to 

them both, empty talk that Margaret had, at first, appreciated.   

One afternoon, sitting in the Dover Café with plates of lettuce and grapes and 

chicken salad on wedges of toast before them, Ellen had become aware that Margaret was 

staring out the window at the traffic on Sanford Avenue and no longer listening to her 

and had suddenly, uncharacteristically, taken Margaret’s hand, lying on the table, in her 

own, causing Margaret to pull away with a start.   

Ellen had had the courage to look directly into Margaret’s eyes and ask, in her 

straightforward way, “What’s the matter with you, Margaret?” and Margaret had heard 

beneath that question, beneath Ellen’s tone, all the hours in the last year that Ellen had 

spent in contemplation of her friend’s woes, pathetic hours of silently washing dishes and 

boiling potatoes and making sandwiches and doing laundry for her own, living daughter, 
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the cumulative hours in which she had turned over and reevaluated and interpreted all of 

Margaret’s words and actions from all their previous lunches and dinner dates, searching 

for significance or hope or meaning.  It occurred to Margaret then that this woman, Ellen 

Thomas, imagined that she was close to her, that she knew her, that, in fact, they were 

what she would surely call best friends, and that knowing Margaret Mays and imagining 

herself to occupy this position in Margaret’s life was a source of some kind of inspiration 

for her.  Ellen had been waiting for this moment, had been waiting, Margaret understood, 

for an opportunity to take her meaningfully by the hand. 

“What’s the matter,” Margaret had said, “is that I’ve spent so many hours wasting 

your time, and wasting my time with you.  I’m sorry, Ellen.  I think you know how much 

I appreciate everything you’ve done for us, but I can’t spend any more time with you.”  

Margaret got up from the table and slung her purse over her shoulder.  “Please don’t call 

me,” she said, and walked out of the restaurant.   

She had managed not to make a scene; none of the other patrons had overheard 

her.  But she realized, as she stepped out the front door onto the sidewalk, that she was 

leaving Ellen to pay the check, and this was the element of the dismissal that she most 

regretted.   

Margaret had never spoken so brutally to anyone in her life, but it had not been 

difficult—not difficult at all—and she felt curiously free of anxiety as she walked home 

to Carroll Street in the golden summer evening.  Rather than feeling that she had been 

wrong to talk to Ellen this way, Margaret felt that she had done the woman a favor.  Ellen 

Thomas, respectful as ever, had not called her again, as Margaret had known she would 

not, and on the two occasions when they had seen each other since, once in the shoe 

department at Penny’s in the mall, and once in the produce section at Kroger’s, Margaret 

had easily pretended, without anxiety, not to notice her. 

* * *  

Margaret felt that her troubles were finally, mercifully, being relegated to the past, 

being transformed, when she or her daughter were thought of at all, into an episode of the 

town’s history, though she supposed she would never, without moving away altogether, 

escape the unconcealed looks of pity she always received on her chance encounters with 

people from her former life.  It had begun to seem to her that she was so successfully 
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disconnected from the world beyond the abstracted and wavering view of Carroll Street 

through the leaded window of the front door of her home that nearly everything she did 

now was done with the idea that Warren, the only person who might still share any sort of 

intimate view of her life, might notice and act upon any change in her routines. 

Joan Tyndale, who Margaret suspected of being a lesbian, spoke most often of 

what she called the grieving process or the recovery process.  Together, on Sunday 

evenings each week, Joan and Margaret sat opposed to each other on matching loveseats 

in the upstairs room of the house on Goode Street where Joan ran her business.  It was a 

small room with dingy flowered wallpaper and a few browning plants on a wicker stand 

beneath a bay window.  The house was an old Queen Anne that had been turned into 

offices, one of the few original old homes of downtown Auburn that had not, during the 

1990s, been torn down or removed to make way for a drive-through bank branch or a 

parking lot or a fast-food franchise.  From that bay window, as they would sit in 

developing silence, Margaret could see the red neon of the Checker Burger drive-thru 

across the street, with its incessant circuit of weary traffic, and tried to remember what 

had been on that corner years before, when she and Warren had first moved to Auburn 

from Virginia for him to teach at the university, before Grace had been born.  Except for 

the orange and blue Auburn University banners put up around the drive-thru for the 

football weekend, the view of this corner could now be a view of almost any place in 

America. 

She would resolve herself to being more honest with Joan, but then she would 

look again at Joan’s heavy, almost mannish features, her thick lips and her short brown 

hair, her clinical, even defensive, gaze, all of which gave her a look of one much older 

than her probable age, which Margaret supposed to be in the late thirties, and think again 

how unpleasant it must be for Joan to endure these Sunday afternoon meetings, perhaps 

worse even for Joan than it was for herself.  Joan, she had begun to be certain, felt out of 

her depth with Margaret, with the incurable nature of Margaret’s loss, though she might 

not have admitted as much to herself, and she had apparently resorted to some book or 

another for guidance.  After much thoughtful discussion, Joan had agreed that they could 

stop speaking of Grace in the present tense, which had been a repeated injury to 

Margaret.  Everything about their appointments had seemed, almost from the start, to be 
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antagonistic, and Margaret worried that any of the things she said to Joan might trigger an 

intervention of some sort. 

In their meeting yesterday, Sunday afternoon, Joan had asked in her usual tone, 

meant to suggest a merely casual interest, what Margaret had done during the previous 

week and Margaret, not unusually, felt at a loss for an answer.  She felt as though she 

were being tested, that each second she took to compose some sort of answer was a 

measure of her tenuous rationality, which Joan would note on the legal pad in which she 

kept a record of their meetings. 

“I’ve been cleaning the house,” Margaret had finally said, realizing as she did that 

it was the same answer she’d given in several previous sessions.  Joan was making a note 

of it, and Margaret anticipated the conversation they were about to have, much the same 

as conversations they’d had before. 

“You’ve been cleaning.” 

“I suppose I spend a good bit of time cleaning, yes,” Margaret said.  “We don’t 

have to talk about it.” 

“What would you rather talk about, Margaret?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“Well, then, let me ask again, Margaret.  Have you cleaned Grace’s room yet?” 

“No.” 

Joan flipped a few pages in her legal pad and said, “We spoke, back in August, 

about the smudges the police left on the desk and the windowsill in Grace’s room.  Are 

they still there?” 

“Yes, of course.” 

“Why do you say ‘of course,’ Margaret?” 

“Listen, Joan, you don’t have to use my name every time you speak to me.” 

“Alright, but you say ‘of course,’ as if I ought to know that you haven’t gotten 

around to cleaning up Grace’s room.  I wonder why you think I should know this.” 

“Haven’t we been over this enough times already?” 

“You brought it up, Margaret.” 

“No, you brought it up, Joan.” 

“Fine.  Then let’s talk about cleaning the house.” 
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“I just said that.  I haven’t really done much of anything this week.” 

“But you did do some cleaning?” 

“I vacuumed.  I don’t really like cleaning.” 

“No?  But you seem to spend a lot of time doing it.  That’s what you’ve said to 

me, anyway.  On several occasions.  You’ve mentioned that your life feels ‘cluttered,’ 

and you’ve said you wanted to ‘get rid of stuff.’” 

“I guess.”   

“If you don’t like cleaning, then I’m wondering why you do it so much.” 

“I don’t, really.  I just say that to you because I don’t do much of anything.” 

“Alright.”  Joan waited a moment, then offered a typical prompt: “You vacuumed 

the house.” 

“Yes.” 

“Tell me about it.” 

“What’s there to tell?” 

“You tell me.”   

Margaret looked at Joan, who was examining her as if she were a sullen child.  

Outside it had begun to rain, and the cars going through the Checker-Burger drive-thru 

had turned their lights on, red brake lights reflected on the shiny macadam.  It irritated 

Margaret that all these people were eating those awful burgers on Sunday, that the young 

people she could see through the walk-up window in their maroon Checker-Burger shirts 

and black slacks, wired to drive-thru headsets, were coerced into working on Sunday.  

Not that Margaret was at all religious; she had barely been in a church since her 

childhood except for weddings and funerals, but she nevertheless had the feeling that 

Sundays ought to be set apart, that one day, at least, ought to be inviolable, a day of 

mercy.  They should all be at home, she thought, with their families—a gray Sunday at 

the end of October.  Couldn’t they be allowed a single day for that?  She shivered, 

uncontrollably—a bodily shudder that Joan had to notice. 

“I heard screaming,” Margaret said. 

“Excuse me?” 

“While I was vacuuming yesterday.  Maybe it was the day before.  No, it was 

yesterday, because I thought it might be a child, outside on the street.  I thought there 
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might have been an accident or something.  Children playing in the street.  It was 

Saturday.  In the morning.” 

“I don’t understand,” Joan said. 

“I was vacuuming in the front room, and I thought I heard a child screaming, and 

I turned off the vacuum cleaner to listen but I couldn’t hear anything.  I thought a child 

had had an accident or something.” 

“When you turned off the vacuum cleaner, you couldn’t hear anything.” 

“And when I turned it back on, I could hear it again.”  

“Screaming.” 

“But it was just the noise of the vacuum.  I was just hearing things in the noise of 

the vacuum cleaner.  I turned it off and on several times before I could make sure.  There 

wasn’t anything.  I was just hearing things.”  Margaret checked herself.  “I mean, I wasn’t 

hearing things.  It was just the noise of the vacuum cleaner.” 

“I see,” Joan said, and she was making notes again on her legal pad.  “What did 

the screaming sound like?” 

“It was Grace.  Isn’t that what I’m supposed to say?” Margaret shook her head 

and looked out the window, not seeing anything, and counted, in her mind, slowly, to 

twenty, wondering how long she could make Joan wait.   

“I’m so goddamn sick of this.” 

“Sick of what?” Joan asked. 

“These appointments.” 

“Then why do you keep coming back?” Joan asked. 

Margaret turned back to Joan.  “Are you kidding?” 

And it went on like that, as it always did.  Almost every week, Margaret was 

convinced, judging from the things that they said to one another, Joan would suggest 

having Dr. Harmman increase the dose of her medication—she had stopped taking the 

pills he had prescribed after only a couple of months, over a year ago—or would make 

demands about how Margaret ought to change her behaviors or would recommend an 

institute or maybe just some kind of weekend retreat to which Margaret might apply for 

more intensive help.  But Joan merely listened and made her notes, as she had always 

done, even though the things Margaret confided to her sounded, as she said them, like the 
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kinds of things a crazy woman would say.  The appointments, Margaret increasingly felt, 

were pointless.  The idea that self-knowledge could save her, could avert the force that 

seemed to be taking over her life, was ridiculous.  And Joan, she was sure, would be glad 

to be rid of her.  But to give up seeing Joan would be to abandon one of her last and most 

reasonable excuses for getting out of the house.  Margaret had to admit to herself that she 

dreaded what might happen to her if she were left, finally, entirely to her own devices. 

* * *  

 One night the previous June, one year and seven months after Grace disappeared, 

and shortly after her falling out with Ellen Thomas, Margaret, unable to sleep, had gotten 

out of bed and, fearful that Warren would wake up and find her standing at the threshold 

of Grace’s room, had gone downstairs to the kitchen.  She had decided to make a cup of 

tea and spend some time writing, as she had been advised to do by Detective Blackwell, 

in the journal that she was still, at that time, dutifully keeping.   

Into these journals she and Warren had been told to write everything they could 

remember about the events leading up to Grace’s disappearance, to write, in fact, about 

any memories of her that came to mind, in the hopes that some previously unrecalled but 

relevant detail might surface.  Through writing, it was suggested, the subconscious mind 

might latch onto some person, some item or tendency, previously unsuspected, that might 

prove important to discovering Grace.  Each week, and then once every two weeks and 

eventually once a month, Warren and Margaret had driven together down to the police 

station on Drake Avenue for a regular appointment with Blackwell, for the ostensible 

purpose of discussing the progress of the case.  Margaret and Warren sat together across 

from him, seated at his cluttered desk in the small office, and during these sessions, the 

Mayses, Margaret especially, would tell him about their most recent entries in the journal, 

during which he made notes on a little pad and occasionally asked for clarifications, 

repeatedly assuring them that no information they could give him about their daughter 

was to be considered irrelevant.   

But it had become clear, almost immediately, that Margaret’s memories of Grace 

were, in fact, absolutely irrelevant, were unconnected to any extant actuality outside her 

own mind, that there was no progress to be made and the meetings were merely 

consolatory and a waste of Blackwell’s time.  There was nothing more to investigate, no 



 

37 

more searching to be done; all the information had been distributed, and beyond the 

maintenance of these feeble and common efforts, the distribution of fliers depicting new, 

computer-enhanced images of Grace, as she might now appear, one year older and, soon, 

two years older, nothing was left to be done but wait.   

Detective Blackwell was a heavy-set, athletic man who appeared to be in his mid 

to late fifties, gray-headed and blunt-featured, well-dressed (Margaret had never seen him 

without a neatly-knotted, striped tie) and serious to the point of solemnity.  He was kind, 

sympathetic and quiet in his manner toward the Mayses, despite the fact that it had 

become clear that he would never have any news for them, the acknowledgement of 

which seemed genuinely to give him pain, and at the beginning of that June, after 

eighteen months of these increasingly awkward meetings, the decision was made, during 

a halting interview in his office, that it might be best to suspend their meetings until 

something occurred to change the status of Grace’s file, that Blackwell would be sure to 

contact them if there ever were any news, any news at all, relevant to her case.  So they 

had stopped making their monthly trips to the police station and saw very little, after that, 

of Detective Blackwell.  Warren, who had never written much in the journal, stopped 

keeping his entirely, but Margaret was still occasionally keeping hers, though without any 

further hopes of discovering any worthwhile detail in the midden of her memory.   

That night in June, a few weeks after their last meeting with Blackwell, the blue 

spiral notebook in which Margaret kept her journal lay on the kitchen table; she had 

recently become accustomed to writing, in nearly identical language each time, the same 

set of recollections of Grace over and over again: Grace, at six or seven, standing over 

Shuffle, their small white cat, when they had come home from school one spring 

afternoon and discovered him dead, run over in the middle of Carroll Street, in front of 

their house and then, at the edge of a small hole at the bottom of the yard, had discussed 

what a good cat he’d been; Grace, at ten, in the Washington, D.C., funeral home where 

Margaret’s mother’s funeral had been held, holding Margaret’s hand as they viewed the 

body of the grandmother Grace had barely known; Grace, two weeks before her 

disappearance, twirling in a small topcoat they had found together in a shop called 

Second Hand Treasureswhere Grace had indulged the childish impulse to crawl in and 

press herself among the musty, tightly-hung garments on the long racks so that in a 
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frightened moment Margaret had missed her and called out her name before Grace 

reemerged from her hiding place in the clothes, laughingGrace twirling in the topcoat 

in the dusty afternoon light in the front hall of the house, making the skirt of the coat lift 

around her thin bare legs.   

But even now, Grace’s identity continued to change under the influence of 

Margaret’s writing.  Alive, Grace had always been changing, growing taller and slenderer 

and quieter by the month, growing more thoughtful and more decided as a person, so that 

nearly every morning when Grace had come down to the kitchen in her pajamas to eat a 

bowl of cereal—or so it now seemed—Margaret had marveled at her and had noticed 

something new about her each day.  Margaret had never considered whether it might or 

might not be natural or surprising that Grace had continued to grow and mature, long 

after her disappearance, under the intense scrutiny of memory.  But these visions of 

Grace were becoming as routine in her mind as a well-rehearsed fantasy, and she had 

been exhausted from frustrated sleep.  As Margaret reached over to put the kettle on the 

sputtering blue eye of the stove that night in June, the sleeve of her gown had caught fire.   

It was only a small flame, catching the loose synthetic fibers that had frayed from 

the cuff, but it ran up her arm for a moment before she extinguished herself by batting at 

the sleeve with sudden alarm.   

The burnt-plastic odor of the synthetic fabric of the gown filled the kitchen, and 

Margaret dropped the kettle onto the floor.  She stood in the center of the room, trying to 

hear, over her own heaving breaths, if Warren was stirring, if he had been woken by the 

clatter.  She looked down at her hand and the sleeve, which had a black, charred streak 

running up to her elbow.  There was no injury but for a small spot on the outside edge of 

the palm of her right hand where a white blister of skin, the size of a shirt button, had 

already formed, and when she noticed it, she felt at once the skin beginning to throb at 

the edges of the burn.  She needed to rinse the burn in cold water, but the eye on the stove 

was still lit, so she stepped forward to turn it off.   

Collecting herself, Margaret pushed the sleeve of her gown up past the elbow and 

out of the way before reaching with a slightly trembling hand for the dial on the range to 

cut off the gas, but when she saw the pale, soft skin of her own arm in front of her, she 

hesitated only a moment before moving the hand, palm down, over the flame. 
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The pain, at first, was minimal.  Margaret steadily lowered her hand until the tips 

of the blue fingers of flame were almost touching her skin.  It seemed for a moment that 

she couldn’t feel a thing, her hand nearly resting on the steel eye of the stove.   

But then the pain presented itself with an overwhelming shock, and Margaret 

withdrew her hand with a cry and rushed to the sink and put it under a hard stream of 

cold water.  Tears came to her eyes and her head felt buoyant, as if she might faint, but 

she leaned against the edge of the sink and allowed the water to rush over her throbbing 

hand and panted, her mouth open and eyes shut.  When she looked again at her hand, it 

had swollen to almost twice its size and was glossy and red, the meat of the palm blotchy 

with brown and white charring.  There was already an incredible throbbing and stinging, 

an unbearable itchiness that grew more painful by the moment. 

This was a bad burn, bad enough for a trip to the emergency room, but then she’d 

have to explain what had happened to her.  She had been about to put the kettle on and 

had become suddenly light-headed, had nearly fainted, had put her hand out for support 

and accidentally placed it on the exposed eye of the stove and immediately snatched it 

away.  That’s what she would say had happened.  She would wake up Warren and have 

him drive her to the hospital.  But when she pulled her hand away from the stream of cold 

water, the pain pulsed throughout her body, and she had to shove her hand back under the 

tap.  For ten full minutes, under the cold water, the hand continued to swell until the skin 

looked as though it were covered in interlocking scales. 

Removing her hand from the stream of water, the pain of the burn intensified 

again, now causing a feeling of tightness that swept up and down her right arm with the 

beating of her heart.  She had to sit down in a kitchen chair and cradle the wounded arm 

as the pain washed over her in white sheets, alternating chills with flashes of heat.  

Margaret sat very still and seemed to withdraw into herself while seconds, perhaps 

minutes, passed so slowly that it was as if her sensation of time had dissolved altogether.  

She felt as though she were sinking into calm water beneath crashing waves, and it 

occurred to her that she might be going into shock.  But then, like one who becomes 

conscious of dreaming and decides to wake up, she rose again to the surface of the pain, 

opened her eyes and with her left hand turned off the eye of the stove, lifted the kettle 

from the floor and set it on the table.   
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She rose and took a bag of frozen peas from the freezer and wrapped it in a dish 

towel around her hand.  She did not wake up Warren, and she would not go to the 

hospital.  Margaret sat for a while more at the table in the brightly lit kitchen, moving in 

and out of an almost meditative state of pain as her arm continued to swell, up to the 

elbow, and she was able to assess the damage she had done herself and experience it as a 

precise moment and development in her life, perhaps the first thing that could be said to 

have happened to her since Grace’s disappearance.   

In this state of calm, Margaret had managed to open the plastic jar of Tylenol and 

swallow several of the capsules, then put on her sandals and take up her purse, get into 

the Volvo and drive slowly, fighting dizziness, through the empty streets to the 

Walgreen’s on Berry Avenue, where she had wandered the empty aisles in her bathrobe, 

purchasing burn ointment, a pain killer, and sleeping pills.  At the register, the nighttime 

clerk, a young woman, had read the stricken pallor of Margaret’s face and the bulk of the 

wrapped hand and expressed concern, had offered to call an ambulance for her, but 

Margaret, speaking slowly and quietly, assured her this was not necessary.   

In the parking lot, as she was trying to unlock the door of the Volvo with her left 

hand, she became momentarily confused and lost the composure that the pain of the burn 

had given her.  She leaned over and threw up a clear stream of watery bile and felt her 

head immediately clear.  The colored halves of the Tylenol capsules lay in the center of 

the shiny splatter of fluid on the black asphalt.  In the morning, Warren had insisted on 

taking her to the hospital.   

In the following weeks, as the burn had slowly healed, Margaret had spent many 

hours learning to write with her left hand, laboriously forming in her journal the large, 

sprung letters of a child’s alphabet, letters that frustrated and exhausted her, that forced 

her to abbreviate her sentences and preoccupied her as she struggled to write so that the 

words came out clear and naked, in a style so unguarded that, when she would later return 

to the journal to read what she had written, she often found herself horrified by the 

defenseless, pleading quality of this new, broken language and would rip the pages from 

her notebook and shred them into small pieces so Warren would not be able to pull them 

from the trash and read them.   
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But she had not been able to destroy the first effort of this new hand, pathetic as it 

might be: GRAce wAs so pretty. I miss heR. SHe is GoNe. My BABy ….  Margaret had 

worked for a few minutes to produce these feeble sentences, and had immediately ripped 

the page from her journal.  But she could not bring herself to destroy the page and had 

folded it into a square and sealed it into one of the small envelopes she and Warren had 

been given by her mother at their wedding—with a set of matching calling cards, unused 

for seventeen years, Mr. and Mrs. John Warren Mays embossed in a neat type on the 

topwhich she kept in the top drawer of her dresser in the original printer’s box, 

alongside her checkbook and bundles of receipts and important papers.  She had, with 

some difficulty, using only her left hand, sealed the page in the small envelope and 

secreted it behind the backing of a picture frame on her dresser that displayed a black-

and-white photograph of Grace, at three, on the swing set, swinging unaided for the first 

time, at the park down the road, on the other side of the junior high school.   

Margaret’s burned hand had eventually healed, but her fingers had thinned and 

sharpened to red claws and the palm was now as smooth with scar tissue as a corduroy 

glove.  

* * *  

 Margaret stood alone in the doorway of the empty room, looking at Grace’s things 

in the dark, but she did not step inside.  From somewhere outside the house she heard a 

burst of laughter, a group of children trick-or-treating or simply roaming the night.  After 

her meeting with Warren in the afternoon, she wondered when she’d see him again.  He 

had left her hurt and ugly and afraid, but now she couldn’t bring herself to care what was 

becoming of him.  He was gone, and she was alone.  They both knew.   

She left Grace’s room and went to her bathroom and turned on the light and 

opened the front of her nightgown so that it hung at her sides.  In the mirror, she 

examined the front of her body in the yellow glare.  With the wizened right hand she 

lifted her left breast to reveal four stripes, a series of lines about four inches in length 

running parallel to her ribs.  She cleansed the place with a washcloth and opened the 

drawer where she kept a pair of sharp scissors.  

Standing in front of the bathroom mirror, examining the pink barrier of skin in 

which she was sealed with her life, Margaret wonderedwithout much confidence that 
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knowing would matter to her at all or would be anything more than an irritating 

distractionwhat dynamic lay behind the desire that had opened itself up to her on the 

night she had put her hand to the flame, the desire that now expressed itself in the 

compulsion to press the hard, shining edge of the scissor blade into the flesh of her side 

until a thick drop of dark blood appeared and formed a miraculous, bright line.   

In those moments, almost entirely without any actual pain, in which she was able 

to pierce her own skin, as thick and blank to her as a painted canvas, she drew forth a 

profusion of images: red gobbets of spilled flesh, the bruised efflorescence of exposed 

guts, ripping fabric and Graceviolated and majestic, catatonic with a horrifying 

immanence—the painted speared torso and rolling eyes of Jesus on the cross from her 

childhood church, flowers heaped on flowers, the teeth of snarling animals, sticks and 

bones, pink and broken, the unearthed dirt and carnage of layered seasons on a forest 

floor where a trail of crumbs led into darkness….  

What use was there for self-knowledge, when these were the actual contents of 

her mind that spilled from her like blood from a wound? experienced as fully as objects 

held in her hands, then dropped, as irretrievable as spilled blood, becoming, as instantly 

as they had emerged so vividly before her, as vague as half-recalled dreams or the 

abandoned toys of childhood.  Margaret stood before the mirror contemplating her scored 

chest, marveling at the occult power she had discovered to sink deep inside her own 

breath, each breath deeper and more even than the last, to witness phantasms in the 

unplumbed depths, and to forgetafterward to fall easily into dreamless sleep.  She 

would return to herself, naked and marked with a red smearso slight!—a figure in the 

light of the bathroom mirror with eyes as dark and vacant as holes, eyes looking into 

eyes, unseeing.   

Margaret held the scissors in her scarred red hand and found the place on her 

chest where she would make the line.  With each cut she relinquished something of 

herself, cut the cords that held her fastened to the reliable world of her senses, to the 

woman she had once been; this much she knew.  And she was becoming something new 

and a stranger to herself: this naked woman in the mirror, pressing steel to her own chest.  

Was there nothing left of her that might object? that might resist so completely embracing 

such an error?   
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* * * 

Someone was pounding loudly on the front door, and the doorbell was being rung, 

again and again, like an alarm.  Margaret didn’t know how long this had been going on, 

but it sounded like an assault, and as she listened she expected at any moment to hear the 

crack of wood and the crash of breaking glass, the pounding footfalls of approaching 

calamity climbing the stairs toward her.  She held the scissors in her hand, seeing for a 

moment something that had very little meaning to her, a shining thing, a shape like a 

cross.  For how long she stood there staring at this object in her hand she couldn’t have 

said, but at some point the pounding on the front door ceased.   

Margaret went to the guest room at the front of the house and parted the curtains 

to look out the window.  The night was dark, lit only by a thin sliver of moon and the dull 

glow of the streetlamps.  Across the street, the flickering faces of jack-o-lanterns leered at 

her from the porches and stoops of the neighboring homes.  Something flashed in the 

street below—a child in a Halloween costume.  The child was wearing a mask and a 

black suit, the mask depicting a grinning skull, a skeleton figured in a reflective material 

on the front of the suit; the child had turned around to face the house and become visible 

for one flashing moment before he turned again, disappearing, to run away up Carroll 

Street.  Some other child must have dared him to approach, dared him to ring the doorbell 

of the house where the dead girl had lived.   

As Margaret stared up the street after the child in the skeleton suit, into the 

darkness where he had disappeared, she noticed a black car that didn’t belong to any of 

her neighbors parked against the curb just beyond her own lawn, and as she looked at it, 

she became sure that it was the car that belonged to Detective Blackwell.  

Downstairs, the clock above the door to the front hall ticked into the silence that 

had resettled over the house.  Margaret went to the front door and opened it, looked up 

and down Carroll Street.  Except for Blackwell’s car, the street was empty.  She stood in 

her front door in the shadow of the porch and waited for some sign from him, but his car 

was dark and she could not see inside of it.  Margaret turned on the porch light and stood 

with her arms crossed, the scissors against her chest, but then let her arms fall to her sides 

and waited.  If he wanted to look at her, she thought, then let him see.   
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Three 

  

Because Halloween this year fell on a Monday night, most celebrations and 

events had been scheduled for the preceding Saturday, before and after the Mississippi 

game: the haunted house and autumn fair that were set up each year in the parking lot of 

the high school, the Trick-or-Treat Night at the mall, the costume parties and fraternity 

fright-nights, the midnight screening of The Rocky Horror Picture Show at the Movie 

Haus.  All that was over now, but as Detective Captain Jimmy Blackwell cruised the 

quiet neighborhoods of Auburn he saw a number of children, mostly high school and 

junior high school boys, wandering the streets in shadowy groups.  Closer to the 

university, there were Halloween parties, carloads of teenagers listening to loud music, 

boys spilling from the open doorways of upstairs apartments onto the breezeways with 

plastic Solo cups of beer in their hands, the thump of drums and amplified guitars in 

distant backyards, the occasional shriek and laughter of girls.  For many of them, 

Detective Blackwell knew, the night would end badly.  The police radio in his car was 

turned down to a mutter. 

Blackwell had been sitting in his car at the curb before the Mays house for about 

five minutes when three boys in dark clothes had approached the front door.  He watched 

them climb the steps onto the porch before realizing that none of them had Halloween 

bags.  And it was almost nine, a bit late for trick-or-treating.  He turned the key in the 

ignition, casting a greenish glow from the dashboard console onto his hands, and rolled 

down the driver’s side power window to listen.  When he heard the boys banging on the 

front door, he sounded the horn of his car twice.  Two of the boys emerged immediately 

from the porch and ran across the street, up a neighbor’s driveway, and disappeared.  The 

third boy, wearing a skeleton suit, followed a moment later.  They were no older than 

thirteen or fourteen, seventh or eighth graders, and none of them had looked at 

Blackwell’s car; they’d just run, flushed like stray dogs from a capsized trashcan.   

Blackwell raised his window and switched the ignition back off.  These boys, he 

thought, had probably known Grace Mays, had been in school with her at one time or 

another, or all along—from kindergarten through the fifth grade—but their memory of 
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her would already have grown dim.  She was a ghost story, a gaping hole in their psychic 

landscape, an absence that failed to serve even as a cautionary tale.  No parent with any 

sense would try to make her children understand anything about Grace Mays, but 

children would know in their own way: that you can be riding the school bus on 

Wednesday, sitting in class with your pencils lined up in front of you and a clean sheet of 

paper, and that on Thursday you can be nowhere at all—the air snapping shut around the 

empty space you’d occupied the day before with the almost inaudible growl of distant 

thunder.  

Blackwell had been driving around town, keeping an eye on things.  Half an hour 

earlier, he had driven slowly past the Lutheran Church on Sanford Avenue and seen 

Warren Mays among the collection of men seated on old couches and folding chairs 

visible through the brightly lit windows of the annex.  So much for anonymity, he 

thought.  Blackwell knew many of these poor men and had arrested a few of them; some 

he had picked up several times.  He applauded their efforts to get their lives under control 

and wished them well.  If anybody deserved redemption, he thought, these were the ones.  

But Warren Mays, Blackwell was sure, was not an alcoholic, though his behavior had 

lately become increasingly confused and erratic.  The fact that he was now attending AA 

meetings was itself a bad sign to Blackwell.  Mays had moved out of his house on Carroll 

Street.  He had lost weight and had developed a rumpled, almost shabby, appearance.  

Blackwell wondered what Mays thought he was doing in those meetings and was 

concerned about him, as much because he pitied his suffering as because he had a feeling 

that Mays was headed for something in which Blackwell himself might have to become 

involved.  

Halloween would always be a hard night for the Mayses.  The last photograph 

they had taken of their daughter had been on Halloween night in 2003—a fifth grader 

with short, dark hair and a long neck, wearing the dismissive smile of one suppressing a 

laugh at a joke, her brown eyes looking impatiently at someone, probably her mother, 

beyond the camera.  She looked older than eleven.  This was one of two photos that had 

appeared on the flier that had been hastily put together on the night of her disappearance. 

Now the light on the porch came on, and Margaret Mays was standing at the top 

of the steps in her bathrobe.  Blackwell had been made.  His pulse raced as he 



 

46 

straightened his tie and glanced at himself in the rearview mirror.  He took the key out of 

the ignition, got out of the car and reached into the backseat for his jacket and put it on.  

Blackwell could see that Margaret Mays was shivering as he made his way across the 

dewy lawn. 

“It’s too cold out here for just a bathrobe,” he said.  Mrs. Mays pulled her robe 

tighter around herself.  She was holding a pair of heavy-duty kitchen scissors in her 

scarred right hand, and the thought that this—a pair of scissors—was the weapon 

Margaret Mays had chosen to bring to the front door of her house to defend herself, if 

necessary, from a home invader, was sobering to Blackwell.  Most women would have 

chosen a blunt object, would have chosen something with a longer reach.  Her eyes had a 

wild appearance.  If you’re smart, Blackwell told himself, you’ll turn around, get in your 

car, and drive straight home, double-quick.  This woman is no longer your business. 

“What are you doing out here?” she demanded. 

“I’m just, you know, making the rounds.  Keeping an eye on things.  Halloween.” 

“You’re keeping an eye on me?” 

“Not really, no.  I was only turning around.  I just pulled up,” he said.  “What’s 

that you’re holding?” 

 Mrs. Mays held out the scissors and looked at them as if she could not say what 

they were.  “Oh,” she said.  “I just had these in my hand.”  Blackwell could see that there 

was something wrong with her; she looked drugged.  But that didn’t surprise him; 

Blackwell imagined that she’d probably had a prescription for something pretty strong for 

the last two years.  He was still standing at the bottom of the front steps. 

 “Well, if you’re okay, I should be going,” Blackwell said.  He started back down 

the brick walkway toward his car. 

 “Detective,” Margaret called.  Blackwell stopped and turned around.  “I’ve never 

asked—do you have children?” 

 “I’ve got two.  A boy and a girl.  Austin’s twenty-three, and Sarah’s twenty-nine.” 

 “What do they do?” she asked.   

Blackwell took a breath and looked up and down Carroll Street, which was 

entirely empty.  “Sarah is a vet.  Here in town.  Austin has cerebral palsy.” 

 “I’m sorry to hear it.” 
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 “Don’t be.  He’s a great kid.” 

 Blackwell could tell that Margaret Mays was thinking carefully about her words.  

“Is your son much impaired?” she asked. 

 “He needs a good bit of help, yeah.” 

 “Does he live with you?” 

 “He does.  My wife and I take care of him.” 

 “That must be hard.” 

 “Hey, I bet a lot of parents would be glad to….  No.  It’s not hard.  You learn to 

live with it.”  Blackwell jingled his keys briskly, nervously, in his pocket.  “I should get 

going,” he said. 

 “What’s your wife’s name?” 

 “Denise.”  

 “Denise,” Margaret repeated.  “I’m sorry.  I guess I don’t really know anything 

about you, Detective.  And you know so much about us.  It’s strange, isn’t it?” 

 “Not really, no.  That’s just the way it goes.”  Margaret was silent.  “I don’t 

mind,” Blackwell added. 

“Do you want a cup of coffee or something?” 

 “I should actually get going.” 

 “My husband moved out,” she said.   

Leave right now, Blackwell thought.  But he had to say something to her, or he’d 

be just like the boys he’d seen roaming the streets tonight, looking for a house to play 

ring and run.  This house. 

 “I know.  I’m sorry to hear it.”  Mrs. Mays shifted so that she was standing in 

front of the porch light and Blackwell could no longer really see her face.  Her hair, lit 

from behind, formed a glowing halo around her head.  Blackwell sensed himself staring 

and looked down at his own feet, in a pair of loafers. 

 “You knew about Warren?” 

 “It’s a small town, you know.  I’m a cop.  I know things.” 

 “Please, Detective.  I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean anything by it.  I’m glad you 

stopped by.  Come inside and have a cup of coffee with me.  Fifteen minutes.”  
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“Okay,” he said.  He climbed the steps and followed her inside and down the dark 

front hall to the kitchen. 

 * * * 

Grace Mays disappeared between five o’clock and five fifteen on a Wednesday 

evening in mid-November, two years earlier.  She was last been seen by Natalie Sewell, 

the daughter of John and Anita Sewell, at approximately five o’clock, just before dusk.  

Natalie was a friend of Grace’s who lived three doors down from the Mayses on Carroll 

Street and had been in Grace’s homeroom class at the middle school.  The two girls, both 

eleven years old, had been riding their bicycles up and down the street, according to 

Natalie, within sight of the front door of the Sewell home, where Anita Sewell, Natalie’s 

mother, had been at home.  Margaret Mays had also been home that afternoon when 

Natalie and Grace got off the school bus together at the end of Carroll Street at 

approximately quarter ‘til four.  The two girls had entered the Mays home, spoken briefly 

with Margaret Mays in the kitchen, and gone upstairs to Grace’s bedroom, then come 

back down and left the house about twenty minutes later, Grace on her bicycle, Natalie 

on foot.  Margaret Mays had seen Grace for the last time as the two girls left the house 

together.    

Grace had not entered the Sewell home, but had waited outside on her bicycle, 

where Natalie joined her after leaving her book bag inside.  According to Natalie, the two 

girls rode their bicycles for about half an hour before sitting together on the front lawn of 

the Sewell home for perhaps ten minutes.  Anita Sewell opened the front door of her 

house and called Natalie inside at approximately five o’clock.   Natalie entered the house, 

leaving Grace Mays sitting on the lawn beside her bicycle in the dusk. 

Mrs. Mays had discovered that Grace was missing at five-fifteen, when she had 

called for Grace from the front door of her home and then walked down the street and 

found Grace’s bicycle lying on its side in the grass of the Sewells’ front yard.  She had 

knocked on the Sewells’ door, spoken to Anita and Natalie Sewell, and shortly afterward 

had returned to her own home and dialed 911, contacting the public safety dispatcher at 

the Auburn Police Department at five thirty-four.  Detective Captain Blackwell, who had 

helped handle several cases of missing children when he’d been with the Decatur police 

department in Georgia, had been called immediately.  He had been at his desk in the 
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police station when he received the call and left without delay, arriving at the Mayses’ 

house at five forty-seven. 

Warren Mays had arrived home from his office at Auburn University shortly after 

Margaret Mays’ 911 call and was in the front yard speaking with the first officers to 

arrive on the scene, Lieutenant McAlister and Officer Graves, when Blackwell pulled up 

in front of the house.  A few neighbors, including the three Sewells, were standing in the 

Mayses’ front yard, alerted to the trouble by Margaret Mays’ shouting in the first few 

minutes after she had been unable to locate her daughter.  As Blackwell got out of his car, 

Mrs. Mays, who had been standing with her husband and the two policemen, swayed on 

her feet and became unbalanced, then tottered and stumbled.  Her knees buckled and she 

fell to her butt on the grass.  Her husband knelt down by her side and took her by the 

shoulders to keep her upright.  Blackwell had seen her fall, and he heard McAlister 

calling for an ambulance on his hand radio as came up the lawn.   

Margaret Mays sat on the wet lawn in the midst of the group, her husband and the 

two policemen and the Sewells, and looked up into Blackwell’s face as he stepped toward 

her.  Her dark hair hung wild about her face, which looked distorted and mask-like, as if 

her jaw had been pulled out of socket and left hanging open in a black howl.  Her eyes, 

too, were empty, dilated with shock.  Blackwell had seen this same look on the faces of 

the severely injured—rape victims, people dragged from the wreckage of bad car 

accidents—and he cringed from the dumb stare, though he doubted she was able to 

properly register his presence at all.  Her husband had taken her jaw in his hand to keep 

her head from sagging on her neck, turned her face to stare into his own, and began 

lightly slapping her cheek and saying her name to bring her around.   

Blackwell had been on hand for several scenes like this over the years and made 

the immediate assessment that this was almost certainly a legitimate case, not merely a 

misunderstanding; this woman’s child was really in danger—either somewhere nearby 

and badly injured or incapacitated, at best, or she had been abducted.  Expediency, at this 

point, was Blackwell’s highest priority, and he would not let the parents slow him down.  

If Grace Mays had been abducted, the damage would not be confined to the Mays family; 

the abduction of a child had a public effect.  Whether the people in a town like Auburn 
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understood it or not, there was no place left for a family to be safe from such a thing, and 

the entire town would be changed by it, and changed by the search that would ensue.  

When the officers had pulled Mrs. Mays to her feet and walked her back into the 

house, Blackwell offered measured reassurances to Mr. Mays and asked him to help 

Lieutenant McAlister conduct a thorough search of the house and secure the child’s 

bedroom, and though Warren Mays at first resisted this request, claiming that he had 

already searched the house and urging an immediate search of the neighborhood, he was 

sobered by Blackwell radioing for all available backup from the Auburn and Opelika 

police and fire departments, the Auburn University police—a division of the State 

Police—and from the state Highway Patrol.  Blackwell issued a state-wide Be On The 

Lookout bulletin for Grace Mays and asked Mr. Mays for current photos of Grace.  

McAlister followed Mr. Mays into the house.  Blackwell sent Officer Graves and the 

Sewells down the street to the Sewells’ yard to secure the girl’s bicycle, which, to 

Blackwell’s relief, had not been moved or touched.   

As McAlister and Warren May searched the house and collected a handful of 

photographs, Detective Blackwell made a series of calls to organize a rapid response with 

a helicopter from the East Alabama Medical Center to fly over the neighborhood with 

heat-sensing infrared equipment and bloodhounds owned by a retired Opelika police 

sergeant named Dale Hicock, whose dogs were on retainer with the county.  He ordered 

immediate roadblocks on highway 280 northbound after College Street at the rest stop 

and southbound in front of the old empty Wal-Mart in Opelika as well as on College 

Street southbound at the interstate exchange, on Twine Road just past the university’s vet 

school fields, and on highway 14 past University Parkway.  It was a porous net, and 

Blackwell was not hopeful about his chances of stopping a possible kidnapper within a 

five-mile radius after an hour-long delay.  So he also requested roadblocks from the 

Uniontown police on highway 29, forty minutes to the south, from the sheriff’s 

department in the small town of Dadeville on highway 280, twenty minutes to the north, 

and from the Phenix City police and Columbus police, just over the border in Georgia, 

and the Montgomery police on highway 80.  But there were countless city and county 

roads leading outside of his immediate perimeter, too many to secure, and there was also 

I-85, with several exits within a few miles of Carroll Street.  Grace Mays could speeding 
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away from them at the rate of a mile a minute, could already be in almost any of the 

neighboring states by now.  Blackwell asked Captain Stroud of the University Police to 

set up and take command of a staging area in the junior high school parking lot, around 

the corner from Carroll Street, from which to launch initial searches.  

When Warren Mays came out of the house with several photographs, Blackwell 

made a more detailed notation of the girl’s vital statistics and the description her mother 

had given of the outfit in which she had last been seen and sent an officer back to the 

police station to make copies of this information, to be distributed to all the roadblocks 

and search parties, and to fax a release to local news outlets for immediate broadcast.  All 

this had been ordered before six thirty, by which time a number of on-duty officers had 

already arrived at the scene.  Half a dozen police cars were now lining the street, their 

lights strobing in the dark against the houses and trees, flashing against the undersides of 

the bare branches so that the street felt closed-in, vaulted and hellish.   

Blackwell divided the officers into four teams and sent them up and down both 

sides of Carroll Street to knock on doors and question neighbors.  The most likely chance 

of recovering Grace, Blackwell knew, was right now, in one of the homes on Carroll 

Street or the surrounding blocks, and Blackwell gave the officers canvassing the 

neighborhood instructions to be watchful for suspicious behavior.  He told them to ask at 

every door if there were any children in the house, to at least step foot inside each house, 

if possible, and to ask if there had been any service vans or deliveries during the day, if 

anyone remembered seeing any strange vehicles, any vans or large trucks.   

If anyone had actually seen Grace Mays get into a vehicle or had even seen her in 

the presence of an unidentified adult, then Blackwell could issue an Amber Alert, which 

would cut into all statewide broadcasting.  Finally, the canvassing officers were to ask if 

the neighbors would be willing to help make an immediate search and to direct them to 

the staging area in the junior high school parking lot.  Volunteers should be instructed to 

wear work shoes, jeans and a warm coat and to bring, if possible, a good flashlight.  

There were several small, vacant, wooded areas in the immediate vicinity of Carroll 

Street that needed to be searched, on foot, immediately.   At the staging area, volunteers 

would be asked to sign in to a log book with their addresses and phone numbers, and an 
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officer would take a digital photograph of each of the volunteers before organizing them 

into groups to search the surrounding area.   

When the canvassing groups moved out, up and down Carroll Street, Blackwell 

allowed Warren Mays to accompany him down to the Sewells’ yard for a look at the 

bike.  Blackwell swept the beam of his flashlight back and forth in a careful pattern over 

the asphalt in front of them as they walked.  Up and down the street, families began to 

gather on their front lawns in the dark to look down the tunnel of glare from the flashing 

police lights for a view of the commotion.  The surrounding streets were alive with the 

sirens of approaching emergency vehicles.  Once, Warren Mays cupped his hands over 

his mouth and shouted his daughter’s name into the night, as if she were just out of 

earshot.  The neighbors who were now standing in the street seemed to want to avoid 

looking directly at the Warren and Blackwell.  If the girl was anywhere nearby, she was, 

Blackwell knew, unable to respond. 

When they stepped up onto the Sewell’s front yard, Officer Graves was talking to 

the three Sewells on the front stoop of their home, all of them looking warily at the 

tableaux twenty feet away from them on the edge of their front lawn, illuminated in 

flickering red: the bicycle, Warren Mays and Detective Blackwell, and now another 

lieutenant, with a fingerprinting kit, crouching over the bike.  Blackwell shined his 

flashlight in the grass around the bicycle, but there was nothing. 

 “You getting anything?” Blackwell asked. 

 “I don’t think so,” the lieutenant said.  “None of the prints I’m finding here look 

very big.  I think they all belong to the girl.” 

 “Grace,” said Mays.  “Her name is Grace Mays.”  The lieutenant looked up at 

Warren Mays, then to Blackwell, then turned back to his work.  “Look,” said Warren, “I 

need to know right now if you think we’re going to find my daughter.” 

 “We’re going to try, Mr. Mays.  I’d be lying if I told you anything else.  And I’m 

not going to lie to you.” 

Blackwell and Warren Mays walked back up the street to the Mayses’ house, 

where Dale Hicock had arrived and was just emerging from the house with Lieutenant 

McAlister, holding a blue pillowcase from the girl’s bed, into which he had stuffed a pair 

of her jeans and socks.  Six tan bloodhounds were baying and surging over one another in 
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the back of Hicock’s blue Ford pickup, their claws scrabbling hollowly against the truck 

bed.  Blackwell spoke briefly with Hicock and then followed Warren inside and found 

him sitting with his wife in the front room of the house.   

Margaret Mays seemed to have recovered her self-possession, to some extent, but 

both she and her husband looked as if they had been drugged, sitting side by side on the 

sofa, holding hands, like children waiting for someone to tell them what to do next.  A 

few police officers were standing in the front hall, keeping an eye on the Mayses through 

the open French doors to the living room, and Blackwell asked them to report to the 

junior high school parking lot to help Captain Stroud organize the volunteers. 

 Now he sat alone with the Mayses.  Margaret Mays’ face had a soft, beaten 

appearance, shining with tears and smudged where she had wiped at her cheeks with dirty 

hands, but she was composed and sat almost completely still.  She was tall and slender, 

wearing dark slacks and a beige pullover that was soiled along the elbows and forearms 

from getting down on her knees in the dirt to look beneath the back porch.  She leaned 

forward, looking down at the floor between her feet and taking deep, even breaths, her 

hands clasped tightly between her knees, as if she were trying overcome a wave of 

nausea.  Now that Blackwell took a closer look at her, he realized that she looked very 

much like the daughter he’d seen in the handful of photographs Warren Mays had just 

given him.  Blackwell recognized something in her manner at this moment, something 

quiet and thoughtful and self-contained, and the little girl in the photos seemed to have 

the same quality.  Another woman in this situation might easily have become hysterical, 

but now she was in the process of mastering herself, preparing to face whatever would 

come next.   

Blackwell was almost certain that, if the girl had been abducted—and this was 

beginning to seem to him the likeliest case—she had been taken by someone, most likely 

a man, whom the Mayses, or at least Grace, already knew.  And if there were a prior 

connection of any kind between Grace and her possible kidnapper, then he would 

certainly realize that Grace was a danger to him.  So he would either flee, with or without 

the girl, or he would kill her.   

Blackwell had seen dead children before.  The first had been a seven-year-old boy 

dragged out of Snake Creek near the Chattahoochee River.  The body, wrapped in two 
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garbage bags taped together that had been torn open on a submerged log, had been 

bloated, the color of pale mud, putrefying flesh sliding from the limbered, waterlogged 

bones, the head a featureless lump sprouting twists of sodden hair.  At the time, 

Blackwell had not known whether it was a boy or a girl, had thought that there would be 

no way of determining how the child had died.  The stretch of brown creek running 

through the bottomland woods and the dead boy, dragged up onto the leafy mold of the 

clay bank, still appeared occasionally in Blackwell’s dreams, even after almost thirty 

years.  And now each passing minute in the Mayses’ living room seemed to be loaded 

with the same weight of dread Blackwell felt in those dreams as he fled, in blind terror, 

through the trees, away from the scene of that horror.  

The living room was dimly lit by table lamps on either end of the sofa where the 

Mayses sat, and for a moment, Blackwell imagined a heavy odor of rancid death 

emanating from somewhere in the room, as if a chunk of carrion were secreted beneath 

one of the pieces of heavily upholstered furniture or in a shadowy corner, an odor so 

cloying and strong in his nose it was as if it had become substantial and touched his face 

and reached down his throat.  Bile surged up into his mouth but he choked it back, took 

several noisy breaths through his nose.  It was not uncommon, at a crime scene, to have a 

feeling like this, to feel sick and weak, or to have an almost overwhelming urge to simply 

crawl into the backseat of one’s squad car and fall asleep.  At the edge of Blackwell’s 

awareness there was a gnawing hope that an officer would suddenly come barging 

through the front door holding the child in his arms, in any condition, either dead or alive, 

so that then he’d be able to just go home and crawl into bed.   

It was not yet seven o’clock, but it was now completely dark outside.  The 

Mayses’ furnace kicked on with a whoosh of air, and the police lights flashed against the 

curtained windows of the living room.  Blackwell began to outline for them what had 

been done so far, the measures that were now underway to find Grace.  He interviewed 

the Mayses for about an hour, taking down a thorough timeline of how they had spent the 

day and an outline of their previous week, noting the names of all the people with whom 

they, and Grace especially, had routine contact.  By the end of this initial interview there 

were no obvious possible leads of any kind, no new recent acquaintances or friends, no 

suspicious neighbors or coworkers, no service calls or deliveries to the house.  Grace had 
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joined no new clubs or activity groups, and no one, of whom the Mayses were aware, had 

recently moved into or out of the neighborhood.  Both Warren and Margaret Mays had 

seemed to be visibly wilting as the questions went on and they found themselves unable 

to produce any plausible explanation for what was happening all around them.  They 

came to life only briefly, with renewed expectation, each time the front door opened, 

bringing in a gust of cold air and one or another police officer who had come to ask 

Blackwell a question or to give him an update.  

By this time, news teams had arrived in their vans from the local network affiliate 

TV stations in Montgomery and Columbus.  After his interview with the Mayses, 

Blackwell stepped outside and made a brief statement that would run at the top of the late 

news.  He didn’t answer any questions and was able to get back to the Mayses after only 

about ten minutes.  

“Should we speak to them?” Margaret Mays asked, after Blackwell returned, 

looking through the curtains on the front windows at the lights the television crews had 

set up in the street. 

“Not yet,” Blackwell said.  “I need to have a look at your daughter’s bedroom.” 

“I’ll show you,” Margaret said.   

“I want to do something,” Warren had said.  “What should I be doing, right now?” 

“The best thing you can do, Mr. Mays, is stay right here in the house to be 

available to answer questions, answer the telephone, and give any information we might 

need.  We’ve already got more than a hundred volunteers who are searching the 

surrounding area.  You can be of most use if you stay here with me.”  Warren Mays 

sighed heavily and fell back into the sofa and put his hands over his eyes.  “Please don’t 

go anywhere, Mr. Mays,” Blackwell said. 

Blackwell followed Margaret Mays up the stairs and had a quick look around 

before going into the girl’s bedroom.  He turned on the reading lamp on the small desk.  

It was a pleasant room for a little girl, with colorful pictures on the walls, full of dolls and 

books.  Blackwell didn’t care to have Mrs. Mays watch him make his search, so he 

thanked her, dismissively, but she just stood in the doorway.  Blackwell pulled a latex 

glove out of his jacket pocket and stretched it over his right hand with a snap, but she still 

didn’t leave, so he began to carefully open the dresser drawers, one at a time, conscious 
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of the fact that she was staring at him and was reluctant to leave him alone in her 

daughter’s room.  He carefully lifted the little girl’s clothes out of the drawers and turned 

them over in his gloved hand, the small t-shirts and blue jeans, the cotton briefs and 

sweaters.  He ran his hands around the edges of the drawers before taking them out of 

their frames completely to look up inside the chest.  By the time he had finished looking 

through the dresser and, as expected, found nothing that might be useful to him, 

Blackwell looked up and saw that Margaret Mays was still standing there in the door. 

“You may want to leave while I do this, Mrs. Mays,” he said. 

“Where do you suggest I go?” she asked.   

But she turned and left.  Blackwell heard her footsteps going down the stairs.  He 

sat down on the little girl’s bed and looked around the room.  It was still early, not even 

eight o’clock, but Blackwell thought about the night that lay ahead of him.  Then he 

allowed himself to lay down, on his side, on the bed, his feet hanging off the end and his 

head on the little girl’s bare pillow, breathing in the soft aroma she had left there, and it 

was as familiar to him as the scent, years before, of his own children’s hair.  He had a 

powerful memory of holding them, Sarah and Austin, when they were small enough to be 

held, of kissing the tops of their heads.  He looked at the room, lit by the desk lamp, 

under a white shade embroidered with bright red ladybugs and green leaves, and he 

imagined Grace Mays lying here in the same spot, at bedtime, waiting for her mother to 

come in and turn out the lights.   

Blackwell closed his eyes and breathed deeply, willing himself toward some 

sudden insight, willing himself to know where the girl might be found.  He breathed in 

the scent of the girl’s pillow and prayed to God that someone was walking her home right 

now, but he knew that, if that were the case, he’d have been called already.  For the 

moment, he was at the center of this web, of all the lines being cast over the 

neighborhood and the city and the countryside beyond, and if anything got caught in any 

of the lines of that web, he would immediately feel the motion it made.  So he modified 

the prayer, imagined someone actually finding her, perhaps asleep somewhere—saw her 

in his mind under a bush in a neighbor’s yard, imagined a kind adult figure bending over 

her and lifting her small, sleeping figure into its arms, imagined Grace Mays climbing the 
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stairs, returning to this room, to this bed.  Then he prayed for the strength to get through 

the night ahead of him.   

Blackwell sat up and pushed his hands under the edges of the mattress and felt 

around, finding nothing, then stood up and continued his search, though, again, he 

doubted he’d find anything that would help him find the girl.  But if the girl were never 

found, it would not be the fault of James Blackwell.  He would do everything exactly 

right.  He would make no mistakes.  He would be thorough.  And he would take the 

Mayses down to the station tomorrow for a polygraph test, though he was sure already 

that neither of them knew anything about what had happened to their daughter. 

By the time Blackwell went back downstairs, Warren Mays had turned on the 

lights in all the downstairs rooms, and Blackwell could see him standing on the back 

porch, watching the beams of flashlights moving through the woods at the bottom of the 

yard, listening to the faint crashing noises of people walking through the leaves and 

underbrush.  To his right, Blackwell could see an officer through the front door, standing 

in the yellow light of the porch, talking into his radio.  Margaret Mays sat at the kitchen 

table staring into her open hands on the table before her.  Blackwell stepped through the 

kitchen door. 

“Did you find anything?” she asked. 

Blackwell held up Grace’s diary, a small book covered in shining red cloth with 

gold embroidery and a small brass lock, unclasped.  He had been surprised to find a diary 

in the desk of a girl who was not yet a teenager, and the little book was filled with the 

little girl’s loopy script.  “I’ll need to take this, and Grace’s schoolbooks, but I’ll return 

them as soon as I can.  She might have written something in them that might help us.” 

“Do you think that’s likely?”   

The girl had been missing now for over three hours; the search had only begun. 

“To be honest, Mrs. Mays, I don’t.  But I’m going to look anyway.”  Blackwell 

sat down at the kitchen table across from her. 

Margaret Mays pushed herself up from the table.  “Can I make you a sandwich or 

something, Detective?” 

“No, thank you.” 
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She opened the back door and spoke with her husband.  “Warren,” she said, “I’m 

going to make sandwiches.  Do you want one?” 

“What?”  Warren appeared in the back door. 

“You need to eat something,” Margaret said. 

Warren didn’t answer but stepped into the laundry room off the kitchen and 

rattled around in there, emerging a moment later with a flashlight.  “I don’t want a 

goddamned sandwich,” he said.  “I’m going down there.  I can’t believe I’ve been sitting 

in here like this for the last three hours.” 

“Wait, Mr. Mays,” Blackwell called, but Warren was already out the back door, 

striding down the lawn to the woods.   

“Let him go,” Margaret said.  

* * * 

Now Blackwell was back again at the same kitchen table in the center of the 

bright, high-ceilinged kitchen.  Margaret Mays filled the coffee pot at the sink.  The 

kitchen was quiet except for the running tap and the hum of the refrigerator, the ticking of 

the clock over the door to the front hall.  The house was almost immaculately clean, 

every surface wiped down and shining.  Blackwell watched Margaret Mays as she moved 

from the sink to the automatic coffee pot and poured the water in, as she lifted herself 

onto the balls of her feet, calves flexing, and stretched to reach into a cabinet for a can of 

decaffeinated coffee.   

Sitting here watching this woman make coffee for him in her bathrobe was oddly 

intimate, and Blackwell thought of Denise, his wife of thirty-four years, at home, sitting 

in the glow of the television with Austin, and felt a pang of guilt.  Blackwell tried to 

avoid doing anything he wouldn’t feel comfortable telling Denise about, and he was 

usually successful.  He had never come close to cheating on her.  He would drink a cup of 

Mrs. Mays’ coffee and then he would get up and leave.  He was too tired to get into any 

real trouble, he thought; he didn’t have the energy for it.  

“So how are you getting along these days?” he asked. 

Margaret stopped scooping coffee into the filter and stood with the spoon in her 

hand, staring into the can before her.  “I guess I don’t have a very good answer for that,” 

she said.  With her back turned to him, Blackwell felt free to stare.  She raised her right 
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foot and bounced the big toe on the tile floor, the sole of her foot facing Blackwell.  He 

stared at the swaying foot.  “I’ve been seeing a psychologist, but I don’t think it’s helping 

very much.” 

“Why not?” 

“I guess I’m just too fucked up, to tell the truth.”  She expelled a breath, but 

Blackwell couldn’t tell if it was a forced laugh or a sigh.  “Don’t ask me how I’m doing.” 

“Okay.” 

“Tell me about your son.” 

“What do you want to know?” 

“I don’t know.  I’m just asking.  What’s he like?”  

Blackwell’s son lived in a wheelchair, occasionally in a standing harness, and 

looked at picture books and lolled his head to music and watched television and listened 

to Denise talk to him.  Now Blackwell found that it was he who couldn’t come up with a 

ready answer.  Most people found out that Austin was disabled and stopped asking 

questions.  And Blackwell didn’t really have friends with whom he discussed his son.  

The truth was that Austin had never outgrown his infancy.  He suffered from severe 

spastic quadriplegia and was mentally impaired.  He had almost no control of his motor 

functions and had to be fed and bathed and stretched and changed.  Denise brushed his 

teeth for him each morning and night.   

Blackwell had long ago decided that his son’s mental defect was a blessing.  He 

could only imagine the horror—the rage—of enduring a life fully aware—as many who 

suffered from severe cerebral palsy were—of how completely one was imprisoned within 

such a spastic, useless body as Austin’s.  And Blackwell, too, was angry and horrified, 

beyond words, and had been for years.  But there was value in his son’s life; there was 

love.  Blackwell told himself this, told himself this on a daily basis, as if it were the 

conclusion of a logical proof too intricate to recall in its entirety but which he knew he 

could rely on having satisfactorily worked out for himself through an intense effort of 

reasoning, at some point in the distant past, so that now it was more a matter of faith than 

of logic.  Blackwell looked at his son’s contorted, useless limbs and knew that there was 

something inside him that was not earthbound, something that flickered and blazed and 

would one day escape the twisted knot of flesh in which it was trapped and fly away with 
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an almighty roar, like the engines of a 747 firing at full throttle, rattling the windows and 

shaking dust out of the walls, but you couldn’t say a thing like that to people.  

The doctors had told the Blackwells that their son would probably not live to be 

twenty years old, that he would certainly not live to be twenty-five, but he was still 

thriving, as they said.  Someday—and that day would probably come soon—if Austin 

didn’t succumb to pneumonia or another of the ailments associated with severe CP, he 

would simply fail to thrive.  But Austin was a strong boy.  All Blackwell hoped was that 

he could outlive his son, and he was confident that he would.  He dreaded the thought 

that Denise might be left alone to care for him by herself or that his daughter, Sarah, 

might have to take him in, that any portion of her life might have to be sacrificed to 

Austin’s care, as so much of Denise’s had been.  Each of the gifts Blackwell had been 

granted over twenty-three years of caring for his son were, nevertheless, hard lessons in 

grace which he hoped his daughter might be spared the opportunity to learn.   

“Does he look more like you or like your wife?” Margaret asked.  She had 

finished scooping coffee into the machine and turned it on and now stood facing 

Blackwell, leaning against the kitchen counter with her back to the sink, her bare feet side 

by side on the tile. 

“He looks like me.  Actually, he really does look a lot like me.  His sister too.” 

“Sarah, did you say her name was?” 

Blackwell told Margaret about his daughter and son-in-law, who were both 

veterinarians and owned a clinic in town.  Margaret poured two cups of coffee and sat 

across from him at the kitchen table as he talked.  Blackwell and his wife had followed 

Sarah to AUBURN shortly after she had come here to go to the vet school, six years ago.  

Blackwell had moved here from the Decatur Police Department, with a promotion to 

Captain, and Denise, who’d been running a typing service from their home in Decatur, 

was now doing the same thing here.  They had feared, at the time, that Sarah, not to 

mention her husband, would resent their following her, despite her protestations to the 

contrary, that she might feel her own escape attempt had been foiled, but Sarah was a 

good girl, good at caring for the mute and broken.  She was glad to have her family 

nearby. 
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“I’d like to meet everyone in your family,” Margaret finally said.  “They all sound 

like wonderful people.” 

Blackwell nodded and stared into his cup.  “You’re easy to talk to, Mrs. Mays.” 

“That’s funny,” she said.  “I spend entire days without talking to a single person.  

I used to get a lot of phone calls, but not anymore.” 

“I’m sorry to hear that.  People must not know what to say to you.” 

“Sometimes I look in there”—she pointed at the spiral notebook under the 

telephone where she logged all her calls—“and I think of how….  Well, I just don’t really 

talk to very many people anymore.” 

“You’re still keeping the call book?” 

“Of course.  The journal too.” 

“You don’t have any family left?” 

“My sister.  We’re not that close.  She wants me to move back to Virginia.  And 

Warren.  I should move, but I don’t know where I’d go.”  Margaret’s hands lay on the 

table between them, a mismatched pair, one soft and brown, the other lean and red.  She 

shook her head and the spicy aroma of her body, her hair and her skin, a warm aroma like 

fresh bread, gusted over Blackwell.  “I’m sorry to be doing this to you,” she said.  “I must 

sound like a nut.” 

“You don’t.” 

“I feel like I have you cornered here.  It’s late.  You must need to get home.” 

“Yes,” Blackwell said.  He tried to make himself get up from the table, but he 

couldn’t.  He looked down into his cup. 

“You should probably go,” she said.  

“Yes,” he said.  He finished the last of the coffee in his cup and set the cup down 

on the table.  “Do you know that I’m sixty-four years old?” 

“You don’t look it,” she said.  She placed both of her hands flat on the top of the 

table, then pushed herself up.  She came around the table and sat in the chair next to 

Blackwell’s left side and placed her scarred right hand on his knee.  

“I shouldn’t be here,” he said. 
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“I know,” she said.  “I’m sorry.”  Her hand moved slightly, against his leg, 

causing his whole body to stiffen, but remained there, as if she were unable to let go of 

him, or as if the damaged hand were too weak to move.  “It’s my fault,” she said. 

Blackwell leaned into her and kissed her on the mouth, her cheek and neck and 

shoulder.  It was awkward, seated beside each other in the straight-backed wooden chairs, 

but they groped for each other.  Blackwell reached inside her robe and cupped her left 

breast and felt the hard nipple against his fingertips, the beating of her heart against his 

hand, the thick movement of the breath in her chest.  When she took his belt in her hand 

and touching the leather holster of his sidearm, mounted on his hip, he pulled away from 

her. 

“I can’t do this,” he said.   

Her hair was disheveled and her mouth was open and slack, her eyes dull.  Her 

bathrobe was hanging open to reveal her breasts moving up and down with her breathing.  

Blackwell stared at her for a moment and reached for her again.  Her mouth was open and 

he kissed her, put his hands on her, but then he stopped.  Looking down, he found blood 

on his fingers.   

“Your chest is bleeding,” he said.   

He pulled away from her, knocking over the chair he’d been sitting on, nearly 

falling over backward.  There was a long gash beneath her left breast, with several livid 

scars running parallel to it.  Margaret closed her bathrobe over her chest.   

“You’re bleeding,” he said again.  

“I cut myself,” Margaret said.  “I’m fine.”  She had turned away from him and 

was trying to catch her breath.  “I’m sorry.  I’m fine.”  She crossed her hands in front of 

her on the table, then placed them in her lap.  She hiccupped, as if she might begin to cry, 

but she didn’t.  Blackwell remembered the scissors in her hand before.  Now they were 

on the kitchen counter beside the sink. 

Blackwell lifted the chair off the floor and stood it upright at the table, took his 

jacket from the back of the chair and put it on. 

“Please don’t leave,” she said.  “Please stay.” 

“You’re hurt, Mrs. Mays.  I should take you to the hospital.” 
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“No!  You don’t need to do that.  It’s nothing.”  She got up from the table and 

walked out of the kitchen.  Blackwell heard her climbing the stairs, and then silence.   

He went into the darkened front hall and called up after her, but she didn’t 

answer, so he climbed up the stairs and found her, in her bedroom, sitting on the queen-

sized bed in the half-light from the open bathroom door.  Her face was in her hands, but 

she was silent and he didn’t think she was crying.  More likely, she was simply mortified.  

He stepped into the bedroom and stood before her, unsure of what to say.  She looked up 

at him, then stood, suddenly, and embraced him again, and they were kissing, the length 

of her body pressed against him. 

“Stop, Mrs. Mays,” he said, and he pushed her away, with more force than he’d 

intended.  The back of her legs hit the edge of the mattress and she fell back onto the bed.  

He reached over to the lamp on the bedside table and pulled the cord, illuminating her 

body, her bathrobe lying open.  “You’re hurt,” he said.  “I need to see what you’ve done 

to yourself.”   

Margaret pushed herself up on her elbows, letting the bathrobe fall from her 

shoulders, and sat up, leaving the robe on the bed behind her.  “What are you doing 

here?” she demanded.  “What do you want from me?” 

For a moment Blackwell indulged himself in an examination of her body, naked 

except for a pair of white panties, lust pounding through him, but the cut beneath her left 

breast was oozing blood now, a line of it trickling down her ribs.  It was a long, neat 

gash—not deep—and there were others, scarring over, like the claw marks left by an 

animal, along her ribs.  Her body was desirable, long and full and smooth, but whatever 

had once been beautiful about her was missing.   

As Blackwell looked at her, he saw that it was time that was missing.  The eyes of 

the woman before him seemed timeless, futureless.  As intimately involved in this 

woman’s life as he had become over the past two years, Blackwell understood that he had 

never really seen her before.  He had sat with this woman at her own kitchen table and 

watched her cry, had sat beside her, breathing in the fragrance of her body as she sorted 

through picture albums and boxes of photos and apologized for her tears, had eaten the 

food in her refrigerator that this woman had made with her own hands.  He had been in 
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her bedroom with her, once before, with daylight streaming through the windows, and 

looked down on this same bed, where she had slept with her husband. 

Denise, he had to admit, had never been an especially pretty girl but she had been 

beautiful to him, he realized, because he had been able to see, when he looked at her, not 

simply the girl that she was but the grace of the woman she would become, and she was 

beautiful to him still because of the future he continued to see in her, as well as the past 

that they had shared.  Was it simply hope that he had always seen in her?  Whatever it 

was, Margaret Mays was without it.  She seemed stuck, strangely, in an ongoing present; 

the only sure future Blackwell could see when he looked at her was the deterioration and 

destruction of this body, and as this idea became clear to him, he was suddenly revolted 

by her nakedness, by the unpredictable quality of the wounded body before him. 

Margaret Mays sat on the bed glaring back into Blackwell’s eyes.  “Get out!” she 

said.  “Go home!  Leave!  Get out of my house!” 

Blackwell backed out of the bedroom into hall and turned.  Despite the fact that 

he had been in this house on a number of occasions, he was disoriented, almost dizzy, 

and he moved to the right instead of the left.  Instead of finding himself at the top of the 

stairs, he was standing in the open door of Grace’s room, illuminated by the light from 

the back yard coming through the windows.  The small room was exactly as it had been 

on his last visit, nearly a year ago now, but in shadow.  For a moment, the yellow panels 

of light falling from the windows across the bed presented the image of a ghostly figure 

sitting there.  Behind him, Margaret Mays had begun to make a strange, groaning noise 

that was perhaps sobbing.   

“Get out!” she called again.  Blackwell turned and hurtled down the stairs and out 

of the front door, onto the porch. 

As he walked down the front steps and along the walk to the curb, gasping for the 

cold, fresh air, he felt as if his skin had been scrubbed and rinsed raw.  There was bitter 

taste in his mouth and he stopped at the curb with one hand on the hood of his car and 

leaned over and coughed and spit into the gutter.  “Jesus Christ,” he said to himself.   

He felt as if he had lost the outer layer of himself, an invisible casing that had 

both connected him to and protected him from the world, and now even the crisp autumn 

night air was abrasive and scalded him.  He felt as though he didn’t belong in this air, not 
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here or anywhere else.  The light from the streetlamp down the block glared and frayed 

into a halo of a few dull colors, and the orange face of a jack-o-lantern flickered at him 

from the house across the street.   

He had made a mistake.  He wasn’t supposed to be here.  He could get in his car 

now and drive all night, but he wouldn’t find any place that was right.  Blackwell was an 

old cop.  Go home and sleep it off, he told himself.  Go home and get in bed beside your 

wife and sleep it off, and in the morning you’ll look at her and she’ll seem like someone 

you know.   
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Four 

 

Half a dozen men had been standing in front of the old Zippy Mart, talking, when 

Warren arrived a few minutes before eight, and there were a few others seated inside.  

Each meeting began with the same routine.  One of the Auburn Group regulars would 

arrive at the Old Zippy Mart at about seven thirty and open the doors—the Lutheran 

Church charged the group a small, nominal rent and had given them a key to the annex, 

which they passed from one to the next, keeping a sign-up sheet for volunteers to lead the 

meetings, limited, at the Auburn Group, to those who had been sober for at least one 

year—turn on the lights and remove, from a closet in the back hallway, the dark blue 

paperback volumes of Alcoholics Anonymous and the pale blue volumes of Twelve Steps 

and Twelve Traditions, along with the so-called “literature rack,” made of aluminum wire 

and featuring the symbol of AA, a triangle inscribed in a circle, on a rusted panel affixed 

to the front, which had been ordered years ago from the General Service Office of 

Alcoholics Anonymous in New York and which held a photocopied list of meetings in 

the area and a collection of pamphlets with titles like “Is AA for Me?” “A Newcomer 

Asks…” and “Questions & Answers on Sponsorship.”  The books and the rack would be 

displayed on a table just inside the double glass doors at the front of the building.  The 

closet also contained a large coffee percolator and an automatic drip pot, cans of regular 

and decaffeinated Folgers, dispensers of sugar and powdered cream substitute, plastic 

spoons, napkins, Styrofoam cups.  Coffee would be started—filling the annex with the 

scent of canned grounds and the purring dribble and sigh of the percolator—and the 

thermostat would be turned up.  And then there was nothing to do but wait for the other 

drunks to show up for the meeting.  Smoking was not allowed in the Lutheran Annex, but 

there was an old coffee can for butts on the concrete apron outside the front door.  As the 

regulars began to appear, a group would collect under the awning in front of the building, 

a handful of men smoking and talking and drinking coffee as they watched the traffic 

pass on Sanford Avenue, waiting for the meeting to begin.   

There were several AA groups in Auburn and Opelika, and a newcomer could 

find at least one AA meeting any night of the week.  The Auburn Group was the oldest 
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continuing group in the county, but it was also one of the smaller ones.  Though there 

was a lack of really long-term sobriety in the area, the Auburn Group, like all AA groups, 

had a constituency that was constantly shifting around a core of long-term members.  

Sam Mason, an AA member for twenty-seven years, had the longest sobriety in the area, 

and had been one of the Auburn Group founders. 

Sam had once been a linebacker for Opelika high school and then for Auburn 

University and had spent most of his life as a mechanic in a garage that he had opened 

himself, in the late fifties, after his football days were over, and which he still owned.  

People who had grown up in Opelika said that, when Sam was younger, he had been able 

to lift a Cadillac transmission over his head.  Now in his early seventies, Sam was dying 

of emphysema, and, though he had, until recently, been able to get around on his own, he 

conserved his energy for breathing by rarely getting out of his wheelchair and by letting 

others, usually his daughter Tabby, push him.  Attached to the back of the chair was an 

oxygen tank connected by a tube to a transparent plastic mask that Sam held in one hand 

and thumbed, with a constant snapping noise, as if he were flipping the ash from a 

cigarette, occasionally bringing it to his face for a heaving inhalation.  A couple of years 

ago, Sam’s larynx had been removed, and now he spoke by pressing a thumb to a voice 

box in his throat.  Sam came to very few meetings, rarely showing up at the Auburn 

Group more often than once a month and always, now, in his daughter’s custody.   

Tabby Mason, Sam’s daughter, had been coming to AA, with moderate success, 

for nearly ten years, and had admitted to the men at the Auburn Group last year that 

during her most recent stretch of clean time, three years, she had been practicing what 

was, in the rooms, known as “marijuana maintenance.”  To signal that she was going to 

start over on her sobriety, dope-free, she had picked up a new white chip, one of the 

plastic Hoyle poker chips rattling in the basket that was passed around at the end of each 

meeting to collect coffee and rent money: a white chip to start, a red chip for three 

months of continuous sobriety, and a blue chip for six months.  In an old pill canister in 

the closet there were bronze medallions, the size of an old silver dollar, imprinted with 

the AA symbol and a Roman numeral, as well as a quote from Hamlet (“To Thine Own 

Self Be True”), to signal multiple years of sobriety, which here were known as birthdays.  

Now Tabby claimed to have been completely clean for most of the last year, though 
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many of the regulars at the Auburn Group still had their doubts, which they kept to 

themselves. 

The Auburn Group wasn’t officially a men’s meeting, but Tabby was one of only 

a few women who ever showed up there on Monday or Thursday nights, probably 

because it was still her father’s home group, though usually Tabby now came, when she 

did, without him.  In her mid-forties, married and divorced three times and with two 

teenaged children, Tabby was, in her wild and ready way, an oddly attractive woman.  

She kept her hair dyed a bright yellow (she was a licensed cosmetologist and ran a beauty 

shop from her home in the Mill Village in Opelika), and she had managed to keep a 

reasonably good figure.  She was tall and had heft, broad hips and large breasts.  She was 

loud and wore a heavy coat of makeup, leather jackets and high-heeled black leather 

boots, shirts with collars opened wide or cut low enough to display her deep cleavage and 

the scalloped or lacy upper edges of a brassiere.  She had several tattoos—Jeremy, the 

name of her first husband, in a gothic cursive script, on her right bicep; a cartoon bear 

holding a little pot that said “Honey” on it on her left hip; and, on her backside, a little 

valentine heart which she was willing to reveal by unbuttoning her jeans and pulling the 

seat of her pants halfway down, giving one a juicy glimpse of her broad buttocks and her 

brightly-colored, lacy panties.  She smiled and winked and called you “Sugar” in her 

raspy voice.  When she shared in the meetings, she talked easily about her tendency, 

when she drank, to take off her shirt and dance on tables in roadhouses, to get into fights 

with other women and even, sometimes, with men, to sleep around.  But she seemed 

unrepentant, as if she were bragging as much as confessing.  There was no need, with 

Tabby, to maintain the sort of decorum in one’s comments that the older male members 

of the Auburn Group usually felt when women were present in their meeting, though they 

did so anyway; if anything, it was Tabby herself whose crass comments made the men 

chuckle uncomfortably.  

Tabby had, in effect, become something like a house-mother or a women’s 

auxiliary to the Auburn Group.  When one of the group members celebrated a sobriety 

birthday, Tabby knew about it beforehand and reminded people of the happy occasion, 

made a cake and frosted it herself, even piping the sober fellow’s name onto the top and 

decorating it with as many candles as the fellow had achieved years of sobriety.  In truth, 
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she thought of AA as her family, and while lots of recovering alcoholics said the same 

thing in meetings—and meant it—Tabby’s father had been in and out of AA since she 

was a little girl; these grizzled and beaten men of Alcoholics Anonymous, leaking the 

rancid sweat of binges from their pores and nursing their wounds and black eyes, reeling 

from sudden ejections from their own homes by spent wives, had been a fixture in her 

father’s house for as long as she could remember, showing up at all hours of the day or 

night to sit at the kitchen table and drink cups of coffee and smoke cigarettes and weep 

and cuss and listen to her father give advice and consolation in his deep, even voice.  

Tabby had been a pretty child, the daughter of a well-respected, loved and sometimes 

pitied businessman and former athlete, and no matter how low the men who appeared at 

the kitchen table might have sunk, they were all kind to Sam Mason’s little girl.  Over the 

years, Tabby became accustomed to—perhaps even spoiled by—the unaffected attentions 

and childish flatteries of these sad, sick men, and she was good at being sweet to them.   

If anything, the fact that the men of AA had served as an extended family for 

Tabby since before she had gone to high school and begun to get into trouble herself was 

probably, in the end, as much of a problem for her as it was a source of strength; it had 

become too simple a matter for her to have a slip, to go on a week-long bender and get 

into a bit of trouble, and then blithely return to the open arms of AA with a no-real-harm-

done attitude and the easy apology of a wayward child.  But now she was getting too old 

to continue to comfortably play this role.  Though she had been in and out of AA 

meetings for a decade, it seemed sometimes that she had still not really gotten the point, 

not realized how bad things might get for her.  She had not, as they said, hit bottom. 

* * * 

Tonight there were a dozen people seated in the circle in the corner of the room, a 

nice crowd for the Auburn Group, and as a graduate student named Paul was reading the 

Promises, a young man whom Warren hadn’t seen in the few weeks since he’d started 

coming entered the front doors and stood looking at the meeting in progress.  The young 

man stood beside the door as Paul read on, then moved around to the rear of the group 

and sat in a folding chair a few feet apart from the others, facing the front windows.  

Warren guessed that the man was no older than his early thirties.  He was thin, with an 

unhealthy color to his face and eyes, a beard of several days’ growth that ran down his 
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neck, and a red baseball cap that he kept on, pulled low, over his eyes.  He wore a denim 

jacket, buttoned up tight at the cuffs and at the collar, over what appeared to be pale 

green hospital scrubs.  His white tennis shoes had been stained a deep orange by roadside 

clay.   

Red Hall was chairing the meeting, and because the newcomer had come in and 

sat down after they had gotten started, Red opened up the meeting, after the steps, the 

traditions and the promises had been read, by asking if there were any newcomers or 

visitors present who wanted to introduce themselves by their first names only.  The man 

said nothing at first, but as a brief silence mounted and several of the AAs looked in his 

direction, he finally announced himself as John and said that he was an alcoholic.  The 

newcomer had spoken in a voice so low that Warren hadn’t been able make out the name 

until the rest of the group spoke it in unison to greet him.  John mumbled something 

more, and Warren gathered that he had gotten a DUI and was present on a court order, 

that he had a paper he had to get signed.  Red told him that could get someone to sign it 

after the meeting. 

Warren imagined a scene such as the ones made familiar from the television show 

COPS, imagined this young man with mud worn into the soles of his cheap shoes being 

wrestled to the ground at the weedy margin of a country road by ham-fisted police 

officers no less insolent than himself, a humiliating object lesson for a culture that 

seemed to be growing increasingly grotesque.  Warren had little sympathy for the young 

man, but was again amazed at the strange confluence of events that had brought him into 

the same room—into the most intimate confidence!—with this person who seemed to 

have come from another world altogether, a world beyond Warren’s experience, despite 

that fact that they lived within miles of one another.  Warren thought about how 

effectively his life had been insulated, up to this point, from any but the most desultory 

contact with people such as this, all these mechanics and convenience store clerks, the 

pawn-shop denizens and mill workers.  

At first, John was jittery, his hands working in his lap and tapping on his knees, 

legs jogging up and down.  His eyes, beneath the bill of his cap, were sensitive, watery 

and red, rolling from one face to the next with a furtive intelligence, unable to meet any 

of the looks directed at him by the others.  He wore an expression Warren recognized 
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from the faces of the guilty and demoralized students who came to his office near the end 

of each term to weep over their inability to complete a five-page essay.  These students 

almost always failed Warren’s courses—along with, he guessed, all their others—or, at 

best, they withdrew from the university for the remainder of the semester, forfeiting their 

tuition, to seek, Warren supposed, the respite of a minimum-wage job, the equilibrium of 

a full-scale retreat from individuality, the ease of surrendering themselves to the plush 

clasp of a multiplex movie theater seat or of snapping out an order for the number five 

valu-meal at a fast-food drive-thru.  It was simply too difficult for them to think.  They 

just wanted things to be easy.   

Warren’s abject students wore the same overwhelmed look as this young man—

the look of one finally unable to cope with the incessant demands of being present and 

accounted for, of one who had fallen so far behind that each quiz had become an 

intolerable interrogation, an incessant, confusing, unforgiving surveillance that had left 

him, finally, at his meager wits’ end, without resources or recourse, without the 

wherewithal to sustain any further deceptions or excuses.  These students managed to 

escape Warren’s classes one way or another, or they simply disappeared and, Warren 

supposed, later, received their grades, suffered their failures, and were thereby released 

from the burden of obligation to their own futures that a single semester of university 

coursework might represent.  But there seemed to be no comparable easy escape for this 

sullen newcomer, John, who, as the meeting wore on, began to nod off to sleep, jerking 

awake several times as he began to fall out of his folding chair, to find himself still 

surrounded by recovering alcoholics.  There was no simple way for him to let go, no way 

for him to flunk out quite so painlessly as Warren’s students did.  His troubles would 

follow him, apparently, wherever he went, inextricable from his very person.  

The longer Warren came to AA meetings, the more obvious it became that he was 

not an alcoholic.  As far as he had been able to understand, the twelve steps of AA 

involved a few simple procedures: admitting defeat and becoming willing to believe that 

there might be a spiritual solution to one’s problems, making a thorough confession and 

restitution for past wrongs, and, finally, working to serve others.  It was not really an 

innovative or radical agenda, though the authors of Alcoholics Anonymous had gone to 

some lengths to remove any traces of religious doctrine from their program, referring as 
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much to “a higher power” or “a power greater than ourselves” as to God, and qualifying 

the mention of God with the italicized phrase, as we understand him.  Though the Lord’s 

Prayer was recited at the end of every meeting, this was regarded, apparently, as 

sufficiently ecumenical, and it was frowned upon to talk about the Bible or to be overtly 

religious in the meetings.  But there was a powerful trace of protestant idealism here, 

both in the statements about spirituality in the book and in the way the group operated, 

which seemed to Warren very like the descriptions he’d read of Quaker meetings.  

At almost every meeting, someone would mention that normal people couldn’t 

really understand the behavior of an alcoholic, which was why alcoholics could only 

solve their drinking problems by resorting to help from one another.  And Warren, 

finally, had to admit that he couldn’t understand why they had done the things they had 

done.  He was mystified that these people could have continued drinking after some of 

the things that drunkenness had wrought in their lives.  But that was the point, wasn’t it? 

that a normal person would have stopped drinking after a doctor told him, for example, 

that he was sure to die of a heart attack or stroke if he continued but that a real alcoholic 

could not.  That a normal person would be able to quit drinking in order to save his job, 

his family, his freedom, but that an alcoholic could not. 

Warren had been thinking, for the first time, as he walked down Sanford Avenue 

that evening toward the old Zippy Mart, about introducing a topic of his own at an AA 

meeting, had been thinking about sharing with the group what had happened that 

afternoon between himself and Margaret and had been curious to see what they would 

say about his private life.  But a regular Auburn Group member named Scott had been the 

first to speak up, after the newcomer, John, and suggested that, since there was a 

newcomer, they should have a first-step meeting.  Scott started by talking about how he’d 

gotten to AA.   

* * * 

“I was working construction,” Scott said, “but I kept showing up drunk and one 

day I fell off the roof of a house and broke both my legs, and after that, I didn’t do 

nothing but drink and take pain pills all day.  I got some workman’s comp out of it.  I sat 

in an easy chair all day for about three months.  And after my legs healed up, I was in no 

shape to go back to work, so I just stayed on that chair drinking, and every time I got my 
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comp check in the mail, I’d go out to spend it all at the bar.  I was so lonely I didn’t know 

what to do.   

“I got to where I’d wake up in the morning and have no memory of how I got 

home the night before or who I’d been with.  I’d have to make sure my pickup was 

parked outside in the driveway because I couldn’t remember driving home.  I got another 

DUI, my second one in a year, and they revoked my driver’s license, but I kept on driving 

anyway.  What else could I do?  I didn’t have no friends left that would carry me around.  

I knew if I got pulled over again, they were going to put me in jail.  And sure enough, 

that’s exactly what happened.  They pulled me over again and I had to go to jail.  It 

wasn’t just driving without a license but another DUI.  My third DUI in a year.  So I went 

up in front of the judge and he gave me a fine and probation and sentenced me to go to 

AA meetings.   

“Now I’d been to AA before because of the court, on my second DUI.  I didn’t 

have to go but to ten meetings, I think, and I don’t remember much of it.  I was high half 

the times I came, and I didn’t work any steps.  But I guess some of it got through a little 

because when I went to court for that third DUI and heard the judge say I had to go to 

AA, I thought, Okay, I’m going back.  I felt like maybe he was right to send me, you 

know?   

“So this time I’m doing the right things, you know?  I got me a sponsor and I’m 

working the steps and I’m going to meetings every night, and I’ve never been happier 

than I am right now.  I still haven’t got a real job, and I got so much debt I don’t know 

how I’m ever going to pay it, but at least I’m sober.  And I never had that before.  And it 

could have been a lot worse for me.  At least I’m still alive, you know?  

“I was standing in front of that judge—I actually wanted him to send me to jail, 

just lock me up so I couldn’t get into any more trouble.  I was thinking, I’ll go to jail and 

it’ll be quiet and it’s where I belong.  Can you believe that?”  Scott sat silent, hunched 

over on the sofa, looking down at his shoes.  “I actually wanted to go to jail!  Just to get 

some goddamn peace and quiet!  That’s the insanity of this disease.  But here I am 

instead, and next week I’m going to pick up that blue chip for six months.  And as long as 

I can stay sober, one day at a time, I know that I can have hope that things will get better.  

I don’t have to stay sober for the rest of my life; I only have to stay sober today.” 
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When Scott was done talking, Red Hall introduced himself.  “I was thinking,” he 

said, “about a line from that movie, Drugstore Cowboy, when Matt Dillon says 

something like, most people don’t know what they’re going to feel like from day to day, 

but a drug addict always knows: all he has to do is read the label on the side of the 

bottle.”  Everyone chuckled at this.  “I spent more than twenty years drinking, and at first, 

I’ll admit, I had a lot of fun.  But after a while it stopped working.  Bad things started 

happening because I was always drunk.  I kept drinking because I wanted to feel the way 

I had at the beginning—the way it said I’d feel on the side of the bottle, you know?  And 

I didn’t have any other way to get that feeling.  But after about twenty years of that, I was 

just completely whipped.  

“I felt like I was in hell, like I had been sentenced to live the same shitty day over 

and over and over again for the rest of my life.  I’d drink and black out, drink and black 

out, like Scott was talking about.  It’s terrible not to know what happened to you 

yesterday or the night before, and I had many, many mornings when I woke up in strange 

places, wondering how the hell I got there, what I’d been doing the night before.  I had 

lost the ability to feel good, with or without a drink.  It was like I’d burned out the part of 

my brain that could experience happiness—used it up—and I didn’t really have any 

feelings of my own left.  There was nothing I could do to escape. Couldn’t keep on 

drinking and couldn’t stop.  I was in a real fucking predicament.   

 “All I wanted to do was be able to keep drinking.  That’s all I’d ever wanted to 

do for years; it was the only thing that had ever given me pleasure.  Given the choice 

between alcohol and the other stuff in my life, I’d always chosen alcohol.  When my wife 

told me she’d divorce me if I didn’t stop drinking, I chose drinking.  And sure enough, 

she left me.  The only thing I wanted was to be able to drink again the way I used to, but I 

couldn’t. 

“It says in the twelfth step that a spiritual awakening is the result of working the 

steps.  So the purpose of the Twelve Steps isn’t to stop drinking but this other thing, a 

spiritual awakening.  In fact, if you look up there on the wall, you’ll notice that none of 

the Twelve Steps says anything about not drinking.  Well, I hadn’t come here to get 

religion, and I wasn’t interested in a spiritual awakening.  When I heard folks in AA 

talking about joy and honesty and reestablishing personal relationships, I just heard a 
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bunch of people talking shit.  I didn’t want to learn how to have a fucking relationship.  

Every relationship I’d ever been in had been nothing but a big pain in the ass.  I just 

wanted to be left alone.   

“But they told me in here that the only way I could stop drinking was by working 

the Twelve Steps, so that’s what I did.  I was at the point where I didn’t have any other 

choices left.  It was either work the steps or die.  And it was only after I’d worked the 

steps and had a spiritual awakening that I really began to understand what the steps were 

for.  When I got here, I knew I was an alcoholic and that my life was unmanageable, but I 

didn’t really think that was my biggest problem.  It was easy for me to come in here and 

tell these guys that I was an alcoholic.  I’d known that for years. 

“For me, the hard part was the second step, that we Came to believe that a power 

greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity.  After all the stuff that had happened in 

my life, I couldn’t believe there was a God.  No fucking way.   

“What I could do though, was believe that these people weren’t just bullshitting 

me when they said that, if I worked the Twelve Steps, everything about my life would be 

changed.  I could believe that they had something worth having.  All I had to do was look 

around and listen to their stories.  I thought that second step meant that I had to start 

believing in God, and I thought that would be impossible for me.  But it only says we 

came to believe.   

“Well, I got a sponsor, an old guy named Sam.  He told me that all I had to 

believe was that there might be a better way to live that I hadn’t thought of all by myself, 

that somebody else might know something that I didn’t.  It wasn’t easy, at first, to admit 

that somebody else might know something I didn’t.  But when I started to think about it, 

when I realized that I couldn’t admit that somebody else might be right and that I might 

be wrong about something, I started to understand the insanity of this disease.  

“I realized that I really did think that I knew everything!  There was no talking to 

me.  I always thought I was the smartest guy in the room.  And I started to realize just 

how crazy that it.  So that’s when I started to believe that these folks in AA might have an 

answer that I didn’t know about.  The just might know about a better way to live than I’d 

come up with on my own.  And it turns out that that was all the faith I needed to have, 
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and it didn’t have anything to do with God or religion.  So at first, it was the folks in 

these rooms that were my higher power.  That was the first step that I needed to take.   

“It says in the seventh tradition that there are no dues or fees for membership, but 

the truth is, I paid my dues to be here.  For more than twenty years I was paying, every 

day, to get my ass into this chair.  I had worked the first step long before I got here.   

“Now, it’s true that there’s a lot of crazy bastards in these rooms, and not 

everybody’s in here for the same reasons.  But there are also a lot of people who have 

worked the Twelve Steps and found a better way to live.  I’m not bullshitting you when I 

say that the Twelve Steps changed my life.  I’m just here to share my experience, strength 

and hope, but if I were going to give any advice, it would be only that you don’t drink 

tonight and come to another AA meeting tomorrow.  And try to listen with an open 

mind.” 

* * * 

At five to nine, Red wrapped up the meeting, announcing that there were no dues 

or fees but that there were expenses, and passed the basket full of poker chips.  Scott 

explained the chip system, reading from a sheet of paper in a plastic slip.  “Chips denote 

various lengths of sobriety,” he said.  “If you want to start this way of life, take a white 

chip.”   

The newcomer, John, sifted through the dollars that had been put into the basket 

on top of the chips—contributions for rent and coffee—and took a white chip.  The 

drunks applauded him, and Warren joined in the clapping.  Warren recalled his first 

meeting, how, in his anxiety over being expected to speak, and then pitching a cup of 

coffee at Red Hall, he had failed, at the end of the meeting, to catch what the chips meant 

and had simply passed the basket to the next person.  Warren had, of course, never taken 

a white chip, and now it occurred to him that this could not have escaped the notice of 

Red Hall and some of the other regulars.  He wondered what they made of that.  Perhaps, 

he thought, they imagined he’d picked up a chip at another meeting, another group.  

Warren had heard of the other groups, and suspected that there were as many as half a 

dozen other meetings in the local area.  After the basket had made its way around the 

circle, everyone stood and held hands and said the Lord’s Prayer, and the meeting was 

over.   
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Warren got a fresh cup of decaf and stepped outside and stood blowing the steam 

off the top.  Half a dozen men were standing in a line under the awning in front of the old 

Zippy Mart, blowing plumes of cigarette smoke up into the cold night.  The newcomer 

stepped out of the door and looked at the men gathered there but stood apart from them, 

and he seemed to be listening to their talk.  Finally, he came to stand beside Warren, who 

was also standing apart from the others, and fished in the pocket of his denim jacket for a 

crumpled pack of Camels and a lighter.  After he had lit his cigarette, he raised the bill of 

his ball cap to get a better look at Warren.  Warren was surprised at how much more 

relaxed the young man seemed now than when the meeting had begun, but his eyes 

looked large and dark and unfocused.  Warren wondered if something about the meeting 

had already had an effect on him or if he was simply high on something he had taken, 

before coming to the meeting, which had smoothed out his demeanor.   

“Don’t I know you?” the man asked.  

Warren’s face had appeared in The Opelika-Auburn News and the Columbus 

Herald and a few other newspapers, occasionally, in the months after Grace’s 

disappearance, and he and Margaret had made three appearances on the local news 

channels, under Detective Blackwell’s direction, to read prepared statements.  This was 

probably why the young man recognized him, though it was possible he had been a 

student in one of Warren’s larger survey classes at Auburn—students tend to remember 

the faces of their teachers, if not always their names.  But drunks, Warren had learned, 

couldn’t always rely on memory; they blacked out and went on autopilot; they lost track 

of things and couldn’t remember names.  

“Did you go to Auburn?” Warren asked. 

“No.  I went three semesters at UAB.  A long time ago.” 

“Well, then, I don’t know how you know me,” Warren said.  

“Man, I’m sure I know you from somewhere.  You don’t work at the hospital, do 

you?”  Warren could smell alcohol on the young man’s breath, and something more—a 

sweet, uric rankness. 

“No.”  Warren turned to the young man and tried to put a note of kindness into his 

voice.  “You find what you were looking for in there?” he asked. 

“What?” 
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“Did you find what you were looking for?” 

The young man pulled a folded-up sheet of paper out of his back pocket and 

flattened it out before presenting it to Warren.  “Can I get you to sign this?” he asked. 

Warren looked down at the sheet of paper, a form of some kind.  “What is it?” 

“I’m supposed to get this signed at every meeting I go to so I can prove to the 

judge that I’ve been going.” 

Warren looked down at the sheet.  There was already one illegible signature there 

in blue ballpoint, with yesterday’s date—the Serenity Group, which met in the Methodist 

Church on Goode Street.  Warren was about to tell the man to get somebody else to sign 

his paper but then thought better of it, took the pen from his shirt pocket and signed the 

second line on the paper, dated it, and wrote “Auburn Group.”  Warren’s signature wasn’t 

very legible either.  He handed the paper back to the young man, who folded it up again 

and stuck it back into his pocket. 

“You should read that book,” Warren said, indicating the copy of Alcoholics 

Anonymous John held in his hand, which had obviously been pressed upon him by one of 

the men after the meeting.  John looked at it and snorted, as if the book were not what he 

had asked for.   

“Yeah,” he said.  “How long you been coming around here?” 

“Six weeks.” 

“You haven’t had a drink in six weeks?” 

Warren didn’t want to lie.  He didn’t want to represent AA to this young man, but 

he didn’t want to be the reason he decided not to come back either.  “I didn’t say that,” 

Warren said.  

“I get it,” John said.  He stood quietly and took a few drags from his cigarette.  

Then he said, “So you’re pretty new here too.” 

“Yep.” 

“They told me inside to get some phone numbers for people I can call.”  Warren 

looked at John and realized that now the man was asking him for his phone number.  

Warren decided that he shouldn’t have signed the form. 
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“You don’t want to talk to me,” Warren said.  “You should talk to someone who’s 

been around for longer than I have.”  He nodded at Red, folding and stacking chairs in 

the brightly lit room on the other side of the glass. 

“Whatever, man,” John said.  “That dude already gave me his number.”  He 

flipped his cigarette out into the parking lot and then stepped off the curb after it toward a 

battered Ford Escort, its bumpers dented and rusted, its doors creased, its once-white 

siding now multicolored with various coats of primer and paint.  As he stood there 

reaching in his pockets for his keys, one of the men smoking a cigarette on the other end 

of the concrete pad called out that he hoped to see John again soon.  John waved 

dismissively, showing the back of his hand over his shoulder, and got into his car.   

Warren watched him as he revved the engine and reversed, nearly hitting the rear 

bumper of the car parked behind him, and pulled out of the lot, the car jerking from side 

to side, and into the street, without pausing.  Warren heard the squeal of brakes as the 

driver of an oncoming car braked hard and honked his horn as John gunned his car into 

traffic on Sanford Avenue and raced down the street to the end of the block. 

 “You know that boy?” Tabby Mason asked.  She had stepped over to Warren, a 

Virginia Slim clenched in her teeth, a broad ring of lipstick around the filter.  Warren 

shook his head.  “I’ve seen him around, but I don’t think he recognized me,” she said.  It 

had become clear to Warren that, in a town this size, many of the people who showed up 

in an AA meeting were likely to find old drinking companions already sitting in the 

rooms.  He wondered what she meant, exactly, when she said she’d seen him around. 

“I’m Warren.”  Warren offered his hand. 

“I know who you are, sugar.  You don’t remember seeing me here two weeks 

ago?” 

“Yeah, I remember.” 

“Sure you do.  I know everybody,” she said, and she winked at him.  Warren and 

Tabby were standing to the side of the line of men, and she kept her voice lower than 

normal, more private.  Warren wondered if she might be trying to hit on him.  He would 

have thought he could recognize it, but now he wasn’t sure.  He glanced at her face and 

wondered if he could sleep with her, wondered if he really would want to.  Almost 

unconsciously, he worked the fingers on his left hand around his wedding ring, spinning 
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it on his finger, a habitual behavior he had developed over the years when he felt 

threatened by women, by temptation.  He smelled his coffee and decided he didn’t want 

it, pitched it out onto the asphalt and dropped the cup in the garbage can beside the door.  

He shoved his hands into his pockets. 

“How long you been married?” Tabby asked.  

“Seventeen years,” Warren said.  “How about you?  Are you married?” 

“Hell, no.”  Tabby inhaled deeply on her cigarette and then dropped it onto the 

concrete and rubbed out the butt with the pointed tip of her leather boot.  “But I was.  

Three times.  I know it ain’t easy.”  

“I might be getting a divorce.” 

“You ought not to,” she said.  She lifted her face and closed her eyes and took a 

deep breath of the cold night air, her breasts swelling from the front of her leather jacket. 

“I don’t think it’s really up to me.” 

“You been whorin’ around?” 

“No,” Warren said. 

“Well, then, you can probably fix it.” 

“I guess I’m not sure if I want to or not.” 

“Well, I can tell you, it ain’t easy getting a divorce, either.  Even when it’s easy, it 

ain’t easy, if you know what I mean.” 

“I can imagine.” 

“You know the short version of the serenity prayer?” 

“The short version?”  God, grant me serenity to accept the things I cannot 

change, courage to change the things I can, and wisdom to know the difference. 

“Fuck it.  That’s the short version.  You just keep saying them two words over 

and over, every time anybody asks you a question, and you’ll get through it just fine.  

Like ripping off a Band-Aid.” 

 “I feel like I just made a mistake here,” Warren said. 

 “A mistake?” 

 “That new guy, John.  He just asked me for my phone number and I didn’t give it 

to him.  I told him he should ask somebody else.  I think it pissed him off.” 
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 “Well why didn’t you just give him your number?  He wouldn’t have called you 

anyway.  How long you been coming to these meetings?” 

 “Six weeks.” 

 “And have you called anybody?” 

 “No.  I guess I haven’t.” 

 “See what I mean?”   

Tabby pulled a quilted cigarette case, like an oblong change purse, out of her 

jacket pocket and extracted from it another Virginia Slim and a lighter.  She lit the 

cigarette.  “I bet you haven’t even got a sponsor yet, have you,” she said. 

“No.  Not yet.” 

“I tell you what.  I’ll give you my number.  You can call me.”  She stepped 

forward and lowered her voice.  “I can be your sponsor, baby.”  He could smell her 

smoky breath, warm on his cheek. 

 He chuckled mildly, as if she’d been joking.  “I’m just afraid that, you know, he 

might not come back now.  I don’t want to be the asshole who’s scaring people away 

from the meetings.  I mean, that guy looked like he really needs to be in here.” 

 “Honey, if everybody who needed to be here started coming to these meetings, 

we’d be holding them in the football stadium.  You think you’re the one who’s scaring 

people off?  Look at them sorry sons-of-bitches.”  She nodded toward the few men left 

standing on the other side of the concrete apron and laughed.  “Besides, if he don’t come 

back, it won’t be because of you.  Believe me.  You just ain’t that important, pal.” 

 “Right,” Warren said. 

 “Look, don’t sweat it.  That kid probably wasn’t going to come back anyway.  

He’s just here because of a court order.  He’ll go to a few meetings and then he’ll figure 

out what anonymous means, he can get that piece of paper signed by the goddamned 

bartender if he wants and the judge won’t know the difference.” 

 “But he picked up a white chip in there.” 

 “Shit, he’s just doing what he thought we wanted him to.  He’s just here to get his 

paper signed.  He’s got him a beer in his hand at the roadhouse already.” 

 The fluorescent lights in the annex went out and they were suddenly standing in 

the shadows cast by the streetlight in front of the Lutheran Church next door, shining 
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through the branches of a pecan tree in the churchyard.  Red Hall had finished washing 

the percolator and putting everything back in the closet and now he stepped outside and 

locked the double doors behind him.  The group of men at the other end of the stoop 

broke up, saying their goodbyes to one another and to Warren and Tabby.  Warren 

waved, and the men got into their cars and trucks and started pulling out of the lot.   

Red Hall stepped over to join Warren and Tabby.  “You walked, didn’t you, 

Warren?” he asked.  “Come on, I’ll give you a ride home.” 

 “We were just talking about going over to the Shoney’s to get a cup of coffee,” 

Tabby said.  “I think I might have to get me one of them hot fudge brownies.  Come on 

and go with us, Red.  Treat yourself to something sweet.” 

 Red looked at her warily.  “No, thanks, Tabby.  I need to get on home.”   

“Come, on, Red.  It’s Halloween.  Live a little.  They got a hot fudge brownie 

with your name on it.  It ain’t late.” 

Red took one step off the curb.  “Not tonight,” he said. 

“Why, Red, you old dog!  I bet you got you a girlfriend!  Didn’t you?” Tabby 

said.  “Tell me, now.  And you got to get back home to be with your girl!” 

Red gave Tabby an indulgent grin.  “Sure I can’t give you a ride, Warren?” 

 “No, thanks,” Warren said.  I don’t need a goddamn chaperone, Red, he thought.  

Red nodded.  Tabby and Warren watched him amble across the lot and get into his car 

and drive away.  Now they were standing together alone under the awning of the old 

Zippy Mart in the dark, not talking to each other.  Warren felt as awkward as he’d ever 

felt in high school.  “So,” he said.  “You’re going to Shoney’s then?” 

 “We can go wherever you want, baby,” Tabby said.  They stood a few moments 

in the dark and then she said, “You don’t know what to do next, now, do you?”  

 “Not really.” 

 Tabby came up and stood beside him and placed her hand on the seat of his jeans, 

her middle finger reaching between his buttocks, causing Warren to jump and sending a 

charge through his body.  She grabbed him again, the side of her breast pressed against 

his arm.  “We can do whatever you want,” she whispered.  She squeezed him again and 

ran her hand between his legs.   
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He stepped away from her, still facing the parking lot, hands in his pockets.  “I 

don’t think I ought to be doing this,” he said.  Why was this happening now?  Had he 

given her some sign, some look, in the meeting, that she’d been able to read?  Or did she 

just eventually make a play for any new man who showed up in AA?   

But of course he had, he thought, given her all the necessary signals; he’d 

probably been giving her funny looks all night.  And then he’d stood there talking with 

her after the meeting.  And then he had mentioned his trouble with Margaret.  And then 

he had failed to turn tail and run as soon as she made her first pass at him—as he now 

realized he’d always conscientiously done before in similar situations. 

“Come on,” Tabby said.  She didn’t seem much concerned that Warren had 

stepped away from her.  And in fact, he had to admit, he was still not booking it down 

Sanford Avenue; he was still standing here beside her, watching the traffic go by.  

Everything was still in play.  “Don’t you want to go get a piece of dessert, baby?  Huh?  

You in the mood for something hot and sweet?”  She giggled. 

“Jesus.  What kind of talk is that?” 

“Oh, please,” she said.  “Don’t try to bullshit a bullshitter.” 

“I don’t even know what that means.” 

“Sure you do.  It means you’re having as much fun as I am.  And if you weren’t, 

you would have been long gone by now, wouldn’t you?  I know you.”  She sidled up next 

to him again and put her hand against the front of his leg, on his thigh, rubbing the lump 

of his penis through his jeans.   

Warren realized that the only thing that was restraining him now was that he 

couldn’t bring himself to kiss her.  Her face was too brutish and thick with makeup, too 

unlike Margaret’s; something about her disgusted him.  She knew exactly what she was 

doing; how could she not know this too?   

But she did know.  Of course she did.  It was he himself who had not understood, 

that instead of being offended that he couldn’t bring himself to press his face to hers, that 

he found her repulsive, she either regarded it as a minor, natural squeamishness that had 

nothing, really, to do with her or, more likely, she knew that, in the end, she would 

overcome any resistance—even disgust—that he might have for her, that she would win, 

that she would have him begging for it.  As she rubbed him through his jeans, he shut his 
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eyes and imagined, briefly, having her naked on her hands and knees, giving it to her 

from behind so that the pale flesh of her ample body jiggled, like a scene from a porno 

flick. 

Without taking her hand away from him, Tabby moved in front of Warren so that 

her back was to him and bent forward, slightly, rubbing herself against his crotch so that 

he could feel the shifting, riding movement of her buttocks.   

“This is what you want, isn’t it?” she whispered.  Warren took her breasts in his 

hands and squeezed them, returning the grinding pressure with a thrust of his hips, and 

she made a guttural noise of surprised pleasure, entirely for his benefit.  She turned now, 

facing him, and started kissing him on the neck, her hands on his hips, pulling him into 

her, and then she was licking his chin as he tilted his face up, away from her own, as if 

seeking a breath of air untainted by perfume and cigarettes.  And then they were kissing, 

and he was kissing her back, with his tongue in her smoky mouth.  

She whispered in his ear, “Let’s go,” and pulled away from him.  Warren looked 

down and saw the butt of her Virginia Slim, still burning on the concrete where she had 

dropped it.  There were no cars before them on Sanford Avenue and they were standing 

in the dark, but he couldn’t believe he’d allowed himself to do this, to risk being seen 

doing this.  She held his hand firmly in her own and held it pressed to her hip as she 

stepped off the curb, as if she must maintain some degree of erotic contact between them 

or risk having him escape.   

She led him like this to the passenger-side door of her car and kissed him again as 

she opened the door and maneuvered him into the seat.  Warren sat dazed.  For the brief 

moment after she had shut the passenger door on him and he was sitting alone, watching 

through the spotted windshield of her car, which smelled like air-freshener and old 

cigarette smoke, as she trotted around the front of the car to get in the driver’s side door, 

he considered simply getting out and walking away, but it was too late; he wanted to fuck 

this woman, and it wasn’t necessary for her to continue to work on him.  It wasn’t 

necessary, once she had gotten into the car, for her to unfasten his belt, to unbutton and 

unzip his pants and lower her mouth over his erection, then to stroke it with her right 

hand as she drove the few blocks to Warren’s house, though she did so anyway. 

* * * 
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 The rental house that Warren had taken was the last in a row of five cottages set 

back from the road in a semicircle, behind a stand of tall old loblolly pines, along a 

narrow lane covered by a deep layer of pine needles that looped behind the trees and back 

to Dumas Drive.  A streetlamp glowed through the branches of the trees at the cave-like 

entrance at each end of the lane, casting a sulfurous light on the shabby little houses, 

which were set close together and occupied mostly by graduate students.  In the second 

house, three doors down from Warren’s, there was a small party going on—a costume 

party, from the look of things.  All the windows were bright and the front door was open, 

spilling light onto a row of compact cars parked in the lane.  A few graduate students sat 

in folding chairs on the front porch in inscrutable get-ups—Warren noticed that one of 

them was wearing an eye-patch and another was in a large green suit of some kind—

beside a jack-o-lantern, drinking tumblers of wine, and they looked up at Tabby’s car as 

her headlights swept over them.  Tabby pulled up in front of Warren’s house and parked 

the car, turning off the ignition.  She turned in her seat and leaned over to go down on 

Warren again.   

“Stop,” he said.  “We can’t do this here.  We have to go inside.”  There was no 

one close by, but Warren could see the graduate students on the front porch of the house 

over on his right.  He wondered if they could tell what was happening inside the car.  She 

took him in her mouth again.  “Stop,” he said.   

The windows were rolled up, but Warren could hear the music playing three doors 

down.  He was surprised that his memory furnished the name of the song, “(Don’t Fear) 

The Reaper,” by Blue Öyster Cult, and a wave of sensation came over him, the spring of 

1977, when he was twenty-one years old, a junior at Tulane University.  He looked down 

at the back of Tabby’s head, moving in his lap, and started to come.   

“Stop,” he said, but she didn’t.  He braced his legs straight against the floorboard 

and bucked his hips hard against her face.  Then he let go of himself, took her head in his 

hands, her yellow hair spilling through his fingers, and jammed her open mouth against 

him—noting, with a remoteness that was mildly disturbing, how roughly, even cruelly, he 

was handling her, and how pleasurable it was to use her this way—thrusting into her to 

prolong his orgasm. 
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Warren leaned back in the seat of the car and released her head from his grasp.  

He looked out of the windows of the car and saw that their exertions had gone unnoticed 

by the party-goers on the porch three doors down.  Tabby sat back up in her seat, wiping 

her lips and breathing hard.  “Let’s go inside,” she said. 

“I think you should leave now,” Warren said. 

Warren heard her unzipping her jeans.  She grabbed his hand and put it with her 

own down into her panties, sliding his hand through her pubic hair and working both of 

their middle fingers up inside her.  She was already wet and grunted with unaffected 

pleasure, working his hand as she kneaded herself.   

“Don’t tell me you don’t have anything left,” she said.  “We’re just getting 

started.”   

She began to groan; using Warren’s hand and her own, she brought herself to a 

climax almost immediately—he felt she barely needed him at all—crying out loudly as 

she moved back and forth in the seat.  Warren turned to see if the grad students had 

noticed, and now he thought that they were looking at Tabby’s car.   

“Okay,” he said.  “Let’s get inside.”  Warren zipped up his pants and buckled his 

belt.  He got out of the car and climbed the front steps without looking over to see if the 

grad students were watching them.  Tabby followed him up the steps and into the house. 

The listing in The Opelika-Auburn News had stated that the house was semi-

furnished, to indicate the presence of a couch, two chairs, and a coffee table in the front 

room and a dinette set in the kitchen, a few mismatched dishes and utensils in the drawers 

and cupboards, all of which appeared to have been left by former tenants.  Warren had 

brought very little to the house except for a coffee maker and a small television, two 

suitcases and a laundry basket full of towels and sheets, the shoes and the clothes that had 

been in his closet on Carroll Street, and a queen-sized mattress that he had purchased and 

had delivered from Sears on the day he’d moved in and which now lay on the floor in the 

center of the small, otherwise empty bedroom next to a reading lamp.  There were built-

in shelves on the walls at either side of the opening between the front room and the 

kitchen, but Warren had not brought any books here except the few he needed to teach 

his classes; the shelves now displayed a sparse arrangement of his personal items, a bowl 

full of change and paperclips, a few unframed photographs of Grace and Margaret 
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propped against the wall, pens and a checkbook and a small stack of unread student 

essays, magazines, bills and junk mail.  

Warren stood just inside the door and Tabby swept in past him, dropping her 

purse on the couch.  She stood beside the coffee table in the dim slatted light that shone 

through the aluminum blinds on the windows.  Warren came up behind her and removed 

her leather jacket and dropped it with her purse on the couch, then began walking her 

back to the bedroom, where they tumbled onto the mattress on the floor.  Warren 

struggled with Tabby for a few minutes to remove her clothes.  Soon he was naked and 

had her on her back in a pair of dark panties.   

“Hold on,” she said, and she reached over and turned on the reading lamp by the 

bed so that Warren could see that the panties were red, could see her wide brown nipples 

standing firm atop her great breasts, her naked skin pricked with goosebumps in the 

chilly room.  She picked up Warren’s jeans from where he’d dropped them beside the 

mattress and pulled the belt free of the loops with a snap of leather.   

“Tie me up,” she said, and she handed him the belt and raised her hands in front 

of her, wrists together, pressing her breasts against one another to form a deep cleavage.   

“Turn over,” Warren said.  She rolled over on her front and put her hands behind 

her back.  Warren looped the belt through the buckle and tightened it around her wrists, 

threading the excess length twice through the loop so that he had her bound fast.  He had 

her legs pinned between his own, his penis, stiffening again, resting against the silky red 

panties, and she was already panting and squirming against him.  He got to his feet, 

straddling her, and raised her up by the belt so that she cried out with pain as her arms 

were pulled back and she came to her knees.   

She spread her knees to press her crotch against the mattress and began thrusting 

back and forth, rubbing and breathing hard.  “Tear it off,” she said.   

“What?” 

She fell forward onto her face on the pillow and raised her butt, presenting it to 

Warren.  “Tear it off.”  

Warren let go of the belt so that her arms fell against her back, took the panties in 

his hand and pulled them high between her spread legs until she whimpered and the thin 

band of fabric stretched and began to come apart at one hip.  There was the valentine 
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heart tattooed at the top of the cleft of her left buttock.  He used both hands to tear apart 

the band and ripped the triangle of fabric at the back and pulled the panties away from 

her.  She said something into the pillow that he couldn’t understand.  “What?” he asked 

again. 

She moved her head to the side.  “Give me a spanking,” she said.  

Warren slapped her butt.  “Harder,” she said.   

He smacked her hard enough to leave a handprint and she cried out.  “Oh, fuck, 

yes.  Harder,” she said.  “Hit me.”  Warren smacked her a few more times, making her 

cry out each time.  Then he rubbed between her legs and fingered her until she started to 

come again, crying out loudly, and he smacked her again, hard, before positioning 

himself between her legs and putting his penis inside of her, grabbing the knot of belt 

between her wrists and riding her, pulling so that her face came away from the pillow.  

“Oh, God,” she yelled, “Fuck me!  Fuck me!”  Then she was silent, breathing and 

grunting as he thrust into her for several minutes.   

“I’m going to come,” Warren finally said. 

“Wait.”  She pulled away from him and rolled over onto her back, on top of her 

bound hands.  She raised her legs and said, “Fuck me.”   

Warren put her legs over his shoulders and entered her again.  “Put your hands on 

my neck,” she said.  “Quick.”  Warren put his hands around her throat and she cried out 

and bucked against him.   

“Now choke me,” she said.    

Warren squeezed her neck so that her face began to color.  She began calling out 

hoarsely to punctuate his thrusts.  “Oh, yes!  Fuck me!  Oh, God, fuck me!  Oh, fucking 

fuck me!”   

Her hands, tied behind her back, were flat against the mattress, and she levered 

herself up against him and pushed hard against him as he started to come.  “Don’t kill 

me, Daddy!” she croaked.  With Warren’s hands around her throat, her face was puffy 

and red, her voice raspy.  “Don’t kill me!”  Warren couldn’t stop.  “Don’t kill me, 

Daddy!” she cried again.   

He pulled out of her and rolled away to the edge of the bed and sat up, breathing 

hard.  “Goddamn it!” he said.  “Why did you have to say that?” 
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She rolled over on the pillow to look at him, her legs splayed and her arms hidden 

beneath her, her chest rising and falling as she tried to catch her breath.   

“I thought you wanted to be bad,” she said.  “Don’t you want to keep me tied up 

so you can torture me?  And fuck me and hurt me and kill me until I’m dead?”   

She closed her eyes and started grinding her hips again, contorting herself for 

traction against the mattress.  “Aren’t you going fuck me again, Daddy?”  She was 

speaking in a grotesque baby voice.  “I want you to fuck me and fuck me and make me 

suck you and hurt me.  I want you to fuck me so hard all over until I’m fucking dead.”  

Her hips were pumping and she was groaning again, licking her lips.  “Stick it in my 

mouth, Daddy,” she whispered.  

Warren looked at her, horrified.  She had an inhuman, demented look on her face, 

her mouth hanging open, invitingly, like something from a nightmare.  Now she rolled 

over and began squirming toward him on the bed.  She lay on her side and licked his hip.  

“Please don’t hurt me, Daddy,” she said.  “I’ll do anything you want.  Anything.  Just 

don’t kill me.”   

Warren pushed her away from him, onto her back.  She rolled to the other edge of 

the bed and struggled with her bound hands to raise herself onto her knees.  She began to 

move toward him again, her chest pushed out before her.   

“Please, Daddy,” she said.   “I’ll do anything.”  When she got too close, Warren 

struck her across the cheek with his open hand, knocking her off balance, onto her back. 

“Oh, yes!”  She was laughing now, her eyes flashing at him with fear and 

anticipation of what might come next.  This was no simple fuck-me-daddy routine.  

Warren realized that she actually thought he had killed his daughter.  Or she thought it 

might be possible, and wanted to find out.  “Are you going to give me another spanking?  

Do you want to be mean to me, Daddy?  Do you want to beat me and fuck me and hurt 

me?”  She raised her hips off the mattress, presenting her spread legs to him.  “Come on, 

Daddy,” she said. 

Warren got up and stepped away from the bed to look down on her, panting with 

excitement, a cruel smile moving across her face in the shadow cast by the reading lamp.  

He felt the same heart-racing shock and sudden aversion he would have felt upon 
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encountering any wild, wounded animal hissing at him in his bed, some creature to be 

chased out of the house with a broom or a stick.   

“You think I’m a killer?” he asked, and for a moment he did want to kill her, 

wanted to rid himself of her completely.  Could he even get her out of his house?  And 

whom would she tell about this night?  What would she say about him?  What had he 

opened himself up to?  There was no way to be reasonable with her. 

She registered the change that had come over him and gasped.  “Don’t kill me, 

Daddy!” she screamed, and she rolled onto her chest and raised her wide butt to him, 

pumping it up and down, her legs spread to show him her wet vagina and anus, her hands 

struggling against the belt at her back.  “Don’t kill me!”  She began to sob wretchedly—

real, jagged sobs.   

This was what she had wanted all along: the submission and terror.  Warren 

understood, even if, perhaps, she did not, that she had been waiting for things to go too 

far, that she would have been willing to push and push until one of them lost control.  

And he wondered now if that moment had yet been reached or if it was still to come. 

He went to the bed and put his hands on her, flipped her over onto her back.  Her 

eyes were open and rolling, tears sliding down her cheeks.  Her mouth was open, panting, 

and her tongue was moving, and Warren was shocked by the impulse to jam his penis 

into her mouth again.  She was terrified, but she was still trying to spur him on.  He 

wondered if she was even able to stop testing the limits.  If he let her go now, would she 

begin clawing at him or run screaming?  Would she go to the police?  And what did she 

think had happened here?  She stared up at him, wild with fear, her legs spread and 

languidly moving against the sheets, her chest heaving with brutal, sated sobs.  She had 

gotten what she wanted, and still wanted more. 

Warren got up and left the room and walked naked to the kitchen, where he found 

the bottle of Jack Daniels whiskey, half-full, on the counter.  Through the window over 

the sink he could see, beyond the dark side of the house next door, a few people from the 

party who were standing in the lane, holding beers and smoking cigarettes.  One of them 

appeared to be wrapped in a cape, and another held a trident and wore horns on his head, 

a demon.  It seemed strange to him that they should still be there, so near to him, the 

same as before, still listening to the same music.  Warren couldn’t identify the tune they 
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were playing now, but he could feel the low thump of the bass.  He twisted the cap off the 

bottle and poured a burning stream down his throat.  He could hear Tabby crying in the 

bedroom.   

“Don’t leave me, Daddy,” she called.  “Don’t go away!” 

“Shut up!” he yelled.   

The thing that would most upset her, probably, would be to ignore her.  He went 

to the front room for a better look, between the blinds, at the graduate students standing 

in the lane, but they weren’t looking his way.  He sat on the couch.  The quilted cigarette 

case had slid halfway out of Tabby’s jacket pocket.  He picked it up and unclasped it and 

looked inside.  He pulled a cigarette from the pack, then the lighter, and carefully lit the 

cigarette in his mouth, inhaled and held the smoke against the choking cough that finally 

surged in a dark cloud from his lungs.  Warren wiped his eyes and nose on his bare wrist 

and took another drag, quickly, not coughing this time. 

Almost immediately, his skin began to tingle and his heart raced.  His vision 

darkened and swelled as his head swam from the nicotine.  He took a third drag and 

momentarily lost track of where he was, looking at the glowing tip of the cigarette, and 

Tabby’s sobs, from the bedroom, became distant and inscrutable.  Warren got up and 

opened the front door a crack to flip the cigarette out onto the front steps.  The music 

playing at the party down the lane had changed again, and again Warren knew the song: 

“Wheel in the Sky,” by Journey.  They were playing, he realized, a compilation disc of 

hits from the 70s.  He was reminded, again, of Tulane, the spring of the year he had 

graduated from college, 1978, in New Orleans, reminded of the big long cars balling 

down the boulevard of St. Charles Avenue with WTUL blaring from their speakers, of 

sitting in a corner table in The Boot with a cold glass of beer sweating in his hand, 

watching the long-haired girls moving through the smoky air to the beat of music from 

the jukebox.  The lucent quality of that time in his life, almost thirty years ago, surged 

through his body like blood—a different life altogether. 

  

“Come back,” Tabby called.   

Warren returned to the bedroom.  He stood in the doorway and looked at her in 

silence until, like a spooked animal, she looked away.   
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“Let me go,” she said.  “I’m sorry.  Let me go.  I want to go now.”  She was lying 

on her side, still gasping, now struggling to free her hands from the belt.  But Warren had 

bound her tight. 

“You think I’m going to kill you?” 

“No, no, no.  I’m sorry.  I’m sorry.  Don’t kill me.”  Warren was still holding the 

cigarette case and the bottle.  He dropped the cigarettes on the floor and took a hit of the 

whiskey.  “What are you going to do to me?” she asked. 

“I don’t know,” Warren said.  “I thought you wanted me to kill you.”  He was 

surprised by how easy it was to be cruel to her.  She started to cry again, softly, turning 

her face into the pillow.  He came into the small room and knelt beside her on the bed.  

He took her face in his hands and wrenched her around so that she was looking into his 

eyes.  

“Please don’t,” she whispered. 

“Don’t what?  You don’t want me to kill you after all?”  He held the bottle of 

whiskey up to her face.  “Want a drink?” he asked. 

She clamped her lips shut.  She even shut her eyes and struggled to move her face 

away from the mouth of the bottle.  How strange these alcoholics were, Warren thought.  

After everything that had happened between them, she was still terrified of taking a drink.  

Or was she hoping that he would force the bottle into her mouth? and pour the liquor 

down her throat?  What did she have left to fear?  Was she still playing games?  How 

much more degraded could such a person could possibly get? 

Warren took her by the shoulder and pushed her onto her back.  Then he poured 

the whiskey out over her chest and belly and onto the mattress, emptying the bottle.  

“What are you doing?” she asked, and Warren could tell that, for the first time that night, 

she had been taken completely by surprise.  Warren picked up the cigarette case from 

where he’d dropped it on the floor by the mattress and took out the lighter.   

“Don’t do this,” Tabby said.  “Please don’t do this.”   

He rubbed his hand over her slick breasts, giving her nipple a hard squeeze so that 

she shrieked.   
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“Look,” Warren said.  He lit the lighter and put it to his hand, igniting the 

whiskey on it, which burned with a blue flame before he shook it out.  “Did you see 

that?” he asked.   

She was crying hard and had her eyes closed, her face turned away from him.   

“Do you still want me to kill you?”  She was sobbing too hard to say anything.  

“Answer me!  You still want to die tonight?”  

“No!  No!” 

He flipped her over again and untied the belt.  “Get out of my house,” he said.  He 

went to the bathroom and shut and locked the door and sat on the toilet. 

He listened to her sob a few times as she put on her clothes.  Warren’s skin felt 

greasy, and he could smell on himself the odors of burnt alcohol and Tabby’s body, the 

rotten odor of cigarettes, perfume and flesh.  Soon she had stopped crying, and he 

listened to her boots clopping on the floor as she moved around the little house.   

She could burn down the house, if she wanted to, Warren thought, but then, there 

was nothing much in the house that he would miss.  His wallet was in the back pocket of 

his pants, and it would be a lot of trouble for him if she took that.  But he couldn’t bring 

himself to face her again.  Tabby’s footsteps stopped, and now she screamed at him from 

the front room. 

“You’re a fucking pervert, you crazy sonofabitch!  I’m going to tell everybody 

about you!  I’m going to tell the goddamn cops!”   

Warren said nothing.  He heard her stride across the room, then deliver a hard, 

sharp kick to the bathroom door, but the door didn’t open.   

“You hear me?  If you come near me again, I’ll kill you! you sick bastard!”   

Warren heard her limp across the room, heard the front door open and slam.  She 

yelled something more outside, her voice raucous and indistinct, but whether this was 

directed at himself or at the graduate students standing in the lane, he didn’t know.  He 

heard a car door open and close, heard her start her car and drive away.   

Warren wrapped a towel around himself and went to the bedroom and inhaled the 

fumes of alcohol and sex, looked down at the mattress, his belt lying twisted among the 

strewn, stained sheets, the knotty red cats-paw of torn underwear, the empty whiskey 

bottle on the floor beside the lamp—all the gifts of suffering. 
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Five 

 

John Webb was the person responsible for the death of Grace Mays.  On 

Wednesday, November 12, 2003, at dusk, Webb had driven his Ford Escort into Grace 

Mays on Carroll Street at a speed of over 40 miles per hour.  Webb had been very 

intoxicated and had been driving somewhat automatically, without headlights on, and had 

only realized that something bad had happened when he heard the crunch of his front 

bumper buckling and felt the jolt of the impact.  Grace had been thrown down onto the 

street half a dozen yards away and John’s car had rolled directly over her body, without 

causing it further damage.  John’s reflex to brake was slightly delayed so that no skid 

marks were left on the asphalt.  He had gotten out of his car and stumbled back to the 

object in the center of the street and discovered that it was a child, had knelt over Grace 

Mays in a sort of panic, and in a panic had lifted her in his arms and carried her to his 

idling car, put her into the backseat and driven away.  No one had seen any part of this 

event, and no other cars had passed in the few seconds it had taken for John Webb to hit 

Grace Mays, get out of his car, pick up the body and carry it away.  The only evidence of 

the accident left at the scene was a few drops of blood that had fallen from Grace’s mouth 

onto the road.  Though the sound of the impact of Grace’s body against the bumper of 

John Webb’s car had been quite loud, no one had heard it, and more than ten minutes had 

passed over the empty street in the falling dusk before Grace was missed.  

John had taken the body away not with the idea that by doing so he might be 

eluding detection for a crime but simply out of the habit, acquired from years of working 

in a hospital, of lifting bodies, out of the impulse to rush her to some sort of care.  He had 

driven away from the scene of his crime in a terror so thorough that he had soon forgotten 

why he was in such a desperate, urgent state and had again been as panicked when, nearly 

twenty minutes later on his way out of town, he had rediscovered Grace’s body in the 

back seat of his car as he had been when he had initially found her on the street.  He had 

been in a blackout throughout the evening and remembered nothing of the accident, and 

he remembered nothing of disposing of the body.   
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Several days later, John had found, in the clutter in the backseat of his car, a 

small, dirty tennis shoe that had filled him with a profound unease—a nine-inch long 

child’s canvas shoe with loose, grayed laces lying among the beer cans and food 

wrappers and unspooled cassette tapes and soiled clothes.  He had no idea where the shoe 

had come from, but it had filled him with dread and foreboding.  He had searched the 

clutter of the car for the companion shoe, for any clue as to why this article had appeared 

among his discarded things, but he’d found nothing.  In the process of searching, he had 

cleaned out his car, stuffing everything into loose plastic Wal-Mart bags he’d found, and 

he’d put the shoe in the pocket of his denim jacket and walked it to the dumpster at the 

end of the parking lot of his apartment complex and pitched it in with the trash. 

But as soon as the shoe had left his hand, arcing through the air to land against the 

metal hull of the dumpster, John had experienced a sharp misgiving.  He felt, somehow, 

that the shoe was important, though whether he was meant to present it to someone or to 

hide it from someone, he couldn’t guess.  Throwing it into the trash seemed somehow 

gravely wrong, and he had the instant impulse to climb into the dumpster and retrieve it.  

But then he had looked into the dumpster, full of the garbage of his neighbors, mostly 

college students, and decided he must be overreacting.  Surely there was a simple 

explanation for the shoe.  Nevertheless, he had continued for the rest of the afternoon to 

think of it, to return to the image of it in his hand and the shock of finding it in the back 

of his car.  For the next three days, until the afternoon when he noticed the sound of the 

city garbage truck in the lot emptying the dumpster, he had thought almost continually 

about the shoe, even, occasionally, waking in the night with the impulse to get up and 

dress and go out, under the cover of darkness, to climb into the trash and retrieve it.   

The shoe, he suspected, represented something very bad, and he was haunted by 

its sudden appearance, by the fact that he couldn’t account for it.  Was it normal, he 

wondered, to have reacted so strongly to such a thing?  Was the sudden, unaccountable 

appearance of a child’s shoe normally the cause of so much fear?  But after a few days 

more, the shoe was largely forgotten; nothing had come of it except that occasionally the 

image of it returned to him with an electrifying charge of anxiety, the shoe tumbling 

through emptiness in his mind until it became inscrutable, a senseless object for which he 

would not have been able, even, to find a word so that he might know its name, until it 
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became simply another fearful, alien thing moving in the indecipherable turmoil of his 

mind. 

Webb knew that he was an alcoholic, and he’d had no trouble admitting it at 

either of the two AA meetings he’d attended since his DUI—it was impossible to live the 

way John had been living for the past two years without realizing that he was a drunk.  

Every morning when he got off work at the hospital, he drank until he blacked out, 

usually before noon.  He sometimes blacked out away from home, and when he came to 

on the couch in his apartment would have no idea how he’d gotten back; he’d have to go 

to the window and look out into the narrow lot in front of his building to make sure that 

his car was there, in drivable condition.  Over the course of several years of desperate 

drinking and increasingly frequent blackouts, of waking up—occasionally in places that 

were strange to him—with no idea how much time had elapsed since he’d last been 

conscious, he had begun to develop alcoholic psychosis, unable to trust, for example, that 

time wouldn’t randomly skip ahead of him, unable to trust that he wouldn’t suddenly find 

himself in a strange place, lost.  John’s life had become indecipherable to him, a mess of 

which he understood nothing but the panic that the simplest tasks could create and the 

increasing distance between himself and everyone else, as if all the strangers who 

surrounded him, in his apartment building, at work, at the grocery store, everywhere he 

went, knew something that he did not.  

Now, twenty hours after his last drink, John Webb had begun to shiver 

uncontrollably, and his skin had become painfully sensitive as it rubbed against the inside 

of his scrubs.  By the time he reached the East Alabama Medical Center for the third shift 

at eleven o’clock, a spasm was jerking in the hard muscle at the base of his spine, 

rippling up his shoulders and down into his arms and fingers, which had begun to tremble 

like an old man’s.  His hands moved and jumped in his lap like independent things.  He’d 

seen this kind of palsy before, on patients in the emergency room and the down-and-

outers headed for intensive care, and he knew what it was: delirium tremens.  

For the past seven years, John had worked at the hospital as an orderly, but his job 

title, four years ago, had been changed to the more dignified MCT, for Medical Care 

Technician, though there was nothing very technical about what the orderlies did.  They 

cleaned bedpans and changed sheets, lifted patients in and out of beds and gurneys and 
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wheelchairs and helped them to the toilet, cleaned them up when they didn’t make it to 

the toilet, bathed them and changed their clothes for them.  Rule number one of being an 

orderly was never leave the rail down.  Even the most elderly patients, the comatose, the 

immovable, the ones who lay sleeping with their toothless mouths opened, like infants, in 

the shape of an O, as desiccated as bags of sticks, whose limbs were mere bones without 

musculature, somehow found ways to eject themselves from their orthopedic beds and 

onto the hospital room floors, where they smashed, leaked bodily fluids, flailed and 

scrabbled and howled like broken animals.  

 Nor was there much dignity apparent among the haggard crew of MCTs.  They 

worked for slightly more than a minimum wage, were largely uneducated people of 

varying degrees of robustness and low self-regard, and over time, John could see how the 

few who stayed on the job past a few weeks began to turn gray like the patients, assumed 

an ashen pallor that was visible even beneath the ruddiest flush of a few nerve-bracing 

belts before work.  If you lasted long enough, the job got into your skin, so that you 

began to reek of sweat and feces and urine, became almost immune to the odors of 

disease and death, immune to suffering.  Even when you went home and scrubbed 

yourself raw in a scalding shower, you still detected the sebaceous odor of corrupted 

flesh exuding from your pores, in the very prints on your fingers.  

Occasionally, especially over the summers, the crew of orderlies on the intensive 

care unit would be joined by an idealistic younger person, as John himself had once 

imagined himself to be, a kid who planned to have a career as a nurse or a doctor.  Most 

of the time these kids lasted only a few days before revising their life plans and leaving 

the hospital.  A few would manage to last a summer or even a year, but by the time they 

left, whatever surplus of kindness they’d begun with had been rinsed out of them like 

loose shit from a hand-cloth.  And these, John knew, were the ones who would eventually 

become the interns, who handled the patients like busted furniture that needed to be 

reupholstered, who jabbed them with needles, pried open their orifices with gloved 

hands, bullied and bent and squeezed and cut them.  They would become the staff doctors 

who showed up for rounds to examine with a cool disinterest the bodies before them but 

who reserved their real attention for the clean pages of the medical charts in their hands. 
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John pulled into the hospital entrance off Opelika Road and parked at the far end 

of the Emergency Room lot beneath a sodium lamp, turned off his car and sat, looking 

through the spotted windshield at the hospital, an eight story cube with rows of evenly-

spaced windows that glowed with the underwater light of bedside fluorescents or the 

harsh yellow of the overheads, the building silhouetted against a ceiling of low clouds 

that reflected a dull red light from the strip of convenience stores and auto-supply outlets 

and fast-food restaurants.  For nearly two years, John had been working the third shift in 

the hospital, and now he realized that he couldn’t anymore imagine what the hospital 

looked like in the sun.  When he left work in the early mornings, he was only ever 

thinking of getting to his car, where there was usually beer in the back seat, of getting out 

onto Opelika Road and away from whatever horror and filth the previous night had laid 

before him.  Beyond each of those hospital windows, he knew, a person was suffering, 

some with an urgency and shrill desperation that could make bystanders turn and run, and 

in a few minutes, he would be inside with that suffering again, doing his rounds in the 

bright, bare hallways and in rooms dimmed for the night, among a moaning throng of 

shades, any of whom might, at any moment, erupt in agony.  Now, the sight of the 

building, as had often happened in the past few years, gave John a panic, and he 

wondered if he could endure another night in the place. 

What would they do to him? and what would he be forced to witness?  The bodies 

of the dying, however inert they might seem to anyone not obliged to have frequent, 

prolonged contact with them, were not the listless objects one might easily assume but 

continued to exercise enormous power.  John had often seen orderlies provoked to an 

acute pitch of madness by an unconscious body, by its strange combination of pliancy 

and obstinacy, had seen orderlies become so disgusted and enraged by the helplessness of 

their patients that they punched and slapped and spit on and cursed at them.  The bodies 

of the dying transformed the rooms where they lay, demanding brutal acts of succor, and, 

over time, evoking whatever monstrosity might be hiding in the souls of the quick.  

Unlike the dead, who demanded nothing and cared for nothing, the dying made incessant, 

intolerable demands.   

In a vague way, John had begun to imagine that this was what was meant by sin—

original sin, the sin that inhered in our mere flesh.  After seven years in the hospital, John 
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had come to think that the place was a sort of hell to which he had been predestined and 

that the bodies of the patients were objects of evil, filled with evil, that it was evil that 

dripped into their veins from the IV bags and evil that poured again from their orifices, 

evil that he collected and flushed down the toilet every night on his rounds, anonymously 

tending the wet machinery of damnation. 

* * *  

So John sat in his car and experienced this hellish panic to which he had long 

since grown accustomed.  It was nearly twenty hours since his last drink, late Sunday 

night—actually early Monday morning—and he wondered if it could really be possible 

that it would be his last—a Busch beer he’d downed in a few swallows on the couch in 

the living room of his apartment.  He had come home Sunday night from his first AA 

meeting, the Serenity Group at the Methodist Church in Auburn, with a case of beer and 

had passed out late while watching with flaccid detachment and mild shame a half-hour 

commercial for soft-core porn videos—the same images, repeated at five minute 

intervals, of girls in bikinis and underpants, girls lifting their shirts to reveal their 

spotless, downy bodies, their breasts obscured by flaring letters that read “Too Hot for 

TV!”—and he had woken up some time later, thirsty, sitting on the couch with one hand 

shoved down his pants, holding his crotch like a little boy.  That last beer—the last of the 

warm six-pack on the carpet at his feet—gulped hastily before he turned off the TV with 

the remote and shifted to a prone position on the couch—could it really be the last beer 

he’d ever drink?   

He had imagined something more ceremonious, more reverent, had pictured 

himself sitting alone at a gleaming bar that stretched beyond him into a quiet and 

comfortable darkness, sitting in the golden, slanting light of late afternoon coming 

through a window from a busy street beyond, a bustling life from which he had been 

momentarily sheltered and would momentarily return, and lifting a shot of amber liquid 

before him like a sacramental offering before downing it and replacing the small, 

sparkling glass on the bar with finality.  He recognized this as a stupid fantasy, like 

something in a movie: an imaginary watering hole from a life that wasn’t his, a resolution 

he would never possess, the dream of a perfect ending.  Now, the thought that there had 

to be some other last drink, a better, a less ignominious last drink, somewhere in his 
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future—would he ever be able to tell such a story, the story of his last drink, in an AA 

meeting, the way some of the others had told about their last drinks at the meeting 

tonight?—made him consider starting his car again, leaving the hospital and driving back 

out onto Opelika Road, pulling in at the BP station half a mile down the road in the 

direction of Auburn, picking up a few beers from the cooler before his shift—or skipping 

his shift altogether—and putting off this resolution by one more day.  He could pick up 

another white chip tomorrow.   

But he looked at his watch; he had to be at work in fifteen minutes.  There wasn’t 

time to have that drink now, and John realized he was glad about that.  He put his hand in 

the pocket of his denim jacket and turned the white poker chip he’d gotten at the AA 

meeting, already beginning to feel greasy and used, in his trembling fingers.  His body 

twitched and shifted in the seat, but it wasn’t so bad, he thought.  He had felt worse than 

this, much worse, plenty of times.  This wasn’t yet anything that he couldn’t handle.  He 

had picked the chip up at the Lutheran Church only two hours earlier—less than two 

hours—and already had found himself discounting the impulse that had led him to take it 

out of the basket in the first place, but if he could just make it through the night shift, to 

seven-thirty in the morning, when he would walk out of the hospital into the cold, gray 

morning, if he could resist the impulse to pull over at a convenience store on his way 

home, then he could go to sleep and he’d have made it for a day, at least.  And then there 

would be another day and another meeting to go to.   

One day at a time, they had said.  He had missed a lot of what had been said at the 

two meetings he’d been to so far, but he had heard that.  Not drinking for one more day 

was a concept John could understand, even if he knew that what they really meant was, 

“one day at a time for the rest of your miserable fucking life.”  He’d been operating—

hanging on—from day to day, it felt like, for years, for as long as he could remember.  If 

he’d been able to predict seven years ago, when he’d dropped out of the University of 

Alabama at Birmingham, that he’d still be working as an orderly at the age of twenty-six, 

he’d have done something else, anything else.   

John’s mother had died of a grade three chondrosarcoma— a fast-growing cancer 

of the cartilage—which had metastasized to her lungs—at the end of his freshman year of 

college, and his father, from whom his mother had been divorced for years and with 
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whom John had not spoken since he was in elementary school, had not offered him any 

support.  John had worked over the summer and gone back to school the next fall, but he 

hadn’t made it to the end of the semester and had withdrawn from his classes, loaded up 

his car, and moved to Auburn, thinking that maybe, in time, he could resume his 

coursework at the university there.  Moving to a town where he didn’t know anybody and 

working in the hospital had at the time been a temporary solution to a series of problems 

that had emerged from his mother’s death.  It had been a way of removing himself from 

those complications so that he could get his life into some kind of proper working order, 

though he couldn’t have said, even then, what about him, exactly, was broken.  He had 

intended to get into a position to return to college, and then to go on to medical school.  

But now it was probably too late for any of that, and in the intervening years, he had 

failed to come up with any kind of alternative plan.   

He pulled the folded sheet of paper out of his jacket pocket on which was 

photocopied the “Where and When,” a list of local times and places for the AA meetings.  

The paper trembled in his hand, and he had trouble unfolding it.  The movement in his 

shoulders was not entirely unpleasant now, his muscles shifting as if a pressure were 

forming inside the tissue, fizzing in the cells and searching for a way to escape, an 

involuntary rage inside his body of which he was not yet fully aware, to which he was yet 

nothing more than a passive observer.  He needed to get out of the car, but his hand had 

trouble operating the door latch.  He stopped and forced himself to relax, to take a few 

deep breaths, and he looked again at the list of meetings on the paper, the same list of 

meetings he’d been looking at all afternoon as he’d resisted the impulse to go to the store 

for a drink before the meeting at the Lutheran Church.  Now he confirmed for himself, 

again, his plan to attend another meeting tomorrow night, the Tuesday night meeting in 

Opelika of the Open Door Group in the Episcopal Church on Second Avenue.   

He had been looking at this sheet of paper over and over all afternoon as though, 

between his examinations, the meaning of it might have changed, and now he noticed that 

there was, in fact, something on the schedule that he hadn’t seen before: a man’s name 

and a cell phone number written in ballpoint pen.  Rick?  Beneath the name it said, “Call 

any time!  —Day or night!”  One of the old men at the meeting at the Lutheran church 

had written that two hours before.  John folded the paper and stuck it back into his 
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pocket.  The shaking of his body had intensified, and he waited for the gross movement 

in his limbs to subside to the point that he was again in control of his hands and could get 

the door open, could get himself out of the car.  

He reached into his pocket and pulled out the pack of Camels and his lighter, but 

found that he couldn’t easily extract a cigarette from the pack.  When he did manage to 

pull one out, he dropped it before he could get it into his mouth, and his fingers scrabbled 

against the asphalt to pick it up.  He had to use both hands, one steadying the other, to get 

the cigarette into his mouth and then to hold the lighter in place as he tried, repeatedly, to 

spark a flame and light it.  He stood beside his car at the vacant end of the parking lot and 

took a few deep drags from the cigarette, wedged tightly between his index and ring 

fingers but still waggling like a small baton as he raised and lowered his shaking hand to 

and from his mouth, blowing lungfulls of smoke up into the grainy light of the sodium 

lamp.  After a few drags, his arm jerked abruptly, and the cigarette spun out of his hand.  

As he walked across the lot, his body felt strange to him, his limbs moving out of 

concert with one another, his head riding at an unaccustomed level, too close to the 

ground.  Visiting hours had ended at ten, almost an hour before, and at this time of night, 

there were only a few people moving in the parking lot, which had by now largely 

emptied of cars, the last visitors trickling singly or in small groups out of the hospital.  

John kept his eyes on the asphalt as he walked, acutely aware of the people he passed 

who might be looking at him, sensing the uncontrolled movements in his limbs, the 

peculiarity of his gait as his legs moved forward in a stilted, mechanical way.  He tried to 

straighten his posture, tried to walk normally, but found that he couldn’t, that he was too 

intensely aware of his legs and the position of his spine to recover a careless equilibrium.   

He stuffed his trembling hands into his jacket pockets and folded his fingers again 

around the white poker chip, looked at the ground before him, and marched in to work.  

He felt as though he were dragging himself across the parking lot toward the hospital, 

step by conscious step, and that any stranger who saw him could not help but notice a 

deformity in his posture, could not help but diagnose some species of unease, that there 

was something terribly wrong with him.   

* * * 
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At eleven o’clock, there was an increase of activity in the hospital as the second 

shift and the third shift met to hand over their services, and none of the halls were empty, 

as they would be in another hour.  John moved silently through the building, which was 

still decorated for Halloween—with pumpkins and scarecrows leaking straw onto the 

floor, but no ghosts or cut-out paper skeletons, nothing to remind visitors of death—and 

rode the elevator up to the Critical Care Division on the fifth floor, where he worked on 

the Medical and Surgical ICU and, occasionally, on the other side of the building in the 

Cardiac and Progressive Care Units.   

The patients in the ICU, the medical patients especially, were almost all, in this 

small city hospital, elderly people, many of them relatively unresponsive, suffering 

multiple organ failures, their lives maintained by drugs and machinery, and at this time of 

night, there were almost never any family members on the floor.  John suspected that 

even in the daytime most of these patients had few visitors.  He had worked here on the 

third shift for nearly two years now, and at night the patients and the staff were alone, the 

patients trying to die and the staff trying to keep them alive.  Ironically, the patients in 

intensive care, the ones closest to death, rarely died, though sometimes they would lie for 

weeks on the ward at the brink of total system failure.  Here the machines and the 

medicines took over, kept them alive, carried them along, past their crises, despite their 

best efforts to expire, until they were restored to some kind of static condition and could 

be returned to wherever it was they’d come from, often to nursing homes where their 

lives continued in much the same fashion, lying in another bed just like the ones they’d 

been in here, unconscious or staring vacantly into space.  

By midnight, John had made his first rounds, refilling water jugs and washing out 

plastic bedside urinals, helping two relatively ambulatory patients into the bathroom and 

back to bed.  He had a shift schedule of duties that needed to be attended to, and after an 

hour on, when the ward had become quiet, John slipped into a room occupied by a patient 

named Stone.  Stone was a wizened old man with a thin coil of iron-gray hair who had 

been on the Medical ICU service for nearly two weeks, and John had never yet seen him 

fully conscious, though he had occasionally heard him babble sleepily.   

Mr. Stone had, apparently, suffered at some point from a stroke, because all he 

could say was something that sounded, variously, like, “a one, a one, a one,” and, “I won, 
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I won, I won.”  John didn’t know what was wrong with him now—he couldn’t remember 

when he had last been interested to learn anything about the patients, their diagnoses or 

their treatments—though the room was filled with the hush and click of monitoring 

equipment and the almost inaudible drip of IV bags, the odors of urine and feces and the 

cloyingly sweet scent of liver failure.  John guessed that Stone was, whatever his 

problems, beyond surgical repair, in a condition too unstable for any surgeon to want to 

risk cutting him open.  He lay beneath a dim fluorescent tube mounted on the wall over 

the head of his orthopedic bed, attached to a digital telemetry machine that gave readouts 

on his heart rate and blood pressure and other vitals.  A transparent oxygen mask was 

strapped to his face and a shunt was sutured into the side of his distended abdomen, 

draining brownish ascitic fluid into a bag that hung from the bedside next to his catheter 

bag, also full with dark urine.  The television, mounted high on the wall, was turned on 

with the volume low, tuned to the murmur and chuckle of a late night talk show.   

Stone lay with his gown parted over his belly, to expose the abdominal shunt, and 

both of his thin, bare arms supinated at his sides with intravenous lines, a thin blanket 

pulled up over his skinny legs.  What he had not been fitted with was a colostomy, and 

John had been turning him in the bed and changing his diapers twice a night for the last 

couple of weeks, though occasionally, when he was busy, he changed the diaper only 

once.  He knew what to expect from the diaper, a thin gruel of orange-brown feces and 

that, when he loosened the diaper around the man’s thin legs, the odor in the room would 

magnify to an almost overwhelming stench.  John pulled the blanket back to expose Mr. 

Stone’s legs and discovered that the second shift orderlies had, for some reason, never 

changed the diaper.  It had filled, its contents running out into the bed, staining the sheets, 

the gown, and the old man’s legs. 

“A one, a one, a one,” said Stone irritably, eyes closed, his brittle voice muffled 

by the oxygen mask.  “A one, a one, a one, a one, a one.”  John was, of course, 

accustomed to cleaning up messes like this, but he nevertheless retched and turned away, 

bile rushing up into the back of his mouth. 

John flipped the blanket back over Stone’s legs and sat heavily in the lounge chair 

beside the bed, swallowed hard and held his trembling hands in front of him.  When he 

was in motion, the spasms were somewhat controllable, dampened by his velocity, 
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though he had already, tonight, sloshed some fluid from a bedside urinal onto his tunic, 

but when he came to a halt, his knees began to wobble and his body started to shake like 

an idling engine with a broken tappet.  The tremors were becoming painful, as if he had 

spent the evening running up and down stairs, his muscles aching and his heart pounding, 

and he was short of breath.  He was also having difficulty seeing, his vision having 

narrowed to a tight focus directly in front of him, and he was frustrated by a constant 

sensation of movement and flashing lights directly on either side of his head, just out of 

sight.  John struggled to remove his latex gloves and wiped his forehead, greasy with 

sweat, with his bare hand.  He had sweated through his scrubs at the armpits and waist 

and was fighting nausea, his gut churning audibly.  He needed to go to the bathroom and 

stood up, but when he did so, all the blood rushed out of his head so that he swooned, his 

nose and lips tingling, bright spots popping before his eyes, and dropped back down into 

the seat.  

Mr. Stone was still chattering unconsciously, “I won, I won,” though now it 

sounded as though his refrain had changed, inverted.  “Ah no.  Ah no,” he was saying.  

“Ah no, ah no, ah no.”  

John took a few deep breaths, inhaling with open mouth and exhaling through his 

nostrils, to rid himself of the stench of feces, and got up, light-headed, and went to the 

bathroom and emptied his bladder, gulped water from the tap out of his cupped hands.  

When he had dried his hands and face and put his gloves back on, he took a clean towel 

and a few hand-cloths and returned to Stone’s bed.  He steadied himself against the near 

rail, taking a few deep breaths, before letting it down, pulling the blanket and top sheet 

away from the bed, and folding them so that the stains were on the inside.  Stone lay in 

his soiled gown and diaper in a slick of waste that covered the lower half of the mattress.   

John unfastened the gown, which buttoned along both sides, up to the short 

sleeves, so that it could be removed without interfering with the IV lines, and pulled the 

front away from Stone’s body, exposing his thin chest, foamed with white hair, and his 

swollen belly.  He unfastened the diaper and pulled the top of it back to expose Stone’s 

sunken groin and catheterized penis in the cradle of his pelvis, stained to the hips an 

orange brown, like the color of nicotine on a thumb, from lying almost constantly in his 

own feces.  With his head swimming and his hands still trembling uncontrollably, John 
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wiped Stone’s hips and lower abdomen and crotch with a hand-cloth, trying not to 

breathe through his nose.   

“A one, a one, a one,” the old man said into his oxygen mask.   

John moved slowly and deliberately against the tremor that rattled his arms.  

Carefully, so as not to disturb the abdominal shunt or the IV lines, John rolled Stone up 

onto his right side, away from the back of the gown and the diaper, and propped him 

against the raised rail on the other side of the bed so that his back was facing John and the 

center of the bed was clear.  John lifted the diaper and folded it up and re-taped it in a 

tight ball and dropped it into the trash can, then rolled up the gown and stuffed it inside 

the blanket.  Now he used the soiled hand-cloth to wipe the feces off the skin at the back 

of Mr. Stone’s emaciated legs, the withered buttocks and lower back.  The stench of fecal 

matter and the smegmatic odor of the old man’s folded flesh made John’s eyes water.   

When John had finished wiping Stone down, he loosened the sheet from the 

mattress along the near side and folded it, lengthwise, across the width of the bed until it 

was rolled up against Stone’s back.  He wiped off the plastic bedcover and cleaned it with 

a sanitizing spray, then placed a clean towel in the center of the now bare mattress and 

carefully rolled Stone onto his back again, onto the towel, and used a second, damp hand-

cloth, followed by sanitary wipes on his backside and groin.  Then John went around to 

the other side of the bed to finish stripping the sheet, which he folded carefully to avoid 

dripping.   

There were fresh diapers in a small cupboard beside the bed, and John got one of 

these and placed it beneath Stone’s buttocks, folded it up between his legs, carefully re-

taped the catheter tube to his leg—with his hands shaking, this was the most difficult bit 

of the operation so far—and fastened the diaper tight.  When he had finished, he looked 

at the small man in a diaper before him in the center of the bare mattress.  Mr. Stone’s 

eyes were closed, his gray face obscured by the greenish oblong of the oxygen mask: a 

thin bundle of bones and tubes around a swollen belly, his skin like a damp and spotted 

foil.   

“I won,” said Mr. Stone.  “A one, a one.  Ah no.”   

The intensity of the stench in the room would gradually diminish over the course 

of the night, but John wouldn’t have to return, once he’d replaced the sheets on the bed.  



 

108 

He’d let the first shift change Stone again in the morning.  He took all the soiled bedding 

and carried it out and disposed of it in the sealed hamper kept in the middle of the 

corridor during the night shift.  Then he threw away his gloves and went to the nurse’s 

station and washed his hands, which began to tremble more violently as he wrung them 

under the stream of water, before putting on a fresh pair of gloves and gathering a new 

gown for Mr. Stone and new sheets for his bed. 

John took a few deep breaths in the hallway before he reentered the atmosphere of 

the room and began to re-sheet the bed.  He unfolded the bottom sheet and tucked the 

edge beneath the length of the mattress, then rolled Stone again onto his side against the 

far rail, removed the towel, and spread the sheet across the bed until it came to his back, 

then rolled him back over so that he was lying on the part of the sheet John had just 

placed.  Now John raised the bedside rail and went around the bed, lowered the opposite 

rail, and tucked the other edge of the sheet beneath the mattress.  As John was raising the 

rail, Mr. Stone grabbed his wrist. 

* * * 

“I know!” Stone said.  He stared, clear-eyed, at John’s face.  John started back in 

surprise, doused in cold panic, as shocked as if a corpse had come to life, but the old man 

clutched his wrist with a wild tenacity.  For a moment it was as if they were arm-

wrestling, John’s palsied arm shaking and the old man clinging to it.  “I know!  I know!”  

John’s mind raced to locate what Stone could be talking about, what it was that he 

knew.  He was looking directly into John’s eyes, and he spoke with an intensity that 

seemed too lucid to be gibberish.   

“I know!” the old man said.  He would not let go of John’s arm. 

John stepped back from the bed, and Mr. Stone, unrelenting in his grip, was 

dragged across the edge of the bedrail, which had not locked in place and now came 

down with a clanging thunk.  “I know!” he said.  John entertained the momentary notion 

that whatever insult had rendered Stone’s brain incapable of producing normal speech 

had also cracked open some occult territory of his mind, an extrasensory faculty that in 

all the silent hours over the last two weeks John had spent administering the needs of 

Stone’s unresponsive body had extracted a wordless and unconscious confession from 

him.  John tried to break the old man’s grip on his wrist, but his own hands were feeble 
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and shaking, and the old man held on.  And then Stone went sliding over the edge of the 

mattress, dragging monitor cords and IV lines and the oxygen tube after him, landing on 

the floor beside the bed with a crunching slap.   

John’s legs buckled and he fell onto his backside and sprawled on the floor, 

wrenching himself, finally, from the old man’s grasp.  The leads to the digital monitor 

had been disconnected, and as John caught sight of Stone’s eyes, still open but now 

sliding crazily in the sockets, he became aware of the uninterrupted electronic whine of 

the monitor that normally signified a code.   

He reached for the body and scooped it up from the floor, realizing as he did so 

that this was a mistake, that if the old man had broken his neck, lifting him could sever 

his spine and paralyze him, but that hardly seemed to matter now.  Stone’s body was as 

light as a child’s in John’s arms, and he looked up into John’s face with open eyes, blood 

running out of his mouth and connected by a viscous thread to John’s chest.  John 

experienced a powerful sensation of déjà vu.  “I know,” Stone whispered, and then his 

yellow eyes rolled backwards into his skull.  All of this seemed to have happened before. 

John thought of the shoe he’d found in the back of his car and pictured it sailing 

through the air into the dumpster behind his apartment building.  His body shuddered and 

his ears rang with a high-pitched whine that partly blocked out the alarm of the monitor 

and the distant, incongruous voices from the television, and a new rush of images flashed 

in his mind, images from a dream—driving dirt roads at night through the Tuskeegee 

National Forest, south of Auburn, the air clammy and thick with mist and the wintry 

drone of crickets and gulping frogs, driving through the forest, looking for a place to 

hide, to sleep, never passing another car in the darkness but sensing that he was being 

followed and that the woods were thick with the presence of strangers, that if he stopped, 

he’d be overtaken and something terrible, terrible would happen, driving beneath the 

canopy of overhanging branches and darkness, looking for a place where he could pull 

his car into a gap in the trees and simply disappear, get out of his car and run, run until he 

found a place to hide, where he could lie down deep among the dead leaves and sleep and 

never be found, where he would be safe.  John knew he’d had this dream, many times, 

but he had never before been conscious of it.  
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From the doorway, a rubber shoe stopped with a squeak, then a voice called out, 

“Code!” and one of the nurses rushed into the room.  John wasn’t sure how long he had 

been standing with Stone in his arms—not more than ten seconds, though it seemed like 

much longer.  Stone’s head lay against John’s chest, the plastic oxygen mask hanging off 

the side of his open mouth, his lips now moving soundlessly.  Stone’s body bucked in 

John’s arms and then began shaking with a spasm more violent than one would have 

imagined Stone’s emaciated body capable of producing, and John unloaded him roughly 

onto the bed.  Other nurses came rushing in, pushing John out of the way.  

The room got full of noise and the overhead lights were turned on so that 

everything was suddenly too bright for John to see properly.  He heard from the hallway 

the businesslike voice of the head nurse on the ICU, a woman named Marjorie, calling 

the code over the hospital intercom: “Paging Dr. Rush.  Dr. Rush to 504.  Dr. Rush to 

504.”   

There was no Dr. Rush on the hospital staff; this was the code for the doctors on 

the crash cart duty.  Now John imagined the two doctors riding up in the elevator, tired 

and rumpled from their last crash.  He had seen them at their work often enough, forcing 

life back into a corpse like men stuffing garbage into an overfilled trash bag, their faces 

glowing red with sweat and effort. 

 Someone brushed against John’s shoulder, and he heard the authoritative voice of 

a doctor say, “Get this asshole out of the way.”  But no: the voice had said, Get this 

person out of the way.  John moved himself against the wall and toward the corner of the 

room, where he sank into the chair, his view of the bed obscured by nurses in floral 

scrubs and interns in blue, a chaotic swirl of movement.   

Now another nurse was leaning over him, her face close to his own, mouth open 

and moving.  She appeared to be yelling something at him, though it was impossible for 

him to register her words in the din of voices and the whine of the heart monitor.  She 

reached for him and he shrank from her as she made contact, feeling with her meaty 

fingers at his neck for the rate of his pulse.  Beyond her, a small crowd was at work over 

Stone, obscuring him entirely except for the bare gnarled feet at the end of the mattress.  

He saw the feet jerk and knew they had used the defibrillator.  A moment later, he 

smelled the sharp odor of burnt hair cutting the stench. 
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Now John was being hoisted to his feet.  His vision seemed to have narrowed to a 

bright hole in front of him, and he had to turn his head to both sides to see the nurses who 

were supporting him.  They were marching him out of the room, out of the stench and 

noise and the chaos of moving bodies into the relatively bright, clean air of the hallway.  

He was escorted to the nurse’s station and dumped in a chair, and after a few moments he 

realized they had left him there alone.   

John’s body was rigid and trembling and clammy, and he noticed that the pants of 

his scrubs were dark wet; either he had pissed himself or Stone had leaked onto him.  He 

passed in and out of consciousness.  Finally he realized that one of the interns, a young 

man probably not much older than himself who was currently on rotation in the ICU, had 

pulled up a seat in front of him and was lifting his eyelids, shining a light directly into his 

eyes.  The intern rubbed a cold swab of iodine on the inside of John’s elbow and pressed 

a needle into his arm.   

“What is it?” John asked. 

“Lorazepam.” 

Everyone wore a name-tag.  The intern’s name was Dr. Bly.  He appeared to be 

no older than John, a lean and light-headed and confident young doctor.  Bly pulled the 

needle out of John’s arm and reached for a second syringe on a tray table beside them.  

“Thiamine,” he said, as he jammed the second needle into John’s arm.  Next he handed 

John a plastic cup.  “And a good dose of orange juice.  You think you can hold this?” 

John looked at the cup, but now he noticed that the Lorazepam was already 

having an effect, that he could see and hear more clearly, and the shaking and weakness 

in his arms was beginning to subside.  He felt more awake and tentatively lifted his arm 

and reached for the cup. 

“Better use both hands,” Bly said.  John took the orange juice and raised the cup 

to his lips, realizing as he did so that he had been tortured by thirst.  He gulped the juice, 

emptying the cup so quickly that it ran down his cheeks and neck and made him cough.  

“When was the last time you had a drink of alcohol?”  

“Last night.” 

“Well, it could get a lot worse than this,” Bly said.  He stood up.  “But you should 

be okay until morning.  Come back then and I’ll write you a couple of scripts.  We’ll get 
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you on a benzodiazepine for the shakes and a heavy-duty vitamin.  We’ll see what you 

need in the morning and fix you right up.  If the shaking comes back bad or you start to 

feel a lot of pain or tightness in your chest, you should either call an ambulance or come 

to the emergency room.”  John nodded.   “And drink lots of fluids,” Bly said.  He was 

already walking away.  “And stay off the booze.” 

Now John was sitting in the corner of the nurse’s station alone again except for 

Marjorie, who sat at her desk in a swivel chair with her back to him.  He looked down at 

the stain that covered the front of his pants.  “Is Mr. Stone okay?” he asked. 

Marjorie turned in her chair.  “Are you talking to me?” 

“Is Stone alright?” 

“No.” 

“What’s wrong with him?” 

“Fractured skull, broken pelvis, broken arm, cardiac arrest, probably an 

embolism,” Marjorie said.  “He won’t make it through the night.”   

John looked at the tile floor, and when he looked up, Marjorie was still facing him 

with a tight look on her face.   

“If you feel like you’re ready to get up, I think it’s time for you to go him,” she 

said.  “You don’t need to come back.  I know you’ve been at the hospital for a while, 

John, but we don’t need your help anymore.  We just can’t have this kind of thing 

happening.”   

“You can’t fire me,” John said. 

“Like hell I can’t.”   

John nodded.  There was nothing left to do but get to his feet and leave. 

* * * 

The parking lot was almost empty, and an ambulance was idling near the 

emergency room door, filling the cool air with the fumes of diesel exhaust.  A prismatic 

pool of motor oil on the gravelly surface of the asphalt reminded John of blood.  The 

sound of Stone’s body hitting the floor clapped in his mind, the heavy, wet slap of flesh.  

John rubbed his wrist and saw Stone’s body slip over the rail, the IV lines and monitor 

cords whipping over the bed and becoming taut, and he flinched, as if he might be able to 

go back to that moment and try to catch him.  Everybody in a hospital made mistakes, 
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and patients died.  The doctors—even the nurses—regularly killed people, either through 

mistakes or out of routine negligence, and John wondered if they all experienced 

something like this: the head cradled in the crook of his arm, the eyes rolling back in the 

skull, the string of blood connecting from the corner of the open mouth to the green tunic 

at his chest, the chord of tubes and wires singing like anchor-ropes against a gunnel as 

they pulled over the edge of the bedrail, the slap of the body striking the floor.  John 

stepped away from the lighted awning over the emergency room entrance, toward the 

shadows of the parking lot 

He reached into his jacket pocket and took out the pack of Camels and his lighter 

and lit a cigarette, his hands still shaking slightly, and blew a cloud of smoke that 

whorled and lingered in the air.  The sky was heavy with thunder and the night felt 

warmer than it had been when John entered the hospital.  His body felt smoother, easier, 

now, as if he were being pressed flat and held upright by an immense and painless force.  

His clothes were wet and stiffening and he was shivering still, but not cold.  He could feel 

the soft turbulence of the tremors rippling through his body, but now the movement was 

submerged, the residual crash of storm waves stirring the floor of a warm sea.  He walked 

with a relative effortlessness to his car, parked alone now at the far end of the lot.   

Tonight he had killed a man and lost his job, and if there was ever a better excuse 

for a drink, he couldn’t imagine what it might be.  And this, he reflected, would be a 

more fitting occasion for a final drink than being sentenced to attend AA meetings by a 

judge for a DUI and then pusillanimously acting out of depression and shame.  This was 

a real occasion, and it would be, furthermore, a story worth telling.  Was this, John 

wondered, the kind of thing they meant in AA when they talked about alcoholism?  He 

had caused a man’s death, and now he was thinking that it would make a good excuse to 

take a drink. 

He unlocked his car and got inside and looked again at the hospital, the dark, 

angular shape against the red night sky.  Stone’s yellow eyes looked back at him.  The 

familiar pressure of Stone’s slight, limp frame pressed itself into his chest and weighed 

on his arms.  The sound of Stone’s body slapping on the floor came to him in the musty 

confines of the cold car—more durable than any memory, the sound had all the reality of 

an object that he had found, like the small shoe, in the clutter of his car, something 
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terrible he’d unintentionally acquired—and he was forced to experience a sympathetic 

shock in his bones as he heard the old man’s naked body land on the floor again.   

And again, John experienced the feeling of déjà vu.  He looked around the inside 

of his car—everything exactly as it had been before, the sameness pressing hard against 

him as he looked around the front seat for whatever it might be he was meant to notice 

now, searching for some numinous message; even then, in whatever moment it was that 

he was now reliving, he had searched in exactly this same way, in his car, for the thing 

that had been troubling him, for the thing he’d been trying to recall.  And when he looked 

into the backseat he imagined that he saw, for one moment, a small body with a pale face, 

but in the next moment he realized that he was looking at a pair of his own discarded 

scrubs and a white paper bag. 

And now John too was falling, falling through a thick blackness, like being 

conscious in a sleep without dreams.  Even if he could bring himself to call out, he was 

alone in his car in a parking lot and there was no one around to hear him, no one who 

might care or come running.  It was too late for crying out.  There was something wrong 

with him, something in his body and in his brain, that was killing him, and now he was 

falling into it, an outer darkness that was black and empty, with nothing at the bottom and 

nothing to reach out for, nothing to hold on to.  
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Six 

 

 Red Hall was a lean man with wrinkles and jowls and a set of perfectly straight 

dentures who gave the appearance of having lost a lot of weight, the skin hanging off his 

face in pallid strips like the victim of a forced march.  He was gaunt and shriven and 

prematurely old, but he was not without interest, not without the air of a man who has 

lived a full measure of life, though this had not, as is often the case with men of advanced 

age, made him seem more refined or vital.  He seemed instead to be a man completely 

exhausted, as if his personality had been used up or, as was often the case with 

alcoholics, had been stunted before its full development.  His efforts, in recent years, to 

be unobjectionable had turned him into a man of flat affect who was obviously, 

irritatingly, lonely, and new acquaintances—in the rooms of Alcoholics Anonymous or in 

the History Department—were surprised to learn, from the desultory gossip that 

maintained an interest, however marginal, in Professor Hall, that less than a decade had 

passed since he had been sexually involved with a nineteen-year-old student.  Few who 

met Dr. Hall now would imagine from the state of him that he had been, so recently, 

capable of engaging in such an affair, much less of attracting the interest of any woman 

younger than fifty.  It came as nothing of a surprise to anyone, however, that he had years 

ago buried his only son. 

Red’s cell phone, on the table beside his bed, rang only twice before he answered 

it.  He was no longer the heavy sleeper he’d once been, and by the second ring, he was 

fully awake.  When he answered the phone, its faceplate glowing blue when he flipped it 

open, there was silence on the other end of the line, so he said again, “Hello?” 

 “Rick?” 

 “I’m sorry, but you’ve got the wrong number.” 

 “No.  We met at the church tonight.  You gave me this number.”  Red sat up in 

bed and put on his glasses, looked at the time on the phone—it was past three o’clock in 

the morning—then brought the phone back to his ear.  Red searched his memory. 

 “Is your name John?” he asked.  There was a pause on the other end of the line.   

“Yeah.” 
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“It’s Red, not Rick.  Red Hall.  What do you need, John?” 

 “I’m sorry to call so late.  I work the night shift.  Were you asleep?” 

 “Don’t worry about it.  Have you been drinking?” 

 “What?” 

 “Are you drunk, John?  Have you been drinking?” 

 “No.  I’m not drinking.  I was at work.” 

 “You never drank at work?”  There was a silence on the other end of the line.  

“Where are you?” Red asked. 

 “I’m at a pay phone.  I’m at a gas station.  On Opelika Road.” 

 “And you’re thinking about going inside and getting something to drink.” 

 “I guess so.” 

 “Well don’t.  I tell you what, John.  Why don’t you get back in your car right now 

and drive down to the Waffle House across from the mall.  You know the one I’m talking 

about?” 

 “Uh-huh.” 

 “I’ll meet you there in about fifteen minutes, okay?” 

 “You don’t have to do that.” 

 “I know I don’t.  But I’m going to do it anyway.  It’s three twenty in the morning 

and both of us are awake.  I’m going to get out of bed now and get dressed, and then I’m 

going to get in my car and drive to the Waffle House and I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.  

So are you going to be there to meet me?” 

 “Yeah.” 

 “If you’re not going to be there, go ahead and tell me now, save me the trip.” 

 “I’ll be there.” 

 “Okay.  If you’ve been drinking when I get there, I’m going to turn around and 

come back home, alright?” 

 “I won’t take a drink.” 

 “Okay.  Take it easy.  I believe you.  I’ve just got to get dressed and I’ll see you in 

fifteen minutes.” 

 Red closed the phone and fell back on the bed and looked at the ceiling of his 

room, illuminated by the bright light from a streetlamp on Cowper Mill Road shining 
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through the plastic blinds on the windows.  He listened to the silence in his apartment, the 

faint humming of the refrigerator compressor downstairs.  He was alone in the upstairs 

bedroom of the townhouse in which he’d been living for the last four years, a townhouse 

with steam-cleaned wall-to-wall carpeting and furniture acquired shortly after he’d signed 

the lease.  In the living room there was a four-year-old couch and a four-year-old 

television, a four-year-old recliner; everything still seemed new.  In the kitchen 

cupboards there were matching white dishes that had all come out of a single box—four 

plates, four bowls, four coffee cups—and in a drawer next to the sink, a set of sleek 

stainless steel silverware that had come out of one shrink-wrapped package.  This was the 

home of a man who had started over from zero, and here he lay, alone on a stiff mattress 

that was also four years old.  Except for the other bedroom, across the hall, where there 

were five loaded bookcases and a desk placed against the window that looked out onto 

the scuffed back yard shared by the row of townhouses, the apartment was almost 

completely impersonal, a clean slate, as uncluttered as a ready unit in a residence hotel.  

Now Red would get up and dress, go out into the cold dark and meet this young man 

whose name was John.  There was no one Red might disturb with his comings and 

goings, no one to be quiet for, no one whose sleep he must guard. 

In the afternoon, as Red sat at the desk in the back bedroom office, grading 

student essays or reading, as he counted off the hours before it was time to eat his supper, 

time to watch the News Hour, time to go to an AA meeting, Red could see, from the 

window, the children of his neighbors playing kickball or tag football in the yard behind 

the townhouses.  In the mornings, as he drank his coffee and ate a bowl of cereal, as he 

read his daily meditation from As Bill Sees It, an AA conference-approved book, he could 

hear the same children in the narrow parking lot in front of the building, on their way to 

the bus stop, and later, in his car, as he pulled out of the parking lot on his way to the 

university, he passed them, in a huddle at the corner of the block, waiting for their bus.  If 

William Hall were alive today, he’d be thirty-three years old. 

And if William Hall were alive today, everything about Red’s life would be 

different.  Perhaps Red and his wife, Astrid, would have separated in any event, and 

perhaps he’d still have been forced to start over, forced to live in a place like this; he was 

an alcoholic, after all, and much of his troubles he had brought on himself; he couldn’t 
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claim his son’s death as an excuse for all that had happened to him—couldn’t claim it as 

an excuse for anything, really.  But there might have been grandchildren by now, might 

have been bright plastic cars and painted wooden blocks or baby girl dolls or superhero 

action figures and molded-plastic soldiers in a clutter in some room of Red’s townhouse 

for when William brought these grandchildren for a visit, might have been framed photos 

of them across the walls.  William had died fourteen years ago, at the end of his first 

semester of college, at Loyola in Chicago, the beginning of December, now only one 

month away.  And in a few weeks, Red would mark another year without him, but he 

would do so alone; though they were still, technically, married, he no longer heard from 

Astrid at all. 

William had been at a party in a seventh floor apartment and had fallen off the 

balcony to the sidewalk below.  He had died, so Red had been told, instantly.  He and 

Astrid had been woken by the call from the Loyola University Hospital early that 

morning.  Red answered the phone and received the news that William had been in an 

accident and had died before his arrival at the hospital.  Astrid knew, lying awake beside 

Red in the darkness, from the sound of his voice, that the call must be very bad news, and 

when Red hung up the phone and she had asked what had happened, he could not at first 

bring himself to say anything to her.  And as his silence had lengthened she had realized 

what the call had meant, so that by the time he could finally say to her that their son was 

dead, she had already begun to cry.  They got dressed and drove up to the Birmingham 

airport in the dark of night and took the first direct flight to Chicago in the morning, 

leaving just as dawn broke over the runway outside of the small airplane window.   

The cab ride from O’Hare Airport to the hospital, right off the Eisenhower 

Expressway, had taken much less time than either Red or Astrid had been expecting.  

They had passed a cemetery, Red remembered, a few blocks from the Loyola Medical 

Center.  Neither of them had yet prepared themselves, by the time they arrived a few 

minutes before nine, to be directed to the morgue, where Red identified his son’s body, a 

white, stiff thing that only vaguely reminded him of his son; it was more like a wax 

dummy replica with brush-stiff hair.  It wasn’t until Red looked at the boy’s hands that he 

felt the full weight of his loss—the hands seemed far too delicate and fine, too real, to no 

longer be alive, and they would never hold anything, never touch anything, again.   
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Red stepped out of the room where his son’s corpse lay and began making phone 

calls—calls to the History department, so far away, calls to Astrid’s family and his own, 

and calls to funeral homes in Chicago and in Auburn and to United Airlines, to make 

arrangements for William to be taken back home.  Later, Red was given a phone number 

for the Oak Park Police station and spoke to a detective, who gave him a summary of the 

report from the officers who had responded to the 911 call made by one of William’s 

friends immediately after the accident.  The police had questioned everyone at the party, 

all of whom had been college students, and had determined to their own satisfaction that 

William had been intoxicated and that his fall had been an accident.  They were 

absolutely sure that he had not been pushed off the balcony, and Red was not interested 

in filing any charges or suits against the boy who lived in the apartment. 

But that night at the Regency Hotel, a few blocks away from the hospital, while 

Astrid slept under the influence of several Maximum Strength Unisom caplets, Red had 

used his son’s cell phone to contact several of William’s friends and spoke to one of them 

about the accident.  This was the friend who had made the 911 call, a boy named Steve.  

“He’d been drinking a little bit, but he didn’t really seem that drunk to me,” Steve had 

said.  Red wondered if the boy might not simply be trying, out of ignorance, to cover up, 

still, for the indiscretions of a friend.  But then Red wondered what it might be that he’d 

hoped to hear from the boy.  That William had been completely wasted, so stumbling, 

blind drunk that he’d lurched over a balcony railing?  Or that he had not really been 

drunk at all, that he’d been alone on the balcony, brooding, and that his disappearance 

over the edge was a mystery?  Red wondered which story would make him feel less 

culpable for the death of his son. 

William had been in mild trouble throughout his years at Auburn High School, 

though he’d been on the soccer team and made decent enough grades and had always 

held an after-school job for the spending money that Red was reluctant to give him.  But 

William had also been a drinker, and Red had recognized early that his son was probably 

more like his father than was good for him.  As Red sat in the hotel room that night, 

looking at Astrid, asleep in her clothes on top of the bedspread, and drinking from a pint 

bottle of vodka he’d picked up that afternoon at a shop a block down from the hospital, 

he wondered which conclusion would be easier to live with—that William had died 
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because he was a drunk, like his father? or that he had been suicidal?  There was no way 

he could recreate in his mind what had happened so that he would not feel guilty, no way 

to think himself clear of the dark cloud that was already forming over his head. 

He knew that he didn’t have enough information about the circumstances of his 

son’s death to ever feel as though he could satisfactorily explain it, and he realized that 

nobody who had lost a child was ever likely to be satisfied with how and why it had 

happened, how it could have happened.  No matter how clean-cut the cause of death, 

there would always, Red guessed, be an inexplicable blank space in a survivor’s 

consciousness.  He could search, if he wanted to.  He could find out more about what had 

happened to William, but Red understood that nothing he learned would give him any 

answers or make any easier whatever was going to happen next or in the years to come.  

* * * 

 Red lay in bed for about thirty seconds, then said to himself, out loud in the empty 

room, “Get up!”  There was a slogan that one sometimes saw printed on a card and 

framed, hanging on the wall at an AA meeting: When anyone, anywhere, reaches out for 

help, I want the hand of AA to always be there.  And for that: I am responsible.  It was a 

good enough reason to leave a warm bed in the middle of the night.  The twelfth step 

said, Having had a spiritual awakening as the result of these steps, we tried to carry this 

message to alcoholics and to practice these principles in all our affairs.  It was a mission, 

a purpose, a way to be needed.   

Red understood that most of the urgent calls one got came at night because people 

are alone at night, because it’s dark at night.  And Red himself had made plenty of late 

night calls, over the years, to his sponsor, Sam Mason—none as late as three in the 

morning, though there had been enough times when he was awake at three, and suffering, 

and ought to have called, and he knew that Sam wouldn’t have been angry to receive a 

call as late as that.  Red had been sober for five years now, and over the last four of them, 

he himself had sponsored a number of newcomers in AA, though very few of the men 

he’d sponsored were still coming to meetings.  

People came in for one or two meetings and left and never came back.  

Occasionally they stuck around for a few weeks or even a few months, and then they 

went back out and started drinking again.  Sometimes you’d see them in the rooms again 
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a year later, in worse shape than before, with blackened eyes or casts on broken arms or 

legs or with teeth missing, sometimes in wheelchairs, and sometimes you read their 

obituaries in The Opelika-Auburn News, victims of murder or suicide or overdose or 

killed in a car wreck or by pneumonia.  Sometimes, dealing with recalcitrant drunks who 

were unable to recognize that their lives were falling to pieces around them, you wanted 

to simply shake them, to scream at them: Can’t you see what you’re doing to yourself?  

But of course they couldn’t see.  Red himself had been the same way, and nobody could 

have convinced him of anything he hadn’t learned for himself the hard way.   

But when a prospect was ready to talk, that’s when you had to be willing to wake 

up in the middle of the night and drive across town and drink a half-dozen cups of coffee 

and listen to him explain the mess he’d made of his life.  You needed to catch him at a 

moment when he was so beaten down that he’d finally become willing to listen with an 

open mind.  Because as long as a drunk had any fight left in him, he’d fight everyone and 

everything; he’d kill himself fighting.  

Red thought about what he would say to John when they met, but then realized 

that he didn’t have to say much of anything, that what he really needed to do was listen.  

It wasn’t his job to give advice, and he wasn’t responsible for getting anybody sober.  All 

he had to do was carry the message, to share his own experience, strength and hope.  He 

pulled on his pants and buttoned his shirt, strapped his watch on his wrist, then got down 

on his knees on the floor beside his bed in the lamplight.   

It was not easy, at his age, to get down onto his knees to pray.  “God,” he said, his 

lips moving slightly as the breath of the prayer came from him, “grant me the serenity to 

accept the things I can’t change, courage to change the things I can, and wisdom to know 

the difference.  God, please grant me humility.  I put myself in your hands.  Please guide 

my thoughts and words and actions.  Relieve me of the burden of self and make me an 

instrument of your will.  Thy will, not mine, be done.”   

Red hoisted himself, leaning heavily against the edge of the bed, to his feet.  

Whatever he needed to do would be done.  Whatever needed saying he would say.  He 

would rely on inspiration.  He would be an instrument of God’s will.  

* * * 
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Sam Mason had been Red’s sponsor almost from the first day he’d shown up in 

AA, and Red had done his fifth step with Sam, sitting at the kitchen table in Sam’s house 

in the Mill Village in Opelika on a cold winter afternoon four years ago.  Red had spilled 

everything, terrified that, if he held onto a single secret, it would grow like a tumor inside 

of him until it metastasized into a binge.  So he had confessed all, had confessed that in 

1991, a few months after William had died, he’d punched Astrid in the face half a dozen 

times until her eyes were black and her lips were bleeding.  He had been in a blackout, 

and his memory of the fight, if it could be called that, was fragmentary and confused, a 

few blurry images in his mind of Astrid’s mouth open in a black scream, blood running 

down her chin.  He knew what he’d done had been terrible, but the incident had not 

caused him very much guilt, mainly because he could barely remember it.   

He might not have remembered at all if she hadn’t still been in the house when he 

came to several hours later that night, on the couch, and found her, when he went upstairs 

to get in bed, locked in their room.  He had pleaded with her to unlock the door and let 

him in, had convinced her that he had no idea why she was afraid of him.  And when she 

opened the door and he saw her face, he could not at first believe that he could have been 

the one who had done this to her.  He had actually demanded to know who had.  She had 

not called the police and had not left the house, and had convinced herself that Red’s 

actions had been, if not forgivable, then a reaction to their son’s death.  She had called in 

sick to work—she had worked then for the admissions office at the university—for more 

than two weeks and had not left the house until her face had healed and she could again 

present herself, under heavy makeup, in public without raising questions.  Red had done a 

sort of prolonged penance to Astrid for this inexcusable act, had done all the shopping, all 

the cooking, all the errands, during that time, and had sworn off drinking and managed to 

actually stop for more than two months. 

Red also confessed to Sam how, over the course of the last five years of his 

drinking, beginning shortly after Astrid had decided he had to leave, he had coerced girls 

in his history classes to give him blow jobs and, later, to spend nights with him, in 

exchange for As.  He had done this with fourteen students, several of whom he could no 

longer recall by name, and the fact that he could no longer give an exact accounting of 

the girls he’d taken advantage of had been almost as troubling to him as the crimes he’d 
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committed against them.  He had not been able to bring himself to look at his old class 

roles to confirm their identities until he had begun his fourth step, and the act of listing 

their names on paper and writing down what he could recall of each of them, of writing 

down how, exactly, he had insinuated himself into their lives, had been a terrible ordeal. 

It had begun in 1995, just over four years after his son had died and less than a 

year after he had moved out of the house he’d shared with Astrid on Carlisle Drive.  One 

afternoon at the end of the spring quarter one of his students, a girl named Cheryl, had 

come to his office in tears over the grade she had earned—Red remembered that she’d 

missed more than half of the class meetings—and had said that she was willing to do 

anything, anything, to get him to change her grade in the Western Civilization course Red 

had been teaching that term, and Red remembered vividly—he hadn’t been drunk at the 

time and couldn’t blame what he’d done on that—remembered how his heart had been 

racing when he’d said, “Anything?”   

Red had been teaching for nearly twenty years by this time and, though he had of 

course entertained the notion of sleeping with his students and had had opportunities like 

this before, normally he would have gotten up from his chair and opened his office door 

and suggested that the girl in question allow him to buy her a cup of coffee at the shop in 

the crowded lobby of the building, would have stood in the open doorway of his office as 

she dried her tears and gathered her things and then, on the way downstairs in the 

elevator, would have assured her, in whatever way seemed most appropriate, that failing 

a single college course—or even a semester—wasn’t the end of the world; he would say, 

perhaps, that she was a bright girl and he felt sure she’d do better next year.  And he 

would have had her smiling with unspoken gratitude that he had so tactfully declined—

refused even to acknowledge—the desperate offer she’d come to him to make. 

This girl, Cheryl, had obviously been angling for a deal of this sort when she’d 

come to his office.  The building had been almost empty, at the end of finals week, and 

she had been waiting in the hallway outside Red’s office door when he arrived.  She had 

worn bright lipstick and a short skirt and had thrust out her chest as she removed her 

jacket, her sleeveless shirt unbuttoned to the middle of her chest.  She pulled her chair 

around to the side of Red’s desk before sitting down so that he would have a good view 

of her long, bare legs and her cleavage and put her hand on his forearm as she’d cried.  
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She had actually given him a slight squeeze on the knee when she’d said “anything.”  

“Anything you want, Professor Hall,” she’d said, sliding her hand along his thigh, her 

eyes widening with apprehension as she moved toward him.   

And that’s how it had begun.  Red had not instigated the encounter, but he 

couldn’t tell himself that he had not been guilty; he knew how he ought to handle these 

things.  The students had known that he was a drunk and careless, and some of them, 

apparently, began to sense that he was prey to this kind of manipulation.  He had missed 

classes, had shown up late and unprepared and still drunk from the night before.  After 

Cheryl, he began, he had to admit, to flirt in a shameful sort of way, to give the girls in 

his classes signals that he was interested in them, interested in making deals.  And he had 

been surprised, at first, to discover how many of his students had responded to his 

flirtation, had been willing to draw out his attentions, though certainly most of them must 

have imagined him to be a harmless old man or, at worst, a figure of pathetic fun.  

Red had been involved in fourteen such transactions with his female students by 

the winter quarter of 2000, when he was discovered in a motel room at the Econo-Lodge 

on Opelika Road with a girl named Kayla, who’d been in one of his classes the previous 

fall and whose father had broken open the motel room door and thrashed Red until he 

was bloody, knocking out three of Red’s front teeth, before the police, whom the father 

had himself called, arrived and arrested them all.  Kayla had, for whatever reason—

probably the same reason she had gotten involved with Professor Hall in the first place—

told her father where she would be that night, what she would be doing, and with whom.  

Red had not been arrested for sleeping with Kayla, who was not a minor, though he had 

faced charges involving the cocaine they had been using, which the police had found in 

Kayla’s purse that night.  And that was the incident that had exposed Red to the censure 

of the history department and had led to his being given a choice between dismissal from 

the faculty or admission to a drug and alcohol treatment center.  

Red had committed more than the usual share of shameful acts in his life, but it 

was his betrayal of these students, the venality of it, that haunted him.  No one in the 

university administration or the history department had ever discovered anything about 

Red’s involvement with these girls; they knew of nothing more than his arrest and affair, 

if it could be called that, with Kayla.  Red suspected that the girls who over the years had 
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granted him sexual favors were as embarrassed by their involvement with him as he was 

himself, perhaps more so.  But for years—even still—Red had been waiting for some 

young woman, now in her late twenties or early thirties, to come forward and expose him.  

Nevertheless, he could not bring himself to entirely regret having done what he had.  He 

suspected that he would never have sex again in his life, and he missed those girls, 

despite the guilt and shame and fear they had caused him, missed their perfect young 

bodies, missed the thrill of the charged looks he had traded with them, singled out among 

the crowd of students in an auditorium, the secret looks in which he could detect not only 

the satisfaction they felt in exercising a sexual power over an older man but also their ill-

disguised hatred of him, of his weakness.  He wondered now what they would think of 

the absolution he’d made for himself in Alcoholics Anonymous?  What would they care 

for his step-by-step redemption? 

“Let me tell you something, Red,” Sam said when he was finished.  “People fuck 

each other.  And they always have a reason.  And most of the time it’s a selfish one, even 

when it comes to married people.  You been married, you know what I’m talking about.  

Now I’m not saying what you done ain’t sleazy, because it was.  I’m just saying let’s 

keep this in perspective, alright?” 

“My son was a freshman in college when he died,” Red said.  “He was basically 

the same age as my students.  It was hard for me to keep on teaching after we buried 

Billy, and every time I was with one of those girls, I would think about him.  I don’t 

know why I did it, why I kept doing it.  It was like I was trying to destroy something.”   

Red supposed there were lots of men who had fantasies about college girls like 

the ones he’d known.  It was one thing, Red thought, to hear about such an encounter or 

to imagine it, and it was another thing altogether to experience it—the difference between 

fantasy and reality, which is an abyss.  Red had an image of Cheryl in his mind, on her 

knees on the tiled concrete floor of his office, her bright red mouth open before his erect 

penis and the dark tangle of his groin, looking up at his face, her eyes bright and wet, 

dark mascara tracks lining her cheeks.  She had been so young, a child, and unhappy.  He 

had dozens of these images in his mind, and they were with him every day at work, every 

night when he lay in bed, both titillating and loathsome.  And there was no way to get 

them out of his head, no way to forget.   
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He had decided, with Sam Mason, after his fifth step, that there were no direct 

amends that might reasonably be made for the things he had done to these girls, that to 

contact them for the purpose of making amends would probably only cause more harm, 

and to make his history publicly known would also certainly cause them further suffering.  

There was nothing Red could do or give that might compensate these girls for how he had 

treated them, what he had taken from them.  Apologies were useless; the best thing he 

could do to make amends was to leave them alone, to learn from his mistakes and never 

harm another girl again.  He had discussed with Sam the possibility of quitting the 

History department, but Sam convinced him that it was not his position that had been the 

source of the problem but rather his abuse of it, that unless he felt that he could not resist 

the temptation of contact with students, unless he planned to continue to take advantage 

of them, no one would be served better by his quitting than by his staying.  For years, 

before his drinking had gotten out of hand, Red had been a good teacher, and he could be 

a good teacher again.  They had decided that Red must prepare himself to willingly 

submit to any consequences that might someday arise from his past actions.  If any of 

those young women came forward, he would have to be willing to tell the truth and 

cooperate completely, to do anything that was asked of him as long as it wouldn’t harm 

anyone else.    

It took four hours for Red to finish to finish his fifth step, and when he was done, 

Sam said, “What does all this tell you, Red?  Do you see any patterns here?  What are 

your character defects?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“Sure you do.” 

Over the weeks he had spent compiling his fourth step, in a composition book like 

the ones he’d always used in school, Red had thought about what larger meaning it might 

have, what this list of transgressions might reveal about the inner workings of his 

personality, though he had come to no obvious conclusion.  Red had never known anyone 

as guilty as he seemed to himself, and he could see no reason whatsoever why he had 

done many of the things he had done, why he had dishonored himself and the memory of 

his son so completely.  As he had compiled the inventory, he realized how morally 

bankrupt he had been; the wretchedness of his life, put down on paper, seemed beyond 
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imagining.  There could be no pattern to it, and he wondered what Sam had heard him 

say that he had not heard.   

“I really don’t know, Sam,” Red said.  “You tell me.”  He was exhausted. 

Sam coughed and spit a gob of dark brown mucus into a paper towel in his hand.  

This was before Sam had had his larynx removed, before he’d been forced, finally, to quit 

smoking.  When he was done coughing, he raised both his hands before him and counted 

off the character defects on his fingers: “Pride, Lust, Wrath, Greed, Gluttony, Envy, and 

Sloth.” 

“The seven deadly sins?” 

“Why not?  They all apply to you, don’t they?”   

Red thought about it and realized that none of the items to which he’d just 

confessed couldn’t be easily categorized by the rubric Sam had just given him.  It was 

simple enough; these were his character defects.  In fact, it seemed too simple, though 

there was a sort of incontrovertible utility in naming one’s behavior so decisively, so 

severely.  And something about the simplicity of the scheme was very comforting to Red, 

that he was not, after all, uniquely irredeemable.  He was just another sinner. 

“Do you want to change?” Sam asked.  “Do you want to become a different 

person than the one you just described to me, the person who did all those things?” 

“Hell, yes, I do,” Red said. 

“Well that’s the sixth step,” Sam said.  “Were entirely ready to have God remove 

all these defects of character.”  He opened up the Big Book on the table and flipped to a 

page that was dog-eared.  He turned the book around and slid it across the table toward 

Red, his finger pointing out a passage.  “Read that,” he said.  Red looked at the book in 

front of him, opened to page 76, and read: 

When ready, we say something like this: “My creator, I am now willing that you 
should have all of me, good and bad.  I pray that you now remove from me every 
single defect of character which stands in the way of my usefulness to you and my 
fellows.  Grant me strength, as I go out from here, to do your bidding.  Amen.”  
We have then completed Step Seven. 

 

Sam got up out of his chair and kneeled on the kitchen floor beside the table and began to 

cough again.  Recovering himself, he looked up at Red.  “Are you ready?” 

 “What are you doing?” 
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 “Come on,” Sam said.  “We’re going to pray.” 

 Red joined Sam on the cold linoleum.   

“We need the book,” Sam said.  Red reached for it on the table, and Sam pointed 

again at the prayer.  “You don’t have to use these exact words,” he said.  “But you should 

probably stick pretty close to what’s written here.”   

Red looked again at the prayer in the book, which Sam had highlighted with a 

yellow marker.  Then he said the prayer out loud.  As he was reading the prayer, he 

looked over at Sam, red-faced from the effort of kneeling, the breath wheezing in his 

nose, his head bowed and his eyes closed.  Before Red came to AA, he’d never been a 

religious person, and, he supposed, he still wasn’t.  Religious wasn’t exactly the word for 

what he had become.  When Red had finished the prayer and said, “Amen,” Sam said it 

too.  

“Come with me,” Sam said.  Together, they stepped out of Sam’s kitchen into the 

side yard of his house, enclosed by a chain link fence from the yard of his neighbor.  The 

sun was a red ball low in the pale sky that cast a rich orange light through the dark bare 

branches of the trees and reflected off the windows of the small houses in the Mill 

Village.  Sam held out his hand to Red.  “Give me the notebook,” he said.  Red handed it 

to him. 

 “You’re not this person any more,” he said, brandishing the notebook between 

them.  He pulled a cigarette lighter out of his pocket and opened the composition book so 

that the pages were fanned out.  He lit a corner of a page in the middle and held the 

notebook so that the flame climbed up and lit the other pages and soon the notebook was 

ablaze in his hand.  Red watched the lined pages, covered with words in ballpoint pen in 

his small neat script, curl and turn brown and black.  Sam set the notebook carefully on 

the grass. 

 The notebook blazed at their feet, its cardboard covers curling, the pages 

retracting into the flame, whispering and turning to charred tissue so that ashen wisps, 

glowing at the edges, rose on the draft of heat between them, the fire casting a flicker 

against Sam’s neck and chin that was marginally brighter than the light of the setting sun 

in his face.  Red looked up, directly into the orange light of the horizon, divided by the 

forked branches of the trees, and felt that he was, in fact, somehow new.  He felt a 
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sudden, intense lightness, as if a heavy burden had literally been removed from his 

shoulders.  He closed his eyes and took in a deep breath of the cold evening air, tinged 

with the smoke of the burning paper.  He had written more than a hundred and twenty 

pages in the notebook, a detailed accounting of every bad act he could recall ever having 

committed, every fear and shame he’d experienced, a catalog of a lifetime of misbehavior 

and regret, and now it was smoldering at his feet. 

 “You ain’t the person who did those things anymore,” Sam said.  “From now on, 

you’re somebody new.”   

* * * 

 Red arrived at the Waffle House just before three forty in the morning and saw 

John Webb, through the window, seated alone in a booth in the yellow light, set apart like 

a lonely figure in an Edward Hopper painting.  There were no other customers and only 

one waitress and one cook on duty, standing together at the far end of the counter on the 

other side of the building, but John Webb looked as though he were somehow isolated, 

cut off, by something more than the space between them.  A light rain had begun to fall, 

and Red parked his car and hustled inside, sat down in the booth facing John, who had an 

untouched cup of coffee before him on a napkin. 

 The waitress, a large girl, came over to the booth before either John or Red had a 

chance to say anything to each other.  “This the one you’re waiting on?” the waitress 

demanded of John.  She seemed petulant, and it was obvious to Red that she regarded 

John as a vagrant.   

John looked terrible, his face hanging thin and slack from the deep, dark button-

holes of his eyes, which were nearly concealed by the bill of his red cap, each dark hair 

on his face like a stitch poking through the white skin.  Beneath the dirty denim jacket, 

his green scrubs were splattered with what looked like drying blood, and a noticeable 

odor, like fermenting garbage, emanated from him so powerfully that Red wondered how 

long he’d be able to sit so near. 

 “I’ll just have a cup of black coffee, please,” Red said.  

 “Just coffee?” she asked.  Red nodded, and the waitress wrote it on her pad, 

snapped out the sheet and smacked the bill down on the table, face-up, next to Red’s 
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hand.  She went away and came back a few seconds later with the coffee and then 

retreated to the other side of the restaurant. 

 “You didn’t have to meet me here,” John said. 

 “Listen,” Red said.  “Being here is probably helping me more than it’s helping 

you.  This is how I stay sober, by working with other alcoholics.  Trust me.  I’m glad to 

be here.”  Red took a sip of his coffee.  “So what’s going on?” 

 “I got fired tonight.”  John told him about how he had begun to experience DTs 

shortly before he arrived at work, how they had worsened over the course of the night 

until he’d dropped Mr. Stone to the floor, how Marjorie, the head nurse in the Critical 

Care Division, had fired him.  “Do you ever do things and not remember?” John asked. 

 “You mean like a blackout?” 

 “Yeah, I guess.” 

 “You drink too much and then later you wake up and you can’t remember 

anything that happened after you started drinking.  A blackout.  You’ve been having 

blackouts?” 

 “Yeah.  I’ve been having that, for a long time.” 

 “I did too, almost every time I drank.  It’s an almost certain sign that you’re an 

alcoholic.” 

 “Look.  I know I’m an alcoholic.  That’s not what I’m talking about.” 

 “You don’t think being an alcoholic is important?” 

 “No.  I mean, sure it is.  But I’m talking about something else.” 

“Well, what are you talking about?” 

“Can I trust you?” 

 “I guess it depends,” Red said.  

 “If I tell you something, you’re not going to tell anybody else, are you?” 

 “AA is an anonymous program.  That means that I won’t tell anybody who you 

are or what we talk about or even that I know you unless you tell me it’s okay.  But this 

isn’t like going to a priest or a psychiatrist or a lawyer.  There’s no legal privilege 

involved, or anything.  At least, I don’t think there is.  All you have is my word that what 

you say to me will remain confidential, but I’m pretty sure you couldn’t tell me anything 

I haven’t heard before or that I’d have any reason to tell anybody else about.  If you’re 
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worried about getting arrested or something, don’t.  I doubt you’ve done anything worse 

than some of the stuff I’ve done.  You can tell me anything you need to.  There’s no 

reason anybody has to know we’ve ever even met.” 

John was silent, thinking about this.  He seemed less agitated to Red than he had 

been at the meeting last night, but he was twitching noticeably.  Red had not seen him 

reach for the cup of coffee in front of him and wondered if he would be able to keep the 

cup steady if he tried to lift it.  “What’s the worst thing you ever did?” John asked. 

“I don’t know,” Red said, and it was the truth.  “Why do you ask?”  John said 

nothing; he looked out of the window at the asphalt, shiny with rain under the streetlights.  

“I’ve done some pretty bad stuff in my life,” Red said finally.  “I hit my wife.  That’s 

pretty bad, right?  I guess that’s one of the worst things I ever did.” 

“Were you drunk when you did that?” 

Red nodded gravely. 

“Do you believe in repressed memories?”  

 “What do you mean?” 

 “I mean, something happened to me tonight, after I left the hospital, right before I 

called you, and I don’t know if it was a hallucination or a repressed memory or what.” 

 “What happened?” 

 “I guess I saw a ghost or something.” 

 “A ghost?  What did it look like?” 

 “It was a little girl, in the backseat of my car.” 

 “What did she do?” 

 “She didn’t do anything.  I’m pretty sure she was dead.” 

 “I’m not sure what you’re talking about,” Red said.  “Aren’t ghosts always dead?”  

He didn’t like where this was headed, didn’t know if he was prepared for the sort of 

conversation he feared this might become.  “Was she dead or was she a ghost?” he asked.   

Lots of alcoholics suffered delusions and hallucinations.  One young man Red had 

met in AA had acted as though God was speaking directly to him—speaking in a clear 

voice that the young man could hear inside his head—though Red had thought at the time 

that this was a sort of ruse he was trying to put over on the people in AA, as though he 

could beat them at their own game.  But after Red had had more experience with 
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alcoholics in early recovery, he wondered if the young man hadn’t really believed he was 

hearing the voice.  Now he hoped that John was suffering from the same sort of problem.   

 “When I left work this morning, I got in my car, and I had, like, a déjà vu.  I look 

over into the backseat of my car and I see this little girl lying there in my backseat, and 

she was dead.  I was just seeing things, I know.  It was just a pile of clothes and paper.  

But it was so real.  I mean, it was like I knew I’d seen that little girl before.  It was like I 

was really remembering it.  Not like a hallucination.  I’m worried that it was a repressed 

memory or something.” 

 “Repressed memories are bullshit,” Red said.  “I’m not saying you might not have 

met this girl before and forgotten about it, especially if it happened in a blackout, but I 

seriously doubt it was a repressed memory.  There was a lot of talk about repressed 

memories in the nineties, but that’s all been discredited now.  I think most psychiatrists 

today take the notion of repressed memories about as seriously as they do past life 

regression.  You know what past life regression is?” 

 “I’ve heard of it.” 

 “Do you believe in it?”  

 “I guess not.  I never really thought much about it.” 

 “What I think probably happened is that you’re having withdrawal symptoms, and 

one of those symptoms is hallucinations,” Red said.  “It’s pretty common for people 

detoxing from alcohol to have them.  You’ve been shaking, too, haven’t you?” 

 “Yeah.”  John told him about the intern at the hospital giving him the shot of 

Lorazepam. 

 “Well that’s probably what’s going on,” Red said.  “I think you had a 

hallucination.  Either because of the DTs or the Lorazepam or both of them mixed 

together.” 

 “But I knew I’d seen her before.” 

 “Well, what did she look like?” 

 “It was just a little girl, lying across the backseat of my car.  She had dark hair and 

she was wearing a sweatshirt and jeans.”  John finally reached for the coffee and picked it 

up.  His hands seemed fairly steady to Red, but then he set the cup back on the table 

without drinking from it.  “She had some blood coming out of her mouth,” he said. 



 

133 

“You work in the hospital, right?” 

 “Until tonight.  I been working there for seven years.” 

 “Did you ever drink at work?  Ever take any medications from patients, anything 

like that?” 

 “I’ve drank at work lots of times, but I never stole anybody’s pills.” 

 “Well, do you ever remember having a blackout at work?” 

 “I don’t think so.” 

 “Well, even if you didn’t, do you think it’s possible that this girl you saw in your 

car might have been a patient in the hospital at some time, who you’re remembering for 

some reason now?” 

 “I don’t think so,” John said.  He looked up and held Red’s eye for a moment 

before looking away. 

 “Why not?” 

 “I found a shoe.” 

 “What?” 

 “A couple of years ago, I found a shoe in my car.  It was a little kid’s shoe.  I 

don’t know how it got there.  I found it in the back of my car.” 

 “I’m not following you.” 

 John turned to look around the restaurant, then leaned closer to Red, bringing with 

him a wave of the powerful odor of his body and clothes.  John lowered his voice.  “I 

think it belonged to this little girl.  I think it was her shoe I found.” 

Red felt something like a turning in his gut, as if something had dropped down 

into his bowels, that made his body immediately tense.  “When did you find the shoe?” 

 “I can’t remember.  I guess it was at least a couple of years ago.” 

 “What time of year was it?” 

 “I don’t know.  I guess I remember it being kind of cold and wet.  It must have 

been wintertime.” 

 “What did you do with it?” 

Red could see that John had registered his intensity, and he looked afraid.  “I 

threw it away,” John said.  

“I see.”  Red finished his coffee.  “How old would you say the girl was?”  
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“I don’t know.  Maybe twelve years old?  Maybe.” 

Warren Mays’s daughter—Red couldn’t, at the moment, recall the little girl’s 

name—had disappeared at the end of the fall semester, but now Red couldn’t remember 

if it had been two years ago or three years ago.  Could it have been last year?  No, it was 

at least two years ago, and fewer than four.  Red knew he had been sober for a couple of 

years, at least, when it had happened.  And Red was pretty sure that she had been young, 

not yet a teenager.  Could this young man, John Webb, know something about the 

disappearance of Mays’s daughter?  He wondered, suddenly, if he really wanted to know, 

if this was a secret he cared to keep. 

“What do you think of that?” John asked, now watching for Red’s reactions with 

an alert wariness.   

“I don’t know what I think, exactly,” Red said, and that, he thought, was the truth.  

“It sounds to me like you were having a hallucination.  Maybe it didn’t have anything to 

do with the shoe.” 

“I sound crazy, don’t I?” John said. 

“You sound a little bit crazy, but don’t worry about it.  If you weren’t crazy, you 

wouldn’t need to be in AA, right?”  Red opened his mouth and made a laughing noise.  It 

sounded as though John had already had a very bad and scary night, and he seemed to be 

suffering from DTs and hallucinations.  He hadn’t taken a drink, and he had called Red at 

three in the morning.  It took courage to reach out like that, courage to ask for help.  Red 

wanted to help him.  

He looked at his watch.  It was four thirty.  He waved for the waitress, but she 

was ignoring them.  Finally he called across the restaurant for her and, when she turned 

around, pointed at his empty coffee cup.  “You’re not going to drink that coffee?” he said 

to John. 

“I don’t think so.” 

“Let me get you some breakfast.  I’m buying.” 

“You don’t have to do that.” 

“It’s no trouble.  Let me get you something.”  In the end, John agreed to let Red 

buy him breakfast, and they talked for almost another hour, Red interviewing John about 

his drinking and informing him about AA and the twelve steps.  It was, for Red, a normal 



 

135 

sort of breakfast, and he agreed to meet John that night at the Episcopal Church in 

Opelika for the Tuesday meeting of the Open Door Group. 

But when they left the restaurant, a little after five o’clock, and Red shook John’s 

hand in the parking lot and watched him get into his battered Ford Escort and drive away, 

Red suddenly felt that he had done something wrong.  He was wrong to have been afraid 

of what he might learn from John Webb, wrong to change the subject.  It was possible 

that this young man had, in fact, been responsible for the death of a little girl, possibly 

Warren Mays’s daughter.  And he had been trying to confess it and Red had shut him 

down.  No matter how far down the scale we have gone we will see how our experience 

can benefit others.  John had hit bottom.  Lots of the newcomers Red met in AA just 

weren’t yet ready to get sober.  But John Webb was ready.  There was no fight left in 

him.  He had wanted to say something tonight.  But Red had not been willing to listen. 

The rain had stopped and the sky was beginning to turn gray.  The sun would rise 

in another half hour.  Red realized that today was the first of November, All Saints Day.  

Astrid was a Catholic.  She kept a font with a jigger-full of holy water nailed to the jamb 

on the inside of the front door of the home they’d once shared on Carlisle Drive.  She’d 

always taken Billy to church with her at St. Michael’s, and she’d been the one who had 

encouraged him to apply to Loyola.  Thirty-two years ago today, Red and Astrid had 

carried their son into St. Michael’s to be christened.  It was one of the few occasions Red 

had gone to church with her, and the place had been full of other young parents with 

babies to be christened. 

Red thought of his son, dressed in a small, lacy white gown that had been given to 

them by Astrid’s mother for the occasion, of the priest wetting the back of Billy’s bald 

head with holy water and a silver, shell-shaped scoop.  The priest had said something 

about sin and intoned Billy’s name, William Spencer Hall, and rubbed a dab of chrism 

into the space between his eyes, which had caused Billy to grimace, his face turning red 

and his mouth opening in a toothless frown that had erupted into a small howl.  Astrid 

would be at St. Michael’s today, and she, too, would remember that moment.  Red and 

Astrid were still married, but Red hadn’t spoken to her in years.  If William Hall were 

alive, he’d be thirty-three years old, older than the boy Red had just met for breakfast.  

Red could recall Billy on that day, when he’d been an infant, so clearly, and he tried to 
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remember what his son had looked like as a young man, before he’d died.  Sometimes it 

wasn’t so easy to do. 

Red often had the thought that alcoholics must be responsible for most of the 

things that were wrong with the world.  It was possible, in a lifetime, to do so much 

damage to others, and it seemed harder, somehow, to do a comparable amount of good.  

And it was impossible to know all the outcomes of one’s actions, intentional or 

otherwise.  Red knew, of course, that there was real and inexplicable evil in the world—

evil that was not merely a symptom of some disease or malady, not the product of simple 

carelessness or avarice—the kind of evil that Astrid probably believed in.  But it seemed 

to Red that too much of the suffering in the world was caused, either directly or 

indirectly, by the people he knew in Alcoholics Anonymous and the people who 

belonged there, people like himself. 

What, for example, had been the aftermath of his indiscretions with all those 

girls?  They would never be able to trust anyone as completely as they had before they’d 

met him, would never be able to conduct their lives without some kind of understanding 

of what they had traded away and what it had been worth.  Red thought of those girls 

getting married and having children—he prayed for these things for them—but he also 

thought of them looking at their husbands and their children and seeing his own face in 

their memories, an old man with opaque and careless eyes who had once used them like 

whores.  Certainly their encounters with him must have changed them, must have 

tempered, to some extent, all of their relationships with a measure, however slight, of fear 

and mistrust and secrecy, must have diminished them, taken something from them, 

something that was no longer theirs to give to those husbands and children, something 

they no longer had the power to share.  He had left them a little more dead than they had 

been before they’d known him.   

Maybe some or all of them, in the years since, had found happiness, but what sort 

of happiness might they have been able to make for themselves if not for the intervention 

of a wretched drunkard in their lives?  What might they have become if they’d never 

signed up for Professor Hall’s class?  Lust, he thought.  Perhaps what Red found himself 

mourning was nothing more than lost innocence.  But even if it was—and even if 



 

137 

innocence was destroyed all the time, even if God had created innocence in order for it to 

be destroyed, it was horrible. 

Red crossed the Waffle House parking lot and got into his car and cranked it up, 

turned on the wipers to clear the water off the windshield and sat while the car idled.  He 

spoke aloud in the car.  “Dear God,” he said.  “Please be with John and keep him sober 

today.  Please help him to get through this day.  Grant him serenity and let him know 

your peace.”  Red thought of the twelfth tradition: Anonymity is the spiritual foundation 

of all our traditions, ever reminding us to place principles before personalities.  Red 

would meet John again tonight, at the Open Door Group in Opelika, and from now on, 

Red told himself, he would not be afraid. 
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Seven 

 

The twelfth of November, the second anniversary—if it could be called that—of 

the disappearance of Grace Mays, fell on the Saturday that Auburn played Georgia.  It 

was an away game, in the evening, so the town was not crazy the way it otherwise would 

have been, with the mob of people and the crush of traffic, and half of Warren Mays’s 

students had skipped class on Friday to make the trip. After a few years of teaching at 

Auburn, Warren and Margaret had begun to listen to the games, occasionally, on the 

radio, or watch them when they were televised on the networks, as they often were.  

Warren had never cared much whether Auburn won or lost, but he tried to keep up with 

the season because his students did care and the town was full of it.  He’d begun to 

understand that his ignorance of football made him seem ridiculous not only to many of 

his students but also to some of his neighbors.  

All of the inane hoopla of college football: the campers and trailers that began to 

appear on campus on Thursday mornings before home games, the alumni with their 

families who swaggered around town in Auburn University sweatshirts, the shop 

windows painted with peppy slogans and cartoons of Aubie the Tiger roasting the South 

Carolina gamecocks or muzzling the Georgia bulldogs or whatever, the ubiquitous kids in 

the beer aisle of Kroger, wheeling kegs on hand trucks across the parking lot to their 

pickups, the constant honking of horns, the constant shouts of “War Eagle!” the Auburn 

battle cry, from the windows of passing cars—and the little orange and blue flags that 

appeared on car radio antennas—all of this had come to seem, to Warren, after fourteen 

years, a routine part of the new school year, but over the last two years the football 

season had become a near constant reminder of Grace.   

In the weeks after her disappearance, Warren had been astonished to discover 

how rapidly everything around him could return to normal, could go on as routinely as 

before.  The search parties organized by the police had begun to look for Grace on the 

Wednesday night she had disappeared and had continued through the following week, but 

on the next Thursday, the searching was suspended in order to prepare for the Iron Bowl, 

Auburn’s annual game with Alabama, Auburn’s biggest rival, which had been played, 
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that year, in Auburn and which Auburn had ended up winning.  On Thursday, eight days 

after Grace had disappeared, the campers began to arrive and the local newspapers, 

sensing, perhaps, that there could no longer be a happy ending for the Mays’s, were eager 

to change the subject.   

Jordan-Hare Stadium, across the street from Haley Center and visible from 

Warren’s office window, was among the largest college stadiums in the country and 

could seat nearly ninety thousand people.  On game days, the campus became a festival 

of tailgating parties, campers within spitting distance of one another with tents set up 

beside them to shelter what amounted to portable, outdoor living rooms, where entire 

families sat on lawn chairs on unrolled carpets of Astroturf, watching ESPN on 

televisions hooked up to portable satellite dishes and barbequing meat on enormous 

smokers that had been trailer-hitched to their vehicles, while the kids ran around in the 

open, bullying one another in scrums and pitching miniature footballs.  

Warren and Margaret had spent the Saturday afternoon ten days after Grace had 

disappeared sitting in separate rooms of their home, both of them aware of all the 

activity, the traffic and noise, beyond their walls and thinking of Grace, lost amid all of 

that general confusion.  And when the game started in the evening, Warren and Margaret 

could hear the sound of it carrying across town from the stadium, over the treetops, the 

indistinct mutter of loudspeakers and the collective growl of the crowd, the oom-pah-

oom-pah of the marching band playing the fight songs.   

Now, two years later, the morning was mild and cloudless with crisp gusts of 

wind, perfect weather for football, weather that brought with it, now, memories of Grace 

and a renewed sense of loss.  Warren had woken early and walked a circuit of several 

miles through the surrounding neighborhoods on the eastern part of town, arriving, 

finally, at Carroll Street.  He walked up the driveway and stood in silence beside 

Margaret’s Volvo in the carport before going around to the backyard and climbing the 

steps to the back porch.  The house was quiet.  

When he had gotten up in the morning, he’d wondered how he should take note of 

the fact that today was the day his daughter had been missing for two years.  He tried to 

think how he and Margaret had spent the day a year ago, in 2004, but couldn’t remember 

much.  It had been a Friday, he remembered, the day before Auburn played the 
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University of Georgia at home.  He wondered if there would be a Georgia game every 

year to mark the date of Grace’s disappearance; Auburn played them every year and had 

played them the weekend before Grace had disappeared—the oldest football rivalry in the 

Deep South.  There was no way to live in Auburn and not be aware of all this, however 

disinterested one might try to make oneself.  There was no way to escape the obsession 

and the endless talk and the massive mobilization of the city in the service of football, all 

of which had made Warren feel profoundly alienated, reminding him how relatively little 

his neighbors seemed to care that his child, a year later, was still missing. 

Warren had thought that he and Margaret might mark this occasion together, 

though when he arrived at the house, he realized he had no idea how they might do so.  

There was no grave to visit, no particular item that might be brought out and examined.  

He thought of Grace’s bicycle, in the storage shed, and then considered proposing a trip 

up to Grace’s bedroom, where he and Margaret might begin the process of going through 

Grace’s things, an undertaking that had, over the last two years, been suggested by 

several of the people in Margaret’s life, including both her sister and the therapist she 

went to once a week, though no one had said anything about it to Warren.  But then he 

thought of the pair of them solemnly climbing the stairs and entering Grace’s room, as 

though it were some kind of shrine.   

Now he sat on the bench swing on the back porch and rocked gently back and 

forth, the chains creaking in the lag hooks.  At the bottom of the yard, the pines soughed 

in a high, light breeze.  It was nearly eight o’clock in the morning, and he sat on the 

swing for twenty minutes before hearing Margaret stirring inside the house.   

She had come down to the kitchen and stood in her bathrobe, rinsing and filling 

the coffee pot at the tap.  Warren watched through the window as she made coffee, then 

he rose to his feet and stood at the back door.  When Margaret was finished putting water 

and coffee into the machine and had pressed the button to start it brewing, she leaned 

with both hands on the countertop, as if too weary to stand up straight.  After what 

seemed like several minutes, she finally looked over at Warren and shrieked. 

Warren waited for her to recover and to come let him in the back door. “I’m sorry, 

sweetie,” he said.  “I didn’t want to scare you.” 

“How long have you been out here?”  
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“Not very long.” 

“Do you want some coffee?” 

“I’m sorry I didn’t call first.”  

“Oh, get off it, Warren,” she said.  Warren went to the downstairs bathroom, and 

when he came back to the kitchen, he found a cup of black coffee at his place at the table, 

across from where Margaret usually sat, the first strong cup of the pot.  The coffee maker 

was still wheezing and dribbling behind her.  “Do you want some breakfast?” she asked. 

“No, thanks,” Warren said.  

Margaret stood up and went around behind Warren to the refrigerator, took 

something out of the freezer.  He drank a few sips of the coffee as she rummaged around 

behind him, opening and closing drawers, putting something in the toaster and slamming 

the rack down, unscrewing the lid of a jar.  He wondered how long it would take before 

she mentioned Grace. 

“I think I’ve made a mistake, Margaret,” he said. 

“How so?” 

“A couple of weeks ago, when you asked me if I wanted to move back into the 

house.  I don’t know if….  I don’t think I considered that seriously enough.” 

Margaret had stopped moving.  The heating element in the toaster made a faint 

buzzing noise, and the aroma of a toasting bagel filled the kitchen, mixing with the scent 

of coffee.  

“How would you feel about me moving back into the house?”  

“What’s happened?” she asked. 

“Nothing’s happened.”  Warren took a large gulp of scalding coffee that burned 

his chest as it went down and made him cough.  He stood and crossed the room to the 

coffee maker, almost finished brewing, and poured another cup. 

 “What do you think will be different?” Margaret asked. 

“Different about what?”  

“If you move back, what do you think will be different?” 

“What do you want to be different?” 
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The toaster popped behind Warren, and Margaret nodded at it.  Warren moved out 

of her way, allowing her a wide margin.  She reached up into the cabinet and pulled down 

a small green plate and stood with her back to him as she put jam on the bagel.   

“I think we ought to sell the house and get a divorce,” she said.  “I’ve been 

thinking of leaving Auburn.  I’m sick of everything here.  Katherine”—this was her older 

sister, in Virginia—“wants me to move back home.”  She took a bite of the bagel and 

chewed, still standing against the counter, her back to Warren. 

“You can’t leave,” Warren said.  “We can’t leave this house.” 

Margaret turned around.  “Why not?  Because of Grace?  She’s not going to come 

back, Warren.”  

“Don’t say that,” he said wearily.  He sat down again at the kitchen table. 

“Warren, you know as well as I do.”  She moved to sit across from him.  “It’s 

been two years.  She’s dead.  And even if she isn’t, we’re not going to get her back.  And 

even if we could, nothing could be the way it was.  I just can’t keep waiting here for 

something to happen.  Nothing’s going to happen.  She’s dead, Warren.” 

“Don’t say that.” 

“I kissed Blackwell last week.  I shouldn’t have done it, but I did.” 

“You….  You kissed him?” 

“Yes.  Right where you’re sitting.  I kissed him.  We kissed.” 

“Blackwell?  You’re talking about the cop, right?” 

“That’s right.” 

“You called him?” 

“No.  He was just in the neighborhood and stopped and I invited him in.” 

Warren pictured the old detective, paunchy and gray-headed, a squat man with a 

highway-trooper’s buzz cut, crammed into a cheap blazer, the bulge of his red neck 

hanging over his starched collar.  “What happened?” 

“Very little, actually.  We kissed, and then he left.  It was a mistake.  He won’t be 

back.” 

A sob escaped from him, like a bark, and tears welled immediately in his eyes, 

burning, like poison, and blurring his vision.  He had never felt so alone before; it was 

like being lost, literally lost in the woods—tired and hungry and cold, abandoned, with no 
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sense of direction, wandering from tree to tree, and he wondered if Grace had 

experienced this kind of pain in her last hours.  For the first time he hoped that she was 

dead, that she had been killed, had not had to experience a solitude so terrible as this, but 

as he looked at his estranged wife sitting across from him, her figure blurred and 

fractured by tears, he realized that she had done this to him, realized that this might be 

how it felt to know that one was about to be killed, to feel this implacable distance 

between oneself and everyone else.  Warren wiped at his eyes to try to see Margaret 

clearly.  She glowed, indistinctly, before him, a pale figure clothed in white that rose and 

walked away, into the darkness of the doorway behind her, and vanished. 

As he walked back to Dumas Drive, Warren could not bring himself to feel angry 

toward either Margaret or Detective Blackwell.  The man was a stranger who had as little 

to do with Warren’s life as any of the plumbers or electricians or other men who had been 

in their home to perform services over the seventeen years of their marriage.  And 

Warren couldn’t imagine that Margaret had any special interest in Blackwell; he 

suspected Margaret had simply picked him, had chosen him as easily as she’d have 

chosen another, and that by kissing him, by doing whatever it was she’d done with him—

not that Warren thought she had lied or withheld anything, but he understood that these 

kinds of things were never quite as simple as Margaret’s announcement had been meant 

to sound; Blackwell was married, after all—whatever had passed between Margaret and 

this man, who was little more than a stranger passing through their lives, she had been 

attempting to make some kind of move toward extricating herself from Warren.  And he 

might have made it easier for her by telling her about Tabby Mason.  It would have been 

cruel, but she was trying to free herself from her life here; and Warren might have helped 

her to do that.  She had not wanted to hurt him, he was sure.  And Margaret, unlike 

himself, would not have cried.  She would have been stoic as she ever was.   

Warren tried to remember, carefully, exactly what had happened between Tabby 

and himself, and found that he could not piece it together satisfactorily in his mind.  He 

could see her beneath him, her hands bound together by his belt, the pink flesh between 

her shoulders forced together in slabs that rippled as he moved against her.  He could see 

the evil grimace on her face as she licked her lips and told him that she wanted to be bad, 

could see himself pulling the red underpants apart, the valentine heart on the cleft of her 
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buttocks.  He could see her face as she lay with her mouth open against the pillow, could 

see her pursing her lips as she refused the whiskey bottle, her teeth bared in a shriek as he 

twisted her breast with his fingers.  His memory of the encounter was already as 

fragmented and abstracted in his mind as any of the few occasions when he’d had sex, 

years ago, with girls in high school and college—broken images, flatly intoned with a 

dull sense of fumbling ineptitude and vagrant lust—a bit more visceral, perhaps, than a 

scene from a movie, but still as remote, as unrecoverable, as if it had happened to 

someone else.   

Sex had always been a difficult experience for Warren to reconstruct in his mind, 

and he wondered whether other men had the same difficulty.  With Margaret, too, the sex 

was difficult to recall, though he could clearly imagine her naked body and the 

expression of pleasure on her face as he lay on top of her, could imagine himself kissing 

her, entwined with her, could imagine being inside her, his mouth open on her body.  But 

as he thought of Margaret, the image of Tabby reappeared beneath him and made him 

feel sick with remorse.  Making love to Margaret had been secondary to something else, 

the product of an entirely different kind of desire, an expression as much of 

companionship as of desire, and Warren’s memories of making love to her were 

inextricable from all the other private, domestic memories of their shared life.  

What had kept them together for all of those years?  How can you live with 

somebody for seventeen years, Warren wondered, and then just walk away?  Because you 

were walking away, from yourself as much as the other person: that the idea seemed such 

a sad cliché made it no less true.  When he had married Margaret, what he was really 

agreeing to, whether he had understood it at the time or not, was that he was not ever 

going to simply wander away.  But that’s what had happened.  It felt to Warren as though 

they’d gotten separated in a fucking crowd.  And they had failed to establish a meeting 

place for if they got lost.  This was what they had always done, on outings, when Grace 

had been small.  They would find a spot that was easy to find, easy to recognize, and it 

would be their meeting place.  Warren had always feared, even before Grace had been 

born, when he and Margaret had been dating and even after they had gotten married, that 

some day he would get separated from her in a crowd and that he’d never see her again.  

And then when Grace got big enough to want to go to Disney World, when they used to 
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take trips up to D.C. to visit Margaret’s family, when they were in airports or even in the 

streets of downtown Auburn on football game days, he was always afraid that Grace 

would simply slip behind someone in the crowd, that he’d lose sight of her, just for a 

second, and when he started looking for her, he’d go in the wrong direction so that they 

would keep getting farther and farther apart and he would never see her again.  And 

might this not essentially have been what happened?  Wasn’t this exactly what happened 

to thousands of families each year?  Now it occurred to him that, somewhere along the 

way, his preoccupation with losing Margaret had shifted to Grace, that he had stopped 

thinking about the possibility of losing his wife, assuming that, since neither of them 

would ever wander away from their daughter, they would always wind up together.  But 

now that Grace had vanished, there was no meeting place for them.  That whole world 

had vanished.  Could his life really be so simple?  Was it childish, Warren wondered, to 

think this way?  

Warren felt as though, by allowing himself to become involved with a person 

such as Tabby Mason, he had committed an irrevocable act of damage that had torn a 

gaping hole in the fabric of his life, that the unraveling would be impossible to contain, 

and for the first time, he thought of simply getting in his car and driving away and 

disappearing, disappearing as completely as Grace had done.  He had a fleeting glimpse 

of himself sitting alone in a bright, dusty room in an empty town far from everything he 

had ever known, an immaculate new life, as small and quiet as a shoebox.  

But he remembered, too, something he had heard several times in AA meetings: 

Wherever you go, there you are.  He was not so different, he supposed, from all those 

drunks.  They called it a “geographical cure”—the idea that you could just go somewhere 

new, somewhere where nobody knew your name or anything about you, didn’t know 

about your troubles or what you were running from, that you could go somewhere new 

and start over.  But it never worked out the way you hoped it would, they said; you’d 

always be the same person, the person who was in trouble, no matter where you went.  

Your troubles were inside you. 

 * * * 

Warren hadn’t been to an AA meeting in two weeks, and he didn’t know where 

there was a meeting on Saturday night, so he called Red Hall, who told him that there 
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was a meeting of the Beauregard Group at the Episcopal Church in Opelika.  Red gave 

Warren directions to the church. 

“I’m watching the football game, but I’ll be glad to drive over and meet you.” 

“You don’t have to do that, Red.” 

“You’re sure?” 

“Yeah.  You should go ahead and watch the game.” 

“We’ve been missing you for the last couple of weeks at the Auburn Group.  

Have you decided to stop coming to the meetings?” 

“I’ve been busy,” Warren said.  “You know, Red, I’m not really an alcoholic.” 

 “Well, I didn’t think you were,” said Red. 

 “You didn’t?”  

 “You think everybody who shows up in an AA meeting is an alcoholic?” 

 “Then why’d you invite me?” 

 “I figured you needed some help.  I know what you’ve been going through isn’t 

easy.  And you kept coming back, didn’t you?”   

“You kept calling me.” 

“And now you’re calling me,” Red said.  “Look, you could have told me I’d made 

a mistake.  And you didn’t have to come to any of those meetings.  Everybody makes 

their own decisions, Warren.  Nobody ever forced you to do anything.  But you should 

probably stop coming to the Thursday night meetings.  Thursday nights are closed 

meetings, for alcoholics only.  The Open Door Group meetings in Opelika are both open.  

You should start going there.”  

 Warren found the church, in downtown Opelika, a small old church made of 

stone, on the corner of Second Avenue and Seventh Street, and by ten to eight the street 

was lined with cars and a crowd of men was standing under a light outside of the back 

door of the parish hall smoking cigarettes.  Warren had misjudged how long it would take 

to find the church.  He had not meant to arrive so early, had planned to arrive on time and 

look inside to see if Tabby Mason were there, intending to leave if he saw her.  But now 

he realized that, foolishly, he’d been imagining a set-up such as at the Auburn Group.  

Here there was no parking lot and no convenience-store picture window.  The parish hall 

was a long, one-story brick building perpendicular to the church, rounded by a gravel 
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drive that connected Second Avenue to Eighth Street.  Most of the windows facing 

Second Avenue, where Warren had parked, were dark, and the few that were lighted 

appeared to be translucent so that Warren suspected they were bathroom windows.  He 

was a few minutes early and he could see nothing that was happening inside.  Warren sat 

in his car and tried to decide whether to go inside and risk running into Tabby Mason or 

to drive back home.  What the hell was he doing at an AA meeting anyway?  Nobody 

comes to an AA meeting by accident, he’d once heard somebody say.  He got out of his 

car and headed for the group of smokers at the door. 

 There were half a dozen men standing outside of the back door on the gravel 

drive, where more cars were parked, smoking cigarettes around an old coffee can full of 

butts and drinking coffee.  Beyond the men there was a doorway with windows through 

which Warren was able to see a long, lighted hall, where more people were standing in 

groups.  Warren realized that this was a much larger meeting than the Auburn Group 

meetings at the Lutheran Church.  As he stepped up to the back door, the smokers, who 

Warren guessed, from the bit of conversation he’d heard as he’d come crunching up the 

gravel walk, had been talking about football, stopped their easy talk and turned to regard 

him, though not in an unfriendly way.  “Good evening,” somebody said to Warren, and 

several of the men nodded greetings. 

 “I’m looking for the AA meeting,” Warren said.   

 “You found it, buddy,” said one of the smokers.  “Welcome.” 

 Another of the men reached for the back door handle and opened the door, held it 

open for Warren.  “There’s coffee in the kitchen.  Just help yourself.” 

 Warren walked in past the group and found himself in a large kitchen full of the 

aroma of coffee and another half dozen people, all women.  Beyond the kitchen, the 

hallway stretched another fifty feet, and from a room off the hallway, Warren could hear 

a crowd of voices.  He stepped into the kitchen, receiving more hellos, to which he 

nodded politely, and spotted the coffee urns and a stack of Styrofoam cups on a counter 

that separated the kitchen from a long room about half the length of the building, where 

eight long folding tables had been placed end to end, with more than fifty aluminum 

folding chairs lined up along the sides of the tables.  More folding chairs were placed 

along the walls, and on the left side of the room there was a row of windows, facing the 



 

148 

back of the church.  Warren realized that if he had come from the other side of the 

building, he would have been able to look in and see, probably, whether or not Tabby 

were there, as he’d hoped to do.  About half of the chairs in the room were full, and 

Warren realized that there would be at least sixty people at the meeting, if not more.  He 

looked around quickly and didn’t see Tabby Mason anywhere.   

 With his cup of coffee, he stepped out of the kitchen into the hallway, then into 

the long meeting hall, loud with a dozen conversations and crowded with people seated 

and standing.  The place where Warren would have liked to sit, in one of the folding 

chairs against the wall nearest the door he’d just entered, was taken, but he looked down 

the room and saw that there was another door onto the hall at the far end and that some of 

the chairs there were empty.  He strode the length of the hall and took a seat in the corner, 

beside the door, then looked again at the people around him.  Warren was, at first, 

surprised that there could be so many recovering alcoholics in the area whom he had 

never met, but then he considered that he’d only been going to AA meetings for a few 

months and had never gone anywhere but the Auburn Group. 

 Many of the people in the room were making an ill-concealed inspection of 

Warren, and a few were staring at him so openly that Warren felt obliged to nod at them 

and smile, receiving polite nods in return.  Obviously, most of the people here knew one 

another and were as comfortable with the noise and conversation as if it were a family 

reunion, which was, in fact, what Warren had been reminded of.  But then, too, it was 

possible to detect others, like himself, who seemed to be new and not yet a part of the 

group, who seemed not to have friends in the room with whom they might chat before the 

meeting, and some of these people, Warren noticed, were being given the same sort of 

examination he was.  The stares directed at Warren were obviously an attempt to read 

something in his features, to survey what damage drinking might have done in his life, to 

assess his suitability for the program.  Warren too was able to recognize in the faces he 

saw around him a sort of family resemblance, a worn and weathered appearance that 

many of these men and women shared and which had by now become familiar to Warren, 

a vulnerability and a softness of the eyes—the aftereffects of a disease that left the 

indelible lines of time and suffering on one’s features. 
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Despite the strangeness of the situation, Warren found himself surprisingly 

relaxed.  At eight o’clock, the chairman, a stout, red-faced fellow named Bill, called the 

meeting to order, and people came in from the hallway and sat down, filling the room.  

Warren estimated that there might be as many as eighty people present.  Warren did not 

hesitate to announce himself when Bill asked if there were any visitors or newcomers 

present. 

During the meeting, as Warren listened, he began to recognize just how much of 

the talk was taken directly from the Big Book.  Almost every comment made in the 

meeting, except for those from the obvious newcomers, was larded with phrases Warren 

had heard before at the Auburn Group.  A big part of getting sober seemed simply to be a 

process of mastering the language, but of course this was the way learning always 

worked.  To get sober seemed for these people to be a skill that required new ways of 

thinking, new habits of mind.  Warren suspected that he could go to an AA meeting in 

California and hear the same things.  Wherever you go, there you are.   

As he listened to the members of this group tell their stories, it became clear to 

Warren that the twelve steps had given them a structure through which they had been 

able to reorganize their experience, and the stories they had created for themselves with 

the help of the twelve steps almost always featured key turning points that conveniently 

allowed them to bracket their lives into distinct eras.  Much of what was called recovery, 

Warren thought, was really a simple reconstruction of the past, the creation of a personal 

history, an effort to synthesize one’s experience into a meaningful, progressive and 

shared narrative.  By making an intense examination of his life, by writing down and then 

confessing his misdeeds in the fourth and fifth step, an alcoholic transformed his life into 

a document, and with the help of a sponsor, engaged in a dialectical process to produce a 

synthetic understanding of a comprehensive, essential order operating in his life, which 

these recovering alcoholics thought of as God.  The seeds of the future could be found in 

the past; the most meaningless tragedies could be recast as the crucial events that lead to 

the present moment.  Everything, bad and good, had its place in the pattern.  When the 

meeting ended, Warren joined his hands with the people beside him in the circle and 

closed his eyes as they said the Lord’s Prayer. 
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When the circle broke apart, Warren followed a few people near him into the 

hallway, which was already crowded with people talking and standing outside of the 

Men’s and Ladies’ restrooms and others making their way toward the back door of the 

parish house.  Warren had begun moving through the hallway toward the back, smiling 

and excusing himself as he edged through the crowd, when he heard Tabby Mason call 

his name.  He looked over his shoulder and saw her, moving toward him in the hallway, 

and in the time it had taken him to spot her, she had come up next to him and taken his 

arm in her hand.  He pulled away from her. 

“What do you want?” he asked. 

“Warren, I wanted to say I’m sorry,” she said.  She looked sincere, and Warren, in 

spite of himself, felt a surge of attraction for her.  Her face seemed softer now than it had 

been before, her eyes wide with anxiety.  She had clearly been afraid of this moment, 

prepared for in advance, when she would tender her apology to him.  This was just like 

an alcoholic, Warren thought.  She had decided she owed Warren an apology and had 

probably fretted about it for the last two weeks, feeling guilty, waiting until she saw him 

again, then had ambushed him to beg forgiveness.  

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Warren demanded.  The people standing near 

them turned to look at him and Tabby.  Tabby’s face fell to the floor. 

“I really am sorry,” she said in a whisper.  “And I’m not mad anymore about what 

you did, either.  I’d like to make amends.”   

“What?” Warren hissed.  “You want to fuck me again?”  

She looked up at him and bit her lip; it was the kind of expression that Warren 

suspected she had been using her whole life, to appear contrite or in need of sympathy, 

and now it was as authentic as any of her outward expressions could be.  “Could you 

please come outside and talk to me for a few minutes?” she asked.   

Warren looked her up and down, not trying to conceal his scorn.  His encounter 

with her two weeks before had left him feeling used and dirty and miserable.  But now 

that he was looking at her again, at her broad breasts and hips, in her tight-fitting clothes, 

he realized that he did want her to apologize, wanted her to say something that would 

explain away what she had said and done, what had happened between them, though he 

couldn’t see how she would manage it, so that he could have her again.  But he was being 
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irrational, looking for a way to obscure the emptiness he’d been feeling since he’d spoken 

to Margaret that morning.  This, Warren thought, was how bad decisions happened, but 

he had taken in the aroma of her smoky, perfumed skin and felt a surge of arousal stirring 

in his stomach.   

Who but an alcoholic could behave the way Tabby had and then come back a 

couple of weeks later with an apology, as innocent as a little girl offering a handful of 

nickels for stolen candy?  This was how alcoholics made messes of their lives.  They 

spent so much time talking about their mistakes, but they were so eager to make them 

again and again and seemed so easily to misplace their shame.  Warren nodded at Tabby 

and followed her, unable to prevent himself from staring at her backside as she moved 

through the crowd in the hallway, out the back door and down the gravel path, away from 

the gaggle of smokers, toward the street.  She stopped on the sidewalk.  The night was 

bright, with a nearly full moon directly overhead, and gusts of wind blew Tabby’s hair 

across her face. 

“Warren, I am so sorry,” she said again. 

“You already said that.” 

“I spent the last two weeks talking to my sponsor about my sexual behavior,” she 

said, “and trying to figure out how to make amends for what I said to you.  You know, 

I’m a sex addict,” she said. 

“Is that right?” 

“I feel terrible,” she said.  “I know that doesn’t mean anything to you, and it 

shouldn’t, the way I acted.  But I do feel really bad about what I said.  It was 

unforgivable, and I wouldn’t be surprised if you couldn’t bring yourself to forgive me.  

I’m not asking that.” 

“What are you asking for, then?” 

“I’m not asking for anything.  I’m just telling you that I’m sorry, and I’m sorry if 

I made it to where you didn’t want to come to the meetings.”  She pulled out a Virginia 

Slim and lit it.  The temperature was in the high fifties, and Tabby was wearing her 

leather jacket, but she hugged herself and stamped her booted feet on the sidewalk.  “I 

know this doesn’t explain anything, but I was always attracted to you a lot, ever since I 

first saw you.  You’re not like the other men I’ve got mixed up with.” 
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“We’ve only known each other for a few weeks.   You don’t know anything about 

me.” 

She looked at him narrowly for a moment.  “All I’m saying is that I had a lot of 

fun with you that night, even if I got upset by the way you acted.  But I don’t blame you 

at all, cause I started it and I deserved it.” 

“‘I started it?’  What are you?  A little kid?  What do you think this is?” 

A few people from the meeting passed them on the way to their cars on the street 

and waved and said goodbye to Tabby, by name, and to Warren, extending final 

welcomes to him, letting him know that they hoped to see him back soon at the 

Beauregard Group.  Warren and Tabby waved back.  A pickup truck drove by, gunning 

its engine with a rumble as it left the meeting; as the pickup passed, Warren could hear 

the football game on the radio.  

 “Where are we going with this, Tabby?” Warren said. 

 “I’m sorry I said all those bad things I said, and I didn’t mean none of it.  I really 

didn’t mean anything by it, if you can believe that.  I just said all that because it felt … 

dangerous, I guess, and I…  I get off on that, and it felt to me like you were enjoying it 

too.  And I wanted you to have a good time.” 

 “You thought that was my idea of a good time?” 

 “I’m sorry it got out of hand.”   

She took a deep drag of her cigarette and blew the smoke out, dropped the 

cigarette on the sidewalk and ground it out with the tip of her boot.  She shook her head, 

irritated, as if she was trying to shake loose a bad thought. 

 “The truth is I been feeling so dirty, ever since I left your house, about how sick it 

is that I have to turn everything into some kind of X-rated sex show.  Normal people 

know how to show tenderness, and I’m so callous and nasty.  I just feel ruined.  And I 

been feeling bad about how I messed everything up with you.  You told me about your 

wife and all, and you’ve been hurt so much, and I wanted to be good to you.  I really did.  

I still do, but I know I’ve gone and blown my chances that you’ll have anything to do 

with me now.” 
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 Warren said nothing, but he stood facing her.  She moved a step closer.  “Did I 

blow my chances?” she asked.  She reached for his hand, but when she touched it, 

Warren took a step away from her and put his hands in his pockets. 

 “I’m sorry you feel so badly,” he said.  “And I’m sorry for doing what I did too.  

But I don’t think we need to be involved with each other, Tabby.”  Warren turned and 

walked across the street to his car, unlocked it and got inside.   

Tabby was still on the sidewalk, the streetlamp at the front of the church shining 

behind her and the bright moonlight on her face.  When she saw him looking, she trotted 

across the street and around to the passenger side of the car and knocked on the window.  

Warren leaned over the seat and rolled the window halfway down.  

“Don’t go away like this,” she said.  “I don’t feel like we’re done talking yet.  

Ain’t you even going to let me get in the car?”  Her voice caught, as if to suggest that she 

might start to cry.  “I can’t imagine what you must think of me,” she said.  “But I’m not 

really a hard-hearted person, no matter what you think.  Don’t leave me feeling like this, 

Warren.  I’ve got something else I have to tell you.” 

“What?” 

“Open the door.”  Warren reached over and opened the door, and Tabby got in 

beside him and turned in the seat to face him, her back against the passenger-side 

window.  The car was immediately filled with the odor of cigarettes. 

“What else is there to say?” 

“I can’t stop thinking about you,” she said, and she bent forward to place her hand 

on his thigh. 

Warren laughed.  He turned to face her.  “I’m having trouble forgetting you too.  

Get your hands off me,” he said.  Tabby removed her hand from his leg.  “You can’t just 

say you’re sorry and make what you did go away.  You can’t always get what you 

fucking want, you know?  Nothing—nothing—is ever going to happen between us ever 

again, not ever.” 

“Okay,” she said. 

“Maybe you should get out of my car now.” 

“You know my daddy?” 
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“Look,” Warren said, “I’m sorry if your daddy abused you or whatever, but it 

doesn’t have anything to do with me.  I don’t want to hear any of this shit.” 

“My daddy is Sam Mason.  He sponsors your friend Red Hall.” 

“So what?” 

“So Red came to our house the other day and told my daddy he knew who killed 

your little girl.  You think that might have something to do with you?” 

This was so unexpected that Warren could say nothing for a few moments.  

“What did you say?” 

“Her name was Grace, wasn’t it?  Grace Mays?  Was that the name of your little 

girl?  How old was she?” 

“What the hell are you talking about?”  She must have gone to the library and 

looked at the old newspapers.  She had done research.  She was stalking him, and she had 

found out that today was the day Grace had been abducted.  

“Your friend Red Hall came to my house and talked to my daddy and told him he 

knows who killed your daughter.  I heard him.  He’s got him a big mouth.  My daddy 

don’t hardly know who I am anymore half the time, but old Red keeps on coming back, 

poor thing.  He ain’t got no goddamned friends.” 

“I don’t believe you.”  

“He’s homebound now, my daddy, can’t breathe without a oxygen tank.  Hell, he 

can’t breath with it.  I got him a big old orthopedic bed set up in the living room.  It cost a 

goddamned fortune, even after the Medicaid.  I take care of him myself.  Did you know 

that?” 

“No.”  Warren wondered if it was possible she could be telling the truth. 

“That’s right.  I finally got my boys all growed up and out of the house, and now I 

got to take care of my daddy.  I got to fix all of his meals and feed him and bathe him and 

I even change his goddamned diapers for him, like a big old goddamned baby.  I got me 

one of them baby monitors, so I can listen to him trying to breathe from the other room.  

What do you think of that?” 

“And you heard Red talking to your father, on the baby monitor?” 

“I can’t smoke a goddamned cigarette in my own house anymore because my 

daddy’s dying of goddamned emphysema in my goddamned living room.” 
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“I’m sorry.” 

“You goddamn right you’re sorry.” 

“What did Red say?”   

“Oh, you feel like talking to me now, do you?  Now you want to talk.” 

“You have to tell me what you heard, Tabby.  You have to tell me.” 

“Oh, I do, huh?”  Tabby pulled a cigarette out and lit it, blew the smoke against 

the windshield.  “Is that what I have to do?  You don’t tell me a fucking thing about what 

I have to do, mister.  You don’t know a goddamn thing about me, neither.” 

If it was true, then Warren’s daughter was dead.  Something like relief came 

flooding through his body, or perhaps it was rage.  “Can I have one of those?” Warren 

asked.  Tabby slid another cigarette out of the pack and handed it to him with the lighter.  

Warren lit the cigarette and started coughing when he blew the smoke out.  He handed 

the lighter back.   

“Are you going to tell me what you heard Red say?”  He took another drag from 

the cigarette and cracked his window and exhaled the smoke out into the night. 

“What’s it worth to you?” 

Why was she doing this?  Warren looked at her, grinning maliciously at him, and 

realized that the smile on her face didn’t, in itself, mean anything.  This was the same 

look she might use to demonstrate real mirth, real joy, and he could read nothing in it.  

There was no telling what jagged conflicts raged invisibly inside her.  And why, for that 

matter, was he here himself, sitting in his car outside of an AA meeting, staring at a small 

stone church behind one lonely streetlamp on a deserted downtown street in Opelika?  

What was going on inside himself that had brought him here?  He was thinking like a kid, 

wondering these things, like a teenager staring at his own two hands, marveling at the 

fact of his own existence, and the realization that he didn’t know why he was here or 

what he would do next shook him.   

“What do you want from me, Tabby?” 

“I don’t want a goddamned thing from you.” 

“Either tell me what you know or get out of my car.” 

“You don’t want to know what I heard Red say?” 

“When did you hear this?” 
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“Last week.” 

“Tell me what you heard or get out,” Warren said.  He dropped his cigarette out 

the window. 

“Is it worth a kiss?”  Warren turned toward her and she blew a stream of smoke 

into his face.  “How about a kiss?” she said, giggling at him. 

Warren lunged for her.  Tabby screamed, but whether it was a scream of fear or 

hilarity, Warren couldn’t tell.  She seemed almost hysterical, both thrilled and frightened, 

like a child being chased in a game.  Warren fell over her in the passenger seat, knocking 

her head against the window.  The end of her cigarette hit something and made a spray of 

glowing sparks and a faint sizzling sound.  Warren was reaching for her neck, but she 

connected a painful blow to his chin with the palm of her hand, turning his head.  He felt 

his arms being spread apart; she was strong, probably stronger than he was, and she was 

obviously better prepared for a fight.  And she didn’t have her hands tied behind her back 

now.  Tabby punched him in the nose, snapping his head back, then heaved him back 

over into his own seat. 

“Jesus, you’re pathetic,” she said. 

“Get out of my car,” Warren said.  He could feel warm blood oozing out of his 

nose.  He reached up and twisted the rearview mirror towards himself for a look at his 

face, his upper lip covered with blood. 

“Damn.  You made me burn myself.”  She stuck the side of her hand in her mouth 

and licked it with a slurping noise.  Then she leaned forward and lifted her bent cigarette 

from the floorboard, straightened it out and relit it.  Warren wiped his nose with his 

shirtsleeve and it came away with a smear of blood, black in the moonlight shining down 

through the windshield.   

“You ought to hold your head back,” Tabby said.  Warren let his head fall back 

against the seat and stared at the felt ceiling of his Honda. 

“Did you hear Red say a name?” 

“No.” 

“What did you hear him say?” 

“He told my daddy that he’s sponsoring some kid and he thinks the kid is the one 

who killed your little girl.” 
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“He’s not sure?”  Warren’s heart was racing.  Someone had killed Grace, and he 

felt as though this might be real.  Red Hall, Warren thought, was something of a fool, but 

he could be trusted. 

“No.  He’s got the kid doing a fourth step right now.  That’s why he came to talk 

to my daddy.  Wanted to know what he ought to do if the kid tells him he killed your 

little girl.  He ain’t going to tell you about it, though, if that’s what you’re thinking.  He 

won’t tell the cops, neither.” 

“How?” 

“You mean, how’d he kill her?”  Warren nodded.  “Red didn’t say nothing about 

that.” 

“Do you know who the kid is?” 

“Not yet.” 

Warren wondered what sort of grocery-store tabloid-story fantasy Tabby was 

featuring herself involved in.  All of this could be true.  It was possible, wasn’t it, that 

he’d been sitting in the same room as his daughter’s killer just twenty minutes earlier?  

Warren snorted, drawing a lot of blood into the back of his throat, and his mouth tasted 

like an old, tarnished spoon.   

“Can I have another one of those cigarettes?”  Tabby reached over to him and 

Warren felt her wiping his upper lip with a tissue.  He was surprised by the tenderness of 

it.  Then he heard her pull out another cigarette and light it.  She put the burning cigarette 

in his mouth.  Warren took a few drags of it, then felt Tabby’s hand on his thigh again.  

He didn’t look at her, didn’t even open his eyes. 

“I’m sorry,” Tabby said.  She leaned over and gave Warren a kiss on the cheek, 

her powerful scent washing over him again.  Then he heard her open her door and get out 

of the car, heard her boots crossing the street, heard her get into her Buick and crank it up 

and drive away. 

* * * 

Red Hall lived somewhere off Cowper Mill Road, on the north side of Auburn, 

though Warren didn’t know where, exactly.  His plan was to drive up and down Cowper 

Mill and the streets that ran off it until he spotted Red’s car—a maroon Oldsmobile, he 

was pretty sure.  He’d recognize it when he saw it, and there’d be a green A-zone 



 

158 

university parking hangtag on the rearview mirror.  He had no idea what he would do 

when he found Red or even if he could believe Tabby’s story.  The only thing he could 

do, he supposed, would be to ask Red, and he wanted to see him face to face. 

On the drive back to Auburn, the roads were almost empty, and when Warren got 

to Cowper Mill Road, at just after ten o’clock, he spotted and recognized Red’s car 

immediately, in a parking lot in front of a row of townhouses, and parked in the last 

available spot in a line of a few dozen cars.  Warren got out and walked over to Red’s 

car.  In the townhouse directly in front of him, the windows of the front room were 

draped, but Warren could see the blue glow of a television illuminating the curtain.  He 

cupped his hands and looked inside Red’s car.  There was the hangtag on the rearview 

mirror, but otherwise the car was clean, with only a stack of student essays on the back 

seat.  Warren walked to the door of the townhouse.  From inside, he could hear the muted 

sound of the football game on the television and excited voices, more than one voice, one 

of them, at least, belonging to a woman.  

Warren stepped back into the narrow parking lot and looked up and down the row 

of townhouses.  Red would still be watching the Georgia game, and his townhouse would 

probably be close to where he’d parked his car.  Warren pulled out his cell phone and 

flipped it open and called Red’s number. 

“Hello?” Red said.  Warren could hear the sound of televised football over the 

phone. 

“Red, this is Warren Mays.  I’m standing in the parking lot.” 

“What parking lot?” 

“Your parking lot.  I don’t know which house is yours.  Open the door.”   

Warren heard, over the phone, the turning of a deadbolt.  A front door opened, 

two units to the left of the one in front of which Red’s car was parked, two dozen yards 

away from Warren, and there was Red, standing in the open door in the bright moonlight, 

in a bathrobe and a pair of house slippers, his thin white legs exposed, with his phone 

held to his ear, looking around.  Warren closed his phone and began moving toward Red. 

“What are you doing here?” Red said, the phone still at his ear.  He spotted 

Warren and brought it down. 

“I saw Tabby Mason tonight,” Warren said, coming up to Red on the sidewalk. 
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“What happened to you?  You have blood on your face.” 

“Sam Mason is your sponsor, isn’t he?” 

Red’s mouth opened in an attempt to smile.  He grimaced, revealing two pickets 

of fake teeth.  

“Tabby told me you went to her house to see her father last week.  She heard you 

talking to him.” 

“She did?”  Red pulled the bathrobe tighter around himself and shut the door 

behind him, blocking off the light and the noise of the television.  He came down to the 

sidewalk. 

“You’re not going to invite me in, Red?” 

“What did she say?” 

“You tell me.”  Warren reached out with both hands to seize Red.  Red took a step 

backwards and tripped and fell down, dropping his cell phone onto the pavement, where 

it broke.  Warren grabbed Red by the collar of his bathrobe and Red looked up at him, 

wide-eyed with panic.  “Do you know something about my daughter, Red?”  

“No!” 

At that moment there was a burst of shouting.  From the townhouses on either 

side of Red’s, dozens of people had erupted in screams and cheers, and Warren could feel 

the rumble of people jumping up and down inside the flimsy structures.  Auburn had 

scored a field goal with eight seconds left in the fourth quarter to beat Georgia 31 to 30.  

Warren could hear shouting now from the neighborhood across the street, people coming 

out of their houses, shouting “War Eagle!” and from the direction of downtown, a few 

blocks away, he could hear car horns honking.  A car drove past on Cowper Mill Road, 

the driver leaning on the horn, an alarming whine, increasing in pitch as the car 

approached, and, as the car passed Red’s townhouse, the driver stuck his head out the 

window and shouted over the noise.  The front door of the house next to Red’s opened 

and a few people burst out and yelled back to the driver of the passing car, who was 

already gone, the pitch of his car horn dropping as the car moved away up the road.   

Warren took his hands off Red and stepped backward as more of the townhouse 

doors opened and more people came out into the parking lot.  Now there were car horns 

honking and people shouting everywhere.  Warren walked back to his car and got inside, 
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started it up and pulled out of the lot.  He looked through his rearview mirror and saw 

that Red had gone back inside his townhouse.   

* * * 

The streets of Auburn were full of traffic, all the cars honking and the sidewalks 

thick with people walking toward Toomer’s Corner, where the downtown joined the 

campus, everyone yelling.  After the football team won a game, the students rolled the 

oak trees at Toomer’s Corner with toilet paper, and the cops blocked off the streets.  

Warren was stopped at a crosswalk full of students in Auburn University sweatshirts and 

jerseys crossing against the traffic light, waving flags and hooting and yelling.  One 

young man who looked a bit too old to be a student leaned over the hood of Warren’s car 

and popped the metal with his fist, shouted “War Eagle!” drunkenly at Warren through 

the windshield, and moved along with the crowd.  Warren put his car in reverse and 

backed up toward the car behind him, turned the steering wheel and made a U-turn. 

The lot in front of Red’s building was now nearly empty, and Warren pulled up in 

front of Red’s townhouse, got out and stood in front of the door.  He looked at his watch; 

it was after eleven o’clock.  He pounded on the door.  

“Who is it?” Red called. 

“Red, I’m sorry,” Warren said.  “I’m sorry I pushed you.  Let me in.” 

“I don’t have anything to tell you, Warren.”  

“Come on, Red.  I’m sorry, alright?  We need to talk about this.” 

“I’m telling you I don’t know anything.” 

“Just let me in, Red.” 

“I’m calling the police.” 

“I think that’s a good idea,” Warren said.  The bolt turned in the lock and the door 

opened a few inches, on a chain.  Red looked out through the opening.  

“What do you want from me?” 

“I have to know what happened to my daughter, Red.  I’ve got to know.  If you 

know anything about it, you’ll have to tell me.  You’ll have to tell the cops.” 

“I told you the truth.  I really don’t know anything about it.” 

“Don’t lie to me.”  Warren’s hands were trembling. 



 

161 

“I’m not lying to—,” Red began, but Warren had lifted his right foot and kicked 

against the door.  It was a feeble kick, and the door bounced on the chain; Warren’s leg 

felt heavy, almost numb, and his foot had turned against the brass knob, hurting his ankle.  

He kicked again, just as Red was shutting the door, with more force, and this time he 

broke it open, ripping the chain out of the jamb.  Red was knocked backward into the 

room. 

Warren stepped inside, stumbling on the door-sill, and shut the door behind him, 

his hand trembling from the adrenaline now rushing through his body.  He pushed Red 

backward into the recliner in the center of the room.  He felt momentarily as though he 

might faint or vomit, and his knees were shaking.  Red held his hand over his mouth. 

“You broke my teeth,” he said.  His voice was muffled by his hand and slurred by 

the fragments of dentures in his mouth.  Red carefully spit the dentures into his hand with 

a shell-like click.  Warren saw that the set of front teeth was split into two halves.  Red 

sat looking down at the plates of teeth in his hand.  His upper lip was split and bleeding 

and sunken into his mouth.  In his bathrobe, on the recliner, with his bare legs and his 

gray hair in wisps around his head and a look of fear in his eyes, his puckered mouth 

open, Red looked to Warren like an invalid. 

“You’re going to tell me what you said to Sam Mason.  You know who killed my 

daughter,” Warren said. 

“You broke my dentures,” Red said.  His voice was now hollow, lisping. 

“Fuck your dentures!”  Warren seized Red by the wrists, spilling the teeth onto 

the floor. 

“Let go of me.”  Red was weaker than Warren would have guessed, as weak as a 

child.  Warren let go of Red’s arm and slapped him in the face, knocking him sideways in 

the recliner.  Tears had begun to leak out of Red’s eyes and he gave off a musty odor.  

“You’re going to tell me, Red.  I’m not leaving here until I know.”  

“Tabby doesn’t know what she’s talking about.  I don’t know anything.” 

Warren slapped Red again, harder this time, and the palm of his hand came away 

from Red’s face wet with blood and saliva. 
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“There’s a new fellow at the Auburn Group, and he said some things to me that 

made me think of your daughter.  That’s what I was talking to Sam about.  But he doesn’t 

know anything about her.” 

“What did he say?” 

“He found a shoe in the back of his car, a child’s tennis shoe, winter before last, 

and he didn’t know how it got there.”  Warren pictured the rows of shoes that were right 

now lined up on the floor of the closet in Grace’s room in the house on Carroll Street.  

“He asked me about blackouts and repressed memories.  And he had a hallucination.  He 

saw a little girl in his car.  And I just thought of your daughter.  But it was only a 

hallucination.  He was going through DTs.”  Red wiped his mouth on the sleeve of his 

bathrobe.  “You see?  It’s nothing.  I even asked him about it, and he doesn’t know 

anything about your daughter.” 

“You asked him about Grace?” 

“I couldn’t—  I couldn’t remember her name.  I’m sorry.” 

“Who is he?” 

“Does it matter?” 

“Tell me his name, Red,” Warren said.   

“I will not.”   

Warren slapped him again, hard, and when he was done, Red had tears in his 

eyes. 

“It’s John.  You met him.  He’s just a kid.  He doesn’t have anything to do with 

your daughter.  This is a misunderstanding.” 

“John what?” 

“I can’t remember his last name.  I’ve only spoken to him a few times.”  

“He asked you to be his sponsor?” 

“Sort of.  He’s called me a few times.  We’re working on the steps.” 

Warren sat down on the sofa.  “What did you say to Sam Mason?” 

“I told him I had been talking to this kid and I thought about your daughter.”  

“What exactly did he say that made you think of Grace?” 

“Nothing, really.  I saw you the night I talked to him.  At the meeting.  With 

Tabby.  It was Halloween.  I’d seen you that night and that’s why I thought of her.”  Now 
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Warren realized who Red was talking about.  His name was Webb.  John Webb.  Warren 

had met him, had spoken with him, had signed his court order. 

“And what did you tell Sam?  Why did Tabby think you knew who killed Grace?” 

“I don’t know, Warren.” 

“Yes, you do.  There’s more.  Tell me.” 

“Look, Warren, I know what it’s like to lose a child.  And I know how terrible it 

is not to know exactly what happened to him.  If I knew anything about your daughter, 

I’d tell you.  But this kid has nothing to do with you.  I can pretty much promise that.” 

“Pretty much?” 

“You can’t believe Tabby Mason.” 

“What did you say to Sam?” 

Red leaned over and lifted the dentures from the floor and looked down at them.  

“I don’t know.  I was afraid,” he said.  “I was afraid of what I might hear.  That’s all.  I 

went to Sam Mason, and I told him that John had scared me, I was afraid to hear his fifth 

step.  I was afraid that he might tell me he’d killed somebody, like your daughter.  And I 

didn’t know what to do about that.  That’s what Tabby heard me say.  That’s all she 

heard.  I swear.  I told him I didn’t want to hear it.  I didn’t want to have to know a thing 

like that.  This is about me, not about him.” 

“You don’t know that.  You suspected him.  You think he could be guilty.” 

Warren got up.  “What are you going to do?” Red asked.  

“I don’t know.” 

“Leave him alone, Warren.  John doesn’t have anything to do with you.” 

“You don’t know that.” 

“You’re acting crazy, Warren.” 

“No more than you are.” 

Red closed his eyes.  “God,” he said, “grant me serenity to accept the things I 

cannot change, courage to change the things I can, and wisdom to know the difference.”   

It took Warren a moment to realize that Red was praying.  He looked down at 

Red, his sunken lip, marked by blood, moving as he made his prayers, like a little boy at 

bedtime, sitting there with God.  As pathetic as he seemed to Warren, toothless and alone, 

there was something beatific about him, a horrifying kind of peace. 
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Eight 

 

By Thanksgiving, John Webb had been sober for twenty-four hard days.  He had 

begun to sleep at night, rather than in the day, as he had done for the last two years, 

working the third shift at the hospital, though still, in these early weeks of jangling 

sobriety, in which he seemed always nervous, his body, unbound by constant sedation, 

jittery to the point of near-panic, he spent the late and early hours of the nights lying in 

bed simply unemployed and unoccupied rather than asleep.  These days of sobriety were 

an overly bright blur of inanition and drowsiness, and he was most awake in the hours 

surrounding the nightly meetings of Alcoholics Anonymous.  He had lost, over the years, 

the habit of being among people, but around the rooms of AA, he could simply stand 

silent and receive the greetings of other alcoholics, even wordlessly, and find a measure 

of acceptance—these people genuinely seemed to like him, seemed glad, when he walked 

through the doors in the evening, that he had made it back for another meeting, had made 

it another day.  AA had, without his even realizing it, begun to seem like home—

altogether new and as comfortable as returning to a bright and warm and busy kitchen.  

John had begun to work on his fourth step, which Red Hall, on those evenings 

two or three times a week when John saw him before or after a meeting and shared some 

words standing outside the back door of one or another church, smoking a cigarette, 

always called “the inventory.”  He’d begun according to the simple instructions Red had 

given him, making a list of everything he thought about or remembered that gave him a 

bad feeling—itemizing the substance of his past, his memories and resentments, with just 

a few words so that he could recall each person or incident later in more complete detail.  

After a few days, the list had grown to two pages, which John kept folded in his wallet.   

A week earlier, after the Sunday night meeting at the Methodist Church in 

Auburn, he had gone with Red to the CVS store a few blocks away and purchased an old-

fashioned composition book, in which to write his fourth step, and now it sat in the 

middle of the small coffee table in his apartment on Berry Avenue, not yet opened.  John 

was reluctant to start describing, in detail, in black and white, all the things he’d listed on 

the pages in his wallet.  The list itself was relatively indecipherable, a column of random-

seeming words and names running down the left margin on the front and back of two 
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pieces of loose-leaf paper, but John had nevertheless begun to check, every few minutes, 

over the last week, that his wallet was still in his back pocket, that his list was safe.  It 

had been years since John had tried to write anything, but now, when he looked at his list, 

he was sure that it would take more than one composition book to hold all the personal 

history and bad feelings John had to confess.  

As he lay shifting in his bed in the darkness into the early hours of the morning, 

unable to sleep, with all the intolerable images of his past crashing through his 

consciousness like some kind of battering, psychic assault, he would turn over in his 

mind the possibility of getting up and getting dressed and going out to a twenty-four hour 

convenience store for something to drink and would resolve again to make it through 

another night, his hands opening and closing among the tangled bedding like an 

unconscious infant’s.  He no longer had a job and, though he had begun to drive around 

town in the afternoons in his cleanest shirt and jeans and sit in restaurants and shops and 

the employee lounges of big box stores, filling out job applications, no one had yet called 

him for an interview.  His rent would be due in another week and he had forty-eight 

dollars in his checking account.  And a few weeks from now, he’d get a call or a visit 

from the property manager of the Colonial Arms apartment complex and he’d be evicted 

from his apartment, and he didn’t yet know where he’d go.  

John could not prevent himself from planning his own death in the idle hours of 

the night when, otherwise, he would have put himself to sleep with alcohol.  He might go 

into the little kitchenette and blow out the pilot lights on the stove and in the burner of the 

oven, turn the dials on the range to high, and stick his head inside the oven door and 

breath in the gas until he drowned in a sweet and nauseous sleep.  He might pitch himself 

from the balcony of his second floor apartment, and if he took care to land on the asphalt 

of the parking lot below, if he took the force of the fall directly on his head, he might 

succeed in dying; he felt, as he turned in the bed, in his muscles, the sequence of 

movements that would take him to the door and open it and then master their own 

resistance to the act of heaving his body, headlong, over the edge, felt the shudder of 

impact, his neck cracking as his head smashed and he lay, staring into the weeds and 

scrim of litter that lined the parking lot, unable to move and expiring, felt it all over and 

over, so that his body began to shake with each imagined fall and sweat leaked out of his 
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shivering body.  If he could make the money to afford it, he might buy a gun, a pistol, at 

Wal-Mart, and bring it home and load it and hold the muzzle of the gun to the side of his 

head and pull the trigger and knock all these racing thoughts clean out of his head, once 

and for all.  He imagined the bullet passing through his skull, leaving a scorched wet hole 

in his hair, again and again, until his mouth burned with the taste of acid.  

When he slept, he had vivid, fretful dreams.  He often dreamt about himself 

picking up a beer and thoughtlessly drinking it, then realizing what he’d done and feeling 

a paralyzing remorse; he woke from these dreams with a feeling of guilt that could last all 

afternoon.  In another dream, John found himself in the center of a vast landfill, piled 

with mountains of garbage and a litter of half-buried corpses, in which he spent hours on 

his hands and knees in foul black soil, finding dirty nickels and dimes and quarters, and 

as he moved the greasy soil aside, he would occasionally uncover the pale edge of a face 

or a white hand.  He wanted to get up and leave, but every time he tried to abandon the 

hillside, he’d see the edge of another coin glinting in the dirt and bend down for it.  And 

when he dislodged from the soil the first coin, he’d see another, and the joy of finding 

money on the ground soon became a toiling, filthy nightmare in which his body ached 

from crawling and digging in the carrion and mud and from the heavy burden of coins in 

all his pockets.  He dreamed about driving the dirt roads of the Tuskeegee National 

Forest, dreamed of walking, lost, in the dense woods, carrying a heavy object in his arms, 

and when he looked down at his burden he discovered that, in the strange way of dreams, 

he was looking into his own, lifeless face, his own dead body.  

Last Sunday night, after the meeting, when he had pulled off Berry Avenue into 

the parking lot of his apartment complex, he had found it as empty as a ruin.  The 

students who were his neighbors had all left town for Thanksgiving, and John had spent a 

cold hour, between ten and eleven that night, wandering the shadowy breezeways 

between the apartment buildings, listening to the faint, gritty noise of his own sneakers on 

the pavement and the whistling of wind around the tight corners of the buildings and 

through the bars of the open-air stairwells.  He had entertained the notion of breaking into 

one of the apartments and stealing whatever he found inside.  He even tried a few 

doorknobs, after looking around to be certain he wasn’t watched from one of the dark 

windows that surrounded him, but he had been glad to find every door he tried locked.  
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When he passed, occasionally, an apartment that was lit, he held his breath and paused 

beside the door, listening for life inside, but he heard only, at one apartment, the noise of 

a television. 

Now it was Thanksgiving Day, and John would spend it alone on the couch, 

watching action movies on cable.  He didn’t much care; he hadn’t celebrated 

Thanksgiving or Christmas since his mother had died.  This was just like any other day, 

except that he felt the emptiness all around him when he went out to the balcony to 

smoke a cigarette and listened to the dry leaves scattering in the parking lot.  In past 

years, he had been drinking during the holidays and had not much noticed his isolation.  

Today, he told himself, all he had to do was make it to the meeting tonight, make it to 

eight o’clock.  The unopened composition book lay on the coffee table in front of him 

beside his copy of Alcoholics Anonymous.   

Stuck between the pages of the book were two folded sheets of paper, the “Where 

and When,” now covered with a dozen names of men in AA and their phone numbers, 

and the sign-up sheet that he’d been given by his probation officer at the Lee County 

Criminal Court after his DUI.  He’d been, already, to twice the number of meetings than 

the ten the judge had required him to attend, and he’d have to go back to court in 

December for his probation hearing, to present the attendance sheet to the judge.  Red 

Hall had agreed to go with him and speak on his behalf.  John had read, some of it in the 

Big Book Study meetings held Wednesday nights at the Methodist Church and Sunday 

nights at the Episcopal Church, the first 164 pages of the Big Book, which contained the 

program of Alcoholics Anonymous in its entirety.  The rest of the book contained stories 

by alcoholics who had recovered in AA, and these were what John occasionally read at 

night when he found himself unable to sleep.  He had realized, after a couple of weeks of 

reading the Big Book, that he hadn’t read as much since he’d been in college, and he had 

trouble concentrating; he could only get through a few pages at a time before his head 

swam and he realized he was no longer reading but simply passing his eyes over the 

pages. 

John pulled out his wallet and took his fourth step list out and unfolded it on the 

table in front of him.  He had thought of nothing new to add for two days now, and he 

suspected that the list was as complete as he could make it.  The list began with a number 
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of names and places that recorded, for the most part, of all the things John could 

remember having stolen, and after that there were a number of names that belonged to 

girls John had dated or to whom he had been attracted over the years.  With each girl he 

had either done something he regretted or he imagined he’d made an ass of himself.  

Most of these girls, he knew, probably didn’t remember him now and couldn’t have 

picked him out of a line-up, but he had spent enough hours loathing himself for the bad 

passes he’d made at them or the stupid things he’d said or done in their presence that he 

felt he should put their names on the list.  These were, as far as John could tell from what 

Red had said to him, resentments. 

There were a number of items on the list, too, that represented things that had 

happened between John and his mother before she had died of cancer.  It seemed to him 

now that he’d spent most of her last months arguing with her, bitter arguments in which, 

he recalled, he had hurled abuse on her as she lay propped up in her bed in her darkened 

bedroom, watching television.  His mother’s cancer had presented, nearly a year earlier, 

just before John had started going to college, as a pain in her hips that she imagined at 

first to have been a pulled muscle.  She’d begun to rely on John to do more around the 

house than he’d been accustomed to doing, had begun to come home from work—she’d 

worked as a secretary in a car dealership in Bessemer, just outside of Birmingham, where 

they lived—and go immediately to the living room couch, where she sat on a heating pad 

beneath a plaid blanket and stayed there until it was time for her to go to bed.  By the end 

of John’s first fall at UAB, she had made for herself a kind of nest in a corner of the 

couch, and she had used up all of her sick days and vacation days from work. 

That spring, John’s mother had gone to several doctors, who had for months 

offered a series of misdiagnoses of her problem, telling her first that she had pelvic 

bursitis.  The doctor who’d made this diagnosis had given her a cortisone injection and 

told her to rest, ice the hip, and take Motrin for the pain.  The heat she had been applying 

for the last few months, he said, had made her problem worse.  A few weeks later, a 

second doctor told her she had arthritis and that she would feel better if she lost some 

weight, and he’d given her a glucosamine and chondroitin supplement that, she later 

learned, had probably accelerated the growth of cancerous cartilage in her hip.  A third 

doctor told her she was experiencing referred pain from sciatica, caused by spinal 
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stenosis, a narrowing of the spinal cord, which had put pressure on the sciatic nerve.  This 

doctor had given her another dose of steroids, in an epidural injection, and had also told 

her to rest and ice the hip and take Motrin.  By the time she was referred to an orthopedic 

oncologist at the UAB medical school, who finally identified the chondrosarcoma with an 

MRI and a biopsy, the cancer was inoperable.  Cartilaginous tumors had webbed her 

pelvis and left leg and had metastasized to her lungs and, probably, elsewhere.  Ms. 

Webb learned the truth at the beginning of February and was dead by the first week in 

June.  She’d spent her last four months in bed, and much of that time, John had spent 

nursing her and arguing pettily with her.  As he’d begun to compile the list for his fourth 

step, it dawned on him for the first time that he’d been angry at her for dying, for leaving 

him alone, and angry at the doctors who had failed to save her life.  In her final months, 

she had been taking increasing doses of a variety of painkillers, and John had wondered, 

for years, if she had died of the cancer or ended the pain with an overdose.   

There was really not that much guilt attached to John Webb’s inventory, not much 

that was criminal, not much that was immoral, even.  In the center of his list, near the 

bottom of the back of the first page, he had written, “the shoe.”  He’d had the shoe that 

he’d discovered in the back of his Ford Escort in mind from the moment he’d begun to 

make the list, knowing that it represented a moment from his past that needed to be 

addressed in his fourth step, but he was reluctant to write, to place in a position of 

prominence, at the top of the first page such a peculiar and obscure item as “the shoe,” 

fearing, perhaps, that anyone who might discover the list and guess its purpose might 

then wonder why an item like “the shoe” would be the first thing to come into John 

Webb’s mind when the general question of guilt was raised.  “The ghost” was the item 

that immediately followed “the shoe.”  He had at first begun to write “the little girl,” but 

had changed his mind as he put his pencil to the paper.  Every time he unfolded the list 

and passed his eyes over it, he registered these two items at the bottom of the page and 

felt a pang of fear, not simply because he didn’t know what he’d say about them but 

because the ambiguity of their meaning to him—and even his inability to say why, 

exactly, he had included them on his fourth-step list in the first place—made him suspect 

that he might not be intellectually capable of describing reality to a degree sufficient for 

what was meant to be a “fearless and moral inventory,” without which he might not be 
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able to stay sober, might not be able to survive.  Every time he looked at these items, “the 

shoe” and “the ghost,” one following the other, he experienced an existential terror that 

he was not able to articulate.  These two items were clearly the most important on the 

page, but he had no idea why they were written here or what they might mean.  John let 

his eyes pass over the penciled words and wondered if he weren’t simply too fucked up to 

get sober, too fucked up to live. 

* * * 

The meeting that night was, for the Auburn group, well attended, with more than 

two dozen people, many of whom John had never seen before at any of the area meetings.  

When the meeting was opened up for discussion, it turned out that there were a lot of 

visitors who had come to town to spend Thanksgiving with their families.  Alcoholism, 

John had learned, ran in families—John’s own father, whom he hadn’t seen in years, was, 

he suspected, an alcoholic—and after the first few people spoke up, the topic ended up 

being the difficulty of coping with the holidays and with family members who were 

drinking.  As the meeting wore on, John tried to remember what his father looked like 

and realized that he couldn’t.  All he could visualize was an old photograph, taken when 

he was a small child, of himself on his father’s shoulders; he could see the picture, 

vaguely, but not his father’s face, and he wondered where the photo might be now, if he 

might be able to find it and see what his father had really looked like.   

Then he tried to recall his mother’s face and experienced a similar difficulty.  She 

had died seven and a half years ago, and though he could recall in a generic sort of way 

what his mother had looked like, he could no longer remember her face except as it had 

appeared when he’d last seen her, in a coffin in the parlor of a funeral home, flat and 

colorless.  Surely the two of them had celebrated Thanksgiving in the years before she 

had died, but he couldn’t recall that either. 

As bad as the pain got, his mother had refused to go to the hospital, though John 

had selfishly pleaded with her to go, having become sick of the tasks he was required to 

perform for her, preparing her meals and emptying her slops, though none of the things 

she had asked of him, the minor care she requested in order to die at home, could 

compare with the intimately gruesome work he would later perform for years at the East 

Alabama Medical Center for strangers.  His mother’s propriety had prevented her from 
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requesting any help in using the toilet, even when she could no longer move to the 

bathroom, either on her own or with help.  She finally asked him, when pain had pushed 

her beyond her normal threshold of shame, to empty her bedpan and urinal and, 

occasionally, to change her sheets, but she had taken care that John had never suffered 

the indignity of seeing her body naked.   

The most difficult task for John, however, had simply been to sit beside her, when 

she was awake and responsive, and to talk to her, to sit in her room in the chair she’d 

asked him to place beside her bed, if only to watch television with her in the evenings.  

He’d always been conscious of the odor of death that lingered over her, and whenever he 

stepped over the threshold of her bedroom door, it was as though he were entering the 

heart of all that seemed dark in his life, which was not then, for John, the knowledge that 

his mother was dying or that she’d soon be dead—this seemed so obvious that he 

wondered at the pointlessness of her continuing to live, though he later realized that her 

death had never actually been real to him and was an event for which he’d only imagined 

himself to be prepared—but that he was required to find some spurious meaning in her 

illness, in her dying and, therefore, in her life.  Worst had been when she had tried to 

share important things with him, to communicate what amounted to her portion of 

wisdom, which had seemed to John the asinine delusions of one desperately confronting 

the meaninglessness or her life and death; worst had been those looks and gestures and 

words by which she had tried to let John know that she loved him—helpless and drawn, 

in a foul-smelling tangle of old sheets, shaded by drawn curtains from the day outside and 

from the poor brick wall of the house next door, which was just like their own except that 

it contained the lives of other people, lives that were being carried on in blissful 

ignorance of the maudlin tragedy John felt he was being forced to act out with his 

mother, without even the benefit of an audience.  He had not, until it was too late, and 

despite the fact of his father’s early abandonment of them both, had the capacity to 

measure the value of his mother’s love, had never been able to understand what it might 

mean to be a motherless son.  Whatever kindness or cruelty he might demonstrate for his 

mother, there was no one to witness it, no one who might care, no one to think any more 

or less of John, he thought, because of his devotion or his failure. 
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He had not been able to contain his loathing for her, for her dying, for the 

demands that had subsequently been placed on him.  And with each microwaved bowl of 

canned soup, served with a small stack of Saltine crackers, that he prepared for her, each 

plastic sack of stinking human garbage he carried to the trashcan at the curb in front of 

their house, with each basin he filled with warm, soapy water for her to bathe herself with 

and each load of clothes that he washed, with each commercial break on the television 

shows he felt obliged to watch with her and each tear that leaked out of her eyes and 

down her pasty cheeks, he grew to hate everything about his mother’s death, which 

seemed like a new occupant in their house, a massive third party that had set up camp in 

the heart of his home and had covered all of John’s life with its shadow.  He had 

considered running away, getting into his used car and driving away from her dying, but 

when he imagined her alone in her room, unable to get out of bed, growing hungry and, 

eventually, falling asleep, then waking and calling out his name and getting no response, 

calling out, intermittently, until she fell asleep again and woke again and called out and 

heard again only silence, he could not leave.   

But John had allowed himself to take out his frustrations on his mother in 

unconscionable ways, the shame of which continued to torture him.  Small arguments had 

escalated into large ones that ended with John cursing his mother and slamming doors, 

storming out of the house and leaving her to her own devices for hours at a time.  Once 

he had left her for two days and the night between, returning to find her silently livid in 

her own filth.  Once John had hurled a bowl of food at her and had smashed a number of 

worthless porcelain mementos in his mother’s bedroom.  Now, looking back on those last 

months with his mother, John realized that he’d squabbled petulantly with her the entire 

time, that he had behaved miserably, and that she had endured this too, with increasing 

sorrow and pity.  He knew that she had been able to forgive his selfishness, and she had 

to have recognized the selfishness of her own desire to die at home, with no one but her 

son to care for her.   

John wondered if she had been waiting for him to realize that this would be their 

last opportunity to know one another, but he had never realized it, not the way she had 

clearly wanted him to.  Perhaps she had grown tired of waiting for him, or perhaps she 

had decided that her death was more than her son’s fragile character could bear.  All John 
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had realized was that his mother would soon be dead, and he had been impatient for it.  

He had imagined his mother’s death would be the end of all that had passed between 

them, would reduce to nothing the months of both their suffering, that her death would, in 

effect, erase her dying.  But he had, of course, been wrong.  He had failed to realize that 

he himself was the witness—the only witness who mattered—and that no one else might 

judge or punish him as he might punish himself, which is what he had spent the last seven 

years doing. 

Now, though he found that he had never been able to think clearly about the death 

of his mother, had never been able to assess its effect on his life, though he had never 

been able to compose his feelings about her death or about his own behavior toward her, 

John understood that he had fled from the scene of her death and had tried to serve a kind 

of penance by choosing to work in the hospital in Opelika, as if by administering to the 

needs of dying strangers, he might somehow compensate his mother for all the suffering 

he felt he’d caused her, for the time he’d wasted being angry.   

Now that he was sober, though his powers of concentration were limited, he was 

beginning to understand exactly how his mother’s death had determined much of the 

course his life had taken afterward.  He had gone to work in the hospital, in part, to 

exorcise the shame he felt for the way he had failed to comfort his mother.  But working 

in the hospital had also been a way of maintaining a connection with his mother.  When 

he’d started at the hospital, he was reminded of her every day; nearly every task he 

completed had seemed as familiar and as intimate as home.  

After the meeting, John left without speaking to Red Hall or anyone else, got into 

his car and drove down Sanford Avenue to Berry and turned left to go to his apartment, 

but a block up Berry, on the corner of College Street, he pulled into the Spectrum Store, 

parked at the front door, and went inside.  The store was empty except for the clerk 

sitting behind the counter with a magazine.  John got a case of Busch beer from the 

cooler, paid more than half of the money in his checking account for it, then sat in his car 

before the bright windows of the Spectrum store and opened the case and drank the first 

beer, downing it in a few cold gulps.  When he reached into his pocket for his car keys, 

he put his hand on the white chip in his pocket, pulled it out and looked at it.  Had it been 

only three weeks since he’d taken it?  And now it was useless, his second white chip that 
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had been invalidated.  John wondered why had he picked it up in the first place.  Had he 

done it only to receive the goodwill of all those strangers?  John rolled down the window 

of his car and pitched the chip out onto the oily asphalt, where it plinked twice.  

Someone, John thought, might walk past it on his way into the store tonight and look 

down and know what it meant, that white plastic Hoyle poker chip on the ground.  

* * * 

John walked slowly around the Colonial Arms apartment complex, drinking a 

beer and smoking a cigarette, trying the doors of empty apartments.  Coming around the 

corner of a building, he came face to face with a middle-aged man, nearly bumping into 

him.  John started and stumbled backward.   

“It’s John, isn’t it?” the man said. 

“Did you…  Did you just call me an idiot, mister?” 

“What?  No.  No.  I said, your name is John, isn’t it?”  

“Who are you?”  The man was wearing a blue oxford shirt and a blazer and a pair 

of khaki trousers, and he looked out of place at Colonial Arms.   

 “I’m Warren Mays,” the man said.  He offered his hand to shake.   

John looked at the hand and was puzzled for a moment, then looked back at the 

man’s face and realized this was someone he’d met at an AA meeting.  John had the 

guilty impulse to hide the can of beer in his hand, but it had been seen.  He carefully took 

a step forward, reached out, and shook hands, trying to squeeze as firmly as he could, 

trying to look directly into the man’s eyes, though he couldn’t hold it and his look slid 

down toward the pavement.  How long do you shake for? John wondered.   

“Out for a stroll then, are you?” he asked.  For a moment John imagined that the 

man had said that he was not too old to fuck you and his heart raced.  But that couldn’t be 

right.  The man finally let go of John’s hand.  John glanced again at his face and could 

see that he was smiling, trying to be friendly.  John had heard wrong.  Now he stared at 

the man’s mouth.   

 “I’m going…” John began, and he pointed in the direction of his own building. 

“Do you live here?  Which apartment is yours?” 

John pointed in the direction of his apartment. 
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“I’m here to pick up my daughter,” the man said.  He pulled a photograph out of 

his jacket pocket and showed it to John.  “Look at this,” he said.  John looked at the 

photograph.  “Do you recognize this girl?” Warren asked. 

“Who is she?” 

“She’s my daughter.” 

“Oh.” 

“Look again.  Do you recognize her?  Have you ever seen her before?”  John 

couldn’t understand exactly what was going on, but he looked again, more carefully, at 

the picture Warren was holding out to him.  It was a picture of a little girl, smiling, cute.  

She did, in fact, look familiar.  John’s stomach made a loud noise.  The apartments all 

around were dark and quiet.  They were standing at a corner of one of the buildings, 

beneath a lamppost and the bare branches of a post oak. 

“I can’t really see it very well,” John said. 

“Here,” Warren said, handing John the photo.  “Take a good look.”  John held the 

photo in his hand and tilted it away from the glare of the streetlight.  “Do you recognize 

her?” 

“I think I may have seen her before,” John said.  He looked up.  “Do you live 

here?”  Warren was standing too close to him, and John took a step backward.  

“You’ve seen her before?” 

“Maybe,” John said.  Something felt very wrong to him.  His throat was 

constricted, and he realized that he was on the verge of tears.  He wanted to hide the can 

of beer in his hand.  If he tried to say anything more, his voice would be squeezed shut, 

would turn into a strangled cry. 

 The man took another step toward John and laid a hand on his shoulder.  John’s 

breath started coming out of him in rapid, strained gasps.  His face was getting hot, and 

he knew now that he was about to start crying and that there was nothing he could do to 

stop it.  He dropped the half-empty beer on the sidewalk, the can rolling and dribbling 

foam, and bent over to pick it up, but the blood ran out of his head and spots of light and 

darkness exploded before his eyes.   

 Next he was sitting on the sidewalk, the dead lights still flashing in his eyes, with 

a sour taste in his mouth, and he could feel the pebbles of the cold pavement pressing into 
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the palms of his hands.  Something had happened to him; his arms and legs felt as though 

they were quaking and his nose and cheeks and fingers were prickly and numb.  Warren 

was now squatting in front of John on the sidewalk with one hand on John’s shoulder, but 

John hadn’t seen him move. 

“Are you okay?” Warren asked.  “You look like you need to eat something.  Let’s 

get you home.” 

 Warren’s face was now inches from John’s, and John saw his lips moving but 

couldn’t understand what he was saying.  John had the crazy impulse to kiss this man on 

the lips, to stick his tongue into the stranger’s mouth.  He wondered if Warren was 

somehow able to discern what was going through his mind.  John looked at the dark hairs 

emerging from the pores along Warren’s upper lip, the longer hairs growing from his 

nostrils, the lines of his features and the fine silver hair on his ears, and felt overcome 

with revulsion and self-loathing.  John had to turn away and shake his head and breath 

through his nose to rid himself of the sudden, almost overpowering desire.  If Warren 

didn’t get his face away, John might not be able to control the impulse to lick him.  John 

tried to move back, away from Warren’s face, and would have fallen over if Warren 

hadn’t caught him. 

 “Please,” John said, weakly, unable to look at Warren’s face. 

 Warren hoisted John to his feet, and again John’s head seemed to go empty.  He 

swayed and felt his knees go wobbly, but Warren’s arm was under his own now, holding 

him up.  Warren was too close to him, and John felt that he was losing control of himself 

and was afraid of what might happen next.  They started walking together in the direction 

of John’s apartment, Warren helping John to support himself.  By the time they had 

walked the length of one building, John realized he had no idea who was walking at his 

side. 

 “What did you say your name was?” 

 “My name is Warren Mays.  I think you met my daughter.  The girl in the picture.  

Have you ever met the girl in the picture?” 

 “I’m not really drinking.  I just had a couple of beers.”  John had a vague notion 

of who Warren was and felt again that he might start to cry.  “I’m not drinking.  You’re 

not watching me are you?” 
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 “Watching you?  What do you mean?” 

 “Did you follow me to find out if I’m drinking?” 

 “Is someone following you, John?” Warren asked.   

John tried to spin around to look behind him and nearly fell, but Warren kept him 

on his feet.  Some part of John wished that he was not so completely alone as he now felt, 

wished that the apartments all around them were not empty.  If he started screaming, no 

one would be able to hear him but the stranger.  Warren marched John up the concrete 

staircase and along the breezeway to his apartment.  “This is your door, isn’t it?”  Warren 

tried the knob and it was locked.  “Do you have a key?” 

 John reached into his pocket and produced his keys.  He tried to get the key into 

the lock.  “I can do that, if you want me to,” Warren said and removed the keys from 

John’s hand and opened the door. 

 Inside, John looked around and understood that it had been a long time since 

anyone other than himself had been inside his apartment, and he was suddenly ashamed 

of the apparent squalor.  He realized, as he had not realized before, that he was drunk, 

that he’d begun drinking again.  It seemed as if someone else had caused it; he couldn’t 

remember how it had gotten started.  Looking at the inside of his apartment with Warren 

standing beside him, John was able to see the place as a stranger might.  Though over the 

last few restless weeks of sobriety he had cleaned the place better than he had done in 

years, he was able to see now the bare walls, nearly lacquered with nicotine and tar, the 

stained carpet, the roadside furniture and the threadbare couch in the center of the small 

room, facing the television, was able to smell the stifling odors of the ashtray, of 

unwashed clothes and cheap, processed foods.  His apartment, as if it were something he 

was seeing for the first time, made him want to vomit, and he couldn’t believe that he’d 

been living for so long in such a forlorn condition.   

As drunk as he was, he experienced a moment of clarity, as if a fragment of his 

consciousness had detached itself from the inebriate who stood before him and was 

himself.  He wondered why there was a stranger standing beside him in the doorway of 

his apartment, wondered at the awfulness of the punishment he’d been inflicting upon 

himself for years, living like this, and knew that he was now, for the first time, being 

allowed a momentary glimpse of himself that was true and accurate.  He had been 
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punishing himself, and soon the punishment would come to an end.  For a brilliant 

moment John realized that he was in danger.  Something terrible and important seemed 

about to happen, but he was too drunk now to care for or to protect himself.  As he had so 

often done over years of drinking, he had abdicated all responsibility for himself and his 

actions, had placed himself entirely at the mercy of whatever might come along, and what 

had come was this man who was standing beside him, whose name he could no longer 

recall.   

And then the moment was over, and John stood looking at Warren as if he’d only 

just realized Warren was there.  John felt an apprehension that he had understood 

something, something important, which he’d then promptly forgotten.  What had he been 

concentrating on?  It must have been something to do with this man in his apartment. 

“I’m sorry.  What’s your name again?”  

“I’m Warren Mays.  I think you know my daughter.  Sit down.”  John was heaved 

onto the couch and sat looking at the dusty face of the blank television.  Warren was 

moving behind him, in the stand-up kitchen, opening the refrigerator and shutting it and 

returning with two cold beers, one of which he opened and put into John’s hand.  John 

looked at it and took a drink—the cold, salty, yellow flavor of beer.   

There was nowhere else to sit in the small apartment except on the couch beside 

John, but Warren pulled away the coffee table, the only table in the room, and tested it 

before sitting down on it, facing John.  John was struck again by the strange novelty of 

having a visitor in his apartment.  It was like a party. 

“Do you mind if I have a beer?” Warren asked.  

“We can go out and get more if you have some money,” John said.  He was aware 

of the slurring as the words left his mouth and tried to enunciate as clearly as he could.  

He didn’t want to be left alone. 

“I’ve got some money,” Warren said.  He opened the beer in his hand, tilted it to 

his mouth and took several gulps, tipping his head back so that John could see his throat 

moving as he swallowed.  He looked thirsty and red-faced and out of breath, his eyes 

blazing and wet.  Warren reached into his back pocket and pulled out a wallet and opened 

it, extracted several twenty-dollar bills.  “I’ve got plenty of money,” he said, laying the 
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bills on the coffee table beside his leg.  John looked at them.  Warren was breathing 

heavily, almost panting. 

“What’s your name again?” 

“You remember my name.” 

“I don’t.” 

“It’s Warren.  Warren Mays.”  

“I asked you that before, didn’t I?” 

“Yes, you did.” 

“Warren.” 

“That’s right, John.” 

“Warren.” 

“Are you going to remember any of this tomorrow?” 

“I don’t know.”  John chuckled, but nothing was funny. 

“I’m here for my daughter,” Warren said.  John saw that Warren still had the 

photograph in his hand, and now he showed it to John again.  John remembered the 

picture.  “You know her don’t you?” 

“What’s her name?” 

“Grace.  Her name is Grace.  Did you ever meet Grace, John?” 

“I don’t know.  I think I know her.  Do you live here?” 

“I do,” Warren said.  “I live in town.  On Carroll Street.” 

“I don’t know where that is.” 

“No?  It’s over behind the junior high school.  I bet you’ve been there before,” 

Warren said.  “I’ve got something to show you.” 

“What is it?” 

“Here it is.”  Warren pulled a small tennis shoe out of the side pocket of his blazer 

and presented it to John.  John reached for the shoe and held it in his hand.  “What do you 

think of that?” Warren asked. 

“What is this?  What’s happening?” 

“Do you have a shoe like this, John?” 

“I threw it away.  I don’t know why.  It was bad.  Something bad, anyway.” 

“You had a shoe like this?” 
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John looked at the shoe in his hand.  “Not like this.” 

“What did the shoe look like?” 

“It was green.  I can’t remember.  It belonged to the girl.  I’m not supposed to talk 

about it.” 

“Why aren’t you supposed to talk about it?” 

“I…  I don’t know,” John said.  He put his finger on the photograph.  “I know her.  

Do you know who this is?” 

“Who is it?” 

“That’s what I’m saying.  Do you know her name?  I know this girl, but I don’t 

know her name.” 

“You know this girl?” 

“Wait.  This your daughter?”  John understood that Warren was angry, but he 

couldn’t figure out why.  “It’s Warren, right?” 

Warren threw his head back and swallowed the last of his beer and then squeezed 

the can in his fist.  He set the can on the table beside the five twenty-dollar bills.  “Do you 

want this money?” he asked. 

“Is that yours?” 

“You can have it if you can tell me what happened to Grace.  What happened to 

this girl in the picture, John?”  Warren tapped the picture to get John’s attention, and John 

looked at the photo. 

“She’s dead,” John said.  “I saw her one time.  In my car.  I don’t know….”  John 

stopped talking.  “I don’t know if this is the same girl,” he said.  “I can’t really remember.  

I think something happened to her.” 

“You had this girl in your car, John?  And you found her shoe?” 

“This could be her.  I just don’t remember.  It was a long time ago.” 

“What did you do with her?” 

“I think I had a dream about her.” 

“What did you dream?” 

“I don’t remember.”  John was exhausted.  Warren wanted something from him, 

something important, but he wasn’t able to help.  John closed his eyes and tried to think. 

“Hey.  Wake up!”  Warren grabbed John by his shirt and slapped him on the face. 
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“What are you doing?” 

“Don’t fall asleep.  You have to tell me what happened to Grace.  If you don’t tell 

me, I’ll kill you.”   

John smiled, but he was frightened.   

“I’m not joking,” Warren said. 

“I’m not really drinking,” John said.  “Don’t tell anybody.  I just had a few beers.  

I’m not drinking.”  Warren stood up, directly in front of John, and John saw his own hand 

moving toward the front of Warren’s pants, his fingers brushing against the khaki fabric, 

sliding down to touch Warren’s knee.  Warren slapped his hand away.  “I’m sorry,” John 

said.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean anything.” 

“Did you hear what I just said to you?” Warren asked.  His face was now inches 

away from John, and John realized that Warren was gripping his shirt, dragging him 

forward. 

“What?” 

“I said I’ll kill you if you don’t tell me what happened to my daughter.” 

“What happened to your daughter?” John asked.  Warren shook him.  “I don’t 

understand!  Stop!  What’s going on?” 

“You killed her, didn’t you?” 

“What?  No!”  Warren had put his hands at John’s throat and was leaning over 

him, his knee in John’s groin, pressing him down into the couch, putting his weight on 

top of John.  John struggled, but he felt weak, and Warren was heavy, his red face on top 

of John, grunting as he squeezed John’s neck and contained John’s movements.   

John tried to speak, but he could only shake his head and move his lips.  He felt 

his face growing hot and filling with blood.  He was being choked to death, but he 

couldn’t bring himself to resist.  His body flailed, almost involuntarily, the way it might if 

it were sinking beneath water and drowning, but John was merely watching, fascinated 

and terrified by the rage of the man who was killing him. 

* * * 

 In the middle of the morning, John woke on the couch with a headache and a 

terrible thirst and felt, at first, that he was unable to move.  He tried to swallow but found 

that he couldn’t; his throat was sore and his mouth dry.  He spent a few minutes trying to 



 

182 

swallow and finally managed it, painfully.  His bladder was full, a throbbing knot of 

pressure in his abdomen, but he couldn’t bring himself to sit up.  Despite the pain in his 

body and the urgency to urinate, John closed his eyes.  If he lay very still, he might fall 

asleep again. 

But sunlight was pouring through the blinds, and the apartment was strangely 

silent, motes of dust moving like smoke on the faint currents of stale air.  If there had 

been some distraction from the pounding of his head, he might have managed to ignore it, 

but he could not.  On the table in front of the couch, there were several empty beer cans 

and, John noticed, some money.  His first thought was that he must have stolen it.  He 

had been walking around the apartment complex, trying doors.  Then he remembered 

Warren’s face, remembered Warren sitting on the coffee table in front of him, pulling the 

bills out of his wallet and laying them on the table.  He couldn’t remember why Warren 

had been in his apartment, but he did remember that Warren was someone he’d met in 

AA.  Why had Warren paid him this money?  John checked his body and saw that he was 

still wearing his clothes, but it was possible, wasn’t it, that the man had paid him for sex?  

He couldn’t think what else the money might be for.  Without moving, John tried to 

register an awareness of his body, his groin and anus.  There was no soreness.  Apart 

from the thirst, the headache, and his full bladder, his body felt normal.  His mouth was 

dry, but it didn’t feel misused.  His throat was sore and his neck hurt him.  His Adam’s 

apple felt bruised.  Had he been shouting about something?  

 He had begun drinking again and found that the shame wasn’t so bad as it had 

been in those dreams, when he’d realized that he’d ruined his sobriety.  He was 

accustomed to waking up with a hangover and regrets; there was nothing extraordinary 

about any of this, as there had seemed to be in those dreams.  Now he looked at the 

empty beer cans and wondered if there was any beer left in the refrigerator.  He had to get 

up and use the bathroom. 

 As John stood over the toilet, he noticed that the contents of the medicine cabinet, 

the razors and toothbrushes and aspirin and bandages, had been pulled out and dumped 

into the sink.  Why had he done this?  He couldn’t recall what he’d been looking for.  In 

the dim bedroom, the drawers of his dresser were lying overturned on the floor, clothes 

strewn over the bed, where the mattresses had been pulled away from the box springs and 
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left angled against the floor.  The contents of the closet were in a wad in the far corner, 

all of John’s shoes and the clothes on hangars.  The contents of a cardboard box of once-

important papers, pay stubs and bank statements and cancelled checks and old 

photographs, lay strewn on the floor in the center of the room.  The whole place had been 

torn apart, but John had no idea whether he had done this himself or if the man who’d 

been in his apartment last night had done it.  Perhaps they’d done this together.  John had 

no clear memory to account for the wreckage.   

He leaned over the pile of papers and photographs.  He must have been looking 

for the photograph of his father that he’d been thinking about in the meeting.  He 

wondered if he’d found it, if it were lying around somewhere.  John moved his hands 

through the papers and pictures, shifting them aside, but didn’t see the picture he was 

thinking about.  He went into the kitchen.  Here, too, all the drawers had been turned out, 

all the cupboards opened and some of their contents spilled onto the narrow counter top 

between the sink and the stove.  Standing at the window beside the front door, John 

looked between the blinds, into the midmorning sun; his car was in the parking lot below 

in its normal space, and it looked fine.  John checked the refrigerator.  It was mostly 

empty, but there was a blue cardboard box of Busch beer on the top shelf.  John put his 

hand into the box and reached toward the back and found that only two cold cans 

remained; he’d have to make a trip to the store for more. 

John opened the first beer and drank half in a few gulps, and his entire body 

seemed to feel restored.  The headache and thirst and the pain in his throat immediately 

receded, and he felt more awake now.  He finished the beer in a few more gulps, standing 

before the open door of the refrigerator, and opened the last beer.  He walked to the 

couch and looked at the money.  It was a hundred dollars.  John counted it four times 

before he noticed the picture on the coffee table.   

At first he’d thought it was the picture of his father, but now he saw that it was a 

picture of a little girl.  John lifted the picture and looked at it, and fragments of memory 

from the night before began to surface in his mind.  Warren.  John had met him in AA.  

Warren M.  He had given John this picture, a picture of his daughter, and they had gotten 

into some kind of fight over it.  John remembered the look on Warren’s face as Warren 
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had overpowered him, had tried to strangle him.  John rubbed his neck, understanding 

why it was sore. 

Then John spotted the shoe, on the floor beside the couch, a child’s tennis shoe.  It 

belonged to the girl in the picture, and John looked again at her face.  This was a picture 

of a girl who was dead.  He had seen her, had dreamed about her—this was the girl he 

imagined he’d seen in his car three weeks earlier, on his last night at the hospital.  He had 

held this girl in his arms, but she had not looked like this, had not been smiling and alive, 

as she was in the photo.  There had been blood oozing in a line from the side of her small, 

open mouth, and some of it had gotten on John’s shirt.  She had been sighing, gurgling.  

John wondered if he were remembering the girl? or Mr. Stone?  He could hear the 

whisper of her breath, bubbling against the blood.  Could all of that have really 

happened?  It seemed now as though he had often seen this little girl in his dreams, but 

her hair had been shorter and she had been limp and pale and wearing different clothes.  

He’d been holding her in his arms.  That was why she looked so familiar to him.  He’d 

been carrying this girl in his arms, and she had become heavy.  John could still feel the 

heaviness of her small body in his arms.  He must have carried her for a long time.  He 

had found her shoe in his car, later.  The shoe had belonged to her, to this girl. 

John tried to remember what had happened, and he began to be afraid that he was 

not alone in his apartment.  “Is anybody here?” he called.   

He went from room to room, looked in the shower and beneath the box springs of 

the bed, opened the closet doors and looked inside.  When he was sure he was alone, he 

went again to the front room and checked the front door, which was unlocked.  The 

parking lot was empty except for his own car and another that he recognized, and there 

was no one about.  It was a Friday, the day after Thanksgiving.  John locked the door and 

closed the blinds on the front window and went back to the couch and looked again at the 

photograph and the shoe and the pile of twenty-dollar bills.  What had happened last 

night?  Had he murdered Warren M.’s daughter?  Had he confessed?  He needed more 

beer, but he was afraid to leave his apartment.  Warren M. would be out there, would be 

watching him, waiting for him to come out of hiding. 
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Nine 

 

Detective James Blackwell found Margaret Mays in a white room at the end of 

the white hallway on the first floor of the building that housed the Psychiatric Unit of the 

East Alabama Medical Center, on the other side of a set of heavy double doors that were 

locked.  The hallway was kept clean but reeked of urine, and from the doorways on either 

side, some opened, others closed, emerged the palpable silence of breathing occupants, 

punctuated by the occasional low moans of one of the inmates.  As Blackwell walked 

down the hallway, not looking into the open doors on either side, he felt a sensation both 

of extreme lethargy, of undeniable, drugged sleep, and of a wide-eyed fear that lay 

immovable, waiting and rigid, as if responding to the tapping of his own, unfamiliar 

footsteps as he moved toward the end of the hall.   

The door to the room in which Margaret Mays had been left alone stood open, 

which Blackwell couldn’t interpret as either an encouraging or discouraging sign, and a 

large picture window of shatter-proof glass, imbedded with a grid of wires, made the 

room bright and rinsed of color, though the day outside was overcast, with intermittent 

splatters of driving rain.  Handprints and smudges glowed on the window glass just above 

the head of the bed, where Margaret Mays sat in a thin robe, pale in the trapped light of 

the white room.  She was staring at the floor and her forearms were heavily bandaged.  

“Margaret?” Blackwell said.  He couldn’t any longer call her Mrs. Mays.  It had 

been four weeks to the day since he had left her alone and naked in her bedroom.  

Blackwell could remember her screeching at him to Get out! as vividly now as if her 

voice had made a mark on his own skin.  He half expected to hear her scream at him now, 

but she had asked for him, hadn’t she?  Would she remember having made the request to 

see him?  Even in her hospital gown and bandages, her scarred and red right hand 

protruding from the wrappings on her forearm, she appeared more naked to him now than 

she had when he had last seen her, when he had kissed her and followed her up to her 

bedroom and then been terrified by her nakedness and run away.  A pair of papery white 

slippers lay on the floor beside her bare feet, and only her toes touched the white tiles.  

She sat with an uncanny stillness   
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“Margaret?” he said again, a bit louder.  She turned to him, and he was shocked to 

see that her left eye was canted at an angle toward the corner of the room and appeared to 

be dead and rolling in its socket.  Her right eye, looking directly at him, appeared gray 

and blank.  Her hair was out of order, and she made the slightest movement with her 

shoulders, as though she’d had the momentary impulse to lift her arms in welcome.  Then 

she turned back to the floor, where she seemed to be watching the progress of an ant 

moving invisibly across the tiles. 

And Blackwell choked against a sob that went up in his chest toward her.  He 

loved Margaret Mays, as impossible as it seemed, and still loved her, despite how ruined 

she had become.  There was nothing to be done for her at all, nothing, and no retrieving 

the glory he’d once seen in her.  This was the Monday after Thanksgiving, four weeks 

since he’d been alone with her in her bedroom.   

Blackwell had gotten a call this morning from a woman named Ellen Thomas.  

The name had been a familiar one to Blackwell, and it had taken him a moment, after the 

dispatcher had rung his office to forward the call, to remember that Ellen Thomas had 

been one of the volunteer coordinators for the search for Grace Mays, two years before, a 

friend of Margaret’s, a young woman with a daughter of her own who had frequently 

been around the Mays’s home in the first weeks after the disappearance.  This call, 

Blackwell had then assumed, meant that Margaret Mays no longer felt comfortable 

contacting him herself after what had happened between them.  But Ellen Thomas had 

instead told him that Margaret was in the hospital after a suicide attempt. 

She had been discovered by Ellen and by Margaret’s therapist, a woman named 

Joan Tyndale, after Margaret had missed her appointment with Tyndale for the third 

Sunday in a row the evening before.  On the Sunday the day after the second anniversary 

of Grace’s disappearance, the thirteenth, Margaret had called Tyndale in the afternoon to 

cancel their appointment for that day.  The next Sunday, before Thanksgiving, she had 

simply not shown up.  Tyndale had called Margaret at home and left a message, but her 

call had not been returned.  A week later, yesterday, when Margaret had missed her third 

Sunday in a row, again without notice, Joan Tyndale had called again and, again, 

received no response.  She was worried about Margaret Mays, because of her increasing 

depression in the weeks leading up to the anniversary of the disappearance.   
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Tyndale had tried to contact Margaret’s husband, but had been able to locate no 

other contact number than his university office, where she’d left a message.  Tyndale did 

not, at this point, want to contact the police, thinking that perhaps Margaret might simply 

be in the process of ending, after two years, her therapy.  Often her patients would simply 

stop coming like this, without notice; it was a sort of exit strategy to which Joan had 

become accustomed.  She’d had to look back over the notes she’d taken during 

Margaret’s therapy sessions to come up with a name of anyone else who might be able to 

contact Margaret.  It wasn’t until this point that Tyndale had really realized how 

completely friendless Margaret Mays had apparently become.  She’d found the name of a 

woman named Ellen Thomas in her notes, found Thomas’s number in the phone book, 

called her and explained the situation.  Ellen Thomas agreed to meet Joan at Margaret’s 

house. 

Margaret’s Volvo was in the driveway, but the house was dark and quiet.  After 

they had knocked on the door and heard no movement inside, Ellen Thomas retrieved the 

spare key, well hidden on top of a window casing on the back porch, and let them in the 

back door to the kitchen.  They had called out and then searched the house, finding 

Margaret in the cold bathtub, full of red water, in her bathroom upstairs, with relatively 

shallow cuts down the length of each forearm.   

Margaret had seemed unsurprised to wake up in the Psychiatric Unit of the 

hospital, and she had asked to speak with Detective Blackwell.  All of this Blackwell had 

learned from Ellen Thomas over the phone. 

The surge of sadness that had come up in Blackwell’s chest now dropped into his 

stomach, where he could hold it and behave professionally.  Blackwell took two steps 

into the room and stood with his hands clasped patiently in front of him, waiting for 

Margaret to turn back to him.  He looked at her, sitting on the side of the bed, the light 

from the window singling out the stray golden hairs around her head, and waited.  He 

could wait for hours if he had to, standing as silent as a mourner during a long graveside 

service.  There was nowhere else he needed to be today, and might this not be a part of 

his job?  He would witness here whatever Margaret Mays had to show him, would listen 

to whatever she had to say. 

* * * 
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In less than four months, when he turned sixty-five, next March, Jimmy 

Blackwell would retire from the Auburn Police Department.  He had not known that he 

would immediately retire until today, until he stepped into Margaret Mays’s hospital 

room.  He would retire and hand over a number of his open cases, including the missing 

person case for Grace Mays, to Bill Haines, one of two other detectives in the 

department.  Blackwell didn’t much like Haines, who seemed crude and a bully, but 

Blackwell knew that Haines wasn’t unintelligent and that he had too much pride to make 

avoidable mistakes.  Haines would thoroughly review the files, read every transcript, look 

at every photo, check every log, and he would see for himself that everything that could 

be done on behalf of Grace Mays already had been done and would conclude that the girl 

was probably dead.  Haines would call Warren and Margaret Mays to let them know that 

Blackwell had retired and that he, Haines, had taken over their daughter’s case and that, 

from now on, any information or inquiries should be directed to his office.  Let Haines 

deal with them.  More likely, Blackwell’s retirement would mean that, after Haines had 

done his review and made his calls, the file on Grace Mays would never really be 

examined again, and Blackwell doubted that either Warren or Margaret Mays would ever 

meet Haines in person. 

Grace Mays had been missing for two years and sixteen days.  Blackwell had told 

the Mayses, long ago, that a new flier would be distributed each year until the girl was 

found, and he was already two weeks overdue on that promise.  Last year, he’d sent the 

best photo of Grace Mays up to the FBI office in Birmingham to do the work.  Blackwell 

didn’t know whether there was someone in that office that did the digital enhancement of 

the picture or if it was sent along to another office, and the updated portrait that had come 

back had looked reasonable enough, not really much different than the original photo of 

Grace.  This year, he’d sent in the same photograph, and the portrait he’d gotten back, 

Grace as she might appear as a thirteen year old, seemed to have been made by a different 

artist—or technician, or whatever one called the person whose work it was to produce 

these things—and Blackwell didn’t want to have to show it to Margaret Mays.  The new 

portrait sat in an envelope on Blackwell’s desk.  He’d been expecting to receive a call 

about the updated flier from Margaret Mays—and dreading it—every day for the last two 

weeks.   
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That morning, Blackwell had opened the file on Grace and looked at the original 

flier, the one that had been made on the night of Grace’s disappearance, which sat on the 

top of the pile of papers in the file folder, open on his desk.  The word MISSING 

appeared at the top of the page, with Grace’s full name—Grace Alexandra Mays—

beneath it, and the phone number for the City of Auburn Police Department.  Running 

down the left hand side of the page were the vital statistics on the girl and the salient 

details for her search: when and where she had last been seen, what she had been 

wearing.  On the right hand side of the page there were two photos, one above the other.   

In the upper photograph, a school photo that had been intended for Grace’s fifth 

grade yearbook, Grace wore a blue tee shirt and sat before a canvas screen.  This 

photograph had good contrast and, in the black and white of the photocopied flier, 

presented a strong likeness of Grace Mays, though here she looked very different than in 

the second photograph, in which she wore her hair short and was smiling more 

spontaneously.  From this second photograph, one got a much clearer sense of the 

appearance of the child’s face, and she looked older; age was one of the primary 

identifiers for a missing child, more important, for an immediate search, than the color of 

a child’s hair or eyes.  And it was common for predators who abducted children to cut a 

child’s hair and change her clothes within minutes of the abduction.  Age was an 

identifying feature that could not be concealed.  But it would have been easy, that night, 

Blackwell thought, for a stranger to get a glimpse of Grace Mays, perhaps sitting in the 

passenger seat of a car at a filling station, and imagine that the girl inside was older than 

the eleven-year-old who was missing, and this was the false impression he’d hoped to 

avoid by including this second photo, which was the most up-to-date photo the Mayses 

had had of their daughter.  

One difficulty with these fliers was that children had such changeable 

appearances—much more so than adults—that it could be difficult to abstract a useful 

likeness for a stranger’s benefit from even a handful of photographs.  The problem was 

not simply that the children pictured on such fliers were still growing—though, over 

time, that too represented a huge obstacle; an updated flier had been made of Grace Mays 

in November a year ago, suggesting how she might look a year older, though Blackwell 

had no confidence in the updated image, and, of course, the original image of Grace from 
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Halloween of 2003 had also been included on the new flier—but that the features of all 

the children on such fliers had both the uniform stamp and the plasticity of youth.  The 

younger the child, the more difficult it became for a stranger to distinguish it from other 

children of the same age.  Perhaps also, Blackwell thought, it was simply that the range 

of a child’s emotions was too broad and unformed, that their emotional responses had not 

yet undergone the maturation process that imposed demeanors upon the faces of adults, 

so key to distinguishing one person from another.  The second photo of Grace Mays on 

the original flier, in her Halloween attire, might give a stranger some sense of the 

personality that Grace had already begun to refine, while the school portrait above it, 

though it offered a clearer picture of the girl’s features and size, her identifying 

physiognomy, pictured a child almost indistinguishable from a similar girl in any other 

yearbook photo—pretty and smiling, but otherwise generic.   

Blackwell stood in Margaret’s hospital room and thought of the day his own 

daughter, Sarah, had been born, at a hospital less than an hour’s drive away, in 

Columbus, just over the state line.  She had weighed something more than seven pounds, 

a regular-sized newborn, though she had seemed to Blackwell, when he’d had his first 

chance to inspect her closely, dangerously small.  She had been a tiny, dark red thing, 

covered in a fine pelt of lanugo and vernix, her eyes, a liquid black, opening and closing 

slowly as she lay on a cloth on a soft tray beneath a warming lamp, her head moving 

from side to side, crying at first and then, later, yawning and blinking silently.  But 

Blackwell had immediately sensed what he could only call a personality—though he 

knew this wasn’t an adequate word for the quality he sensed—in her involuntary actions, 

the feeble, waving movements of her small arms and legs, her faint chirps and cries.  

Perhaps there wasn’t a word for what Blackwell had experienced, emanating from his 

newborn daughter.  It had surprised him, this powerful selfhood she had immediately 

seemed to exhibit; in fact, it seemed to be the only thing she had, her only clear capacity.  

As he had looked at Sarah in the first hours of her life in the open world, his exhausted 

wife asleep on the hospital bed beside him, he had felt not simply the infant’s assertion of 

her being, but an expression of her individuality, a distinct force. 

Perhaps, Blackwell thought, this sense of his daughter’s individuality, her 

uniqueness, had been merely a projection of his own personality and his own hopes for 
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her.  He, too, had been exhausted from Denise’s long labor and had of course been 

anxious for months about the outcome of the pregnancy.  Perhaps, under duress, he had 

simply imagined that he could detect a personality, or perhaps it was a normal reaction 

for a father, a matter of biology, a natural event in the process of bonding.  In any event, 

Blackwell had felt, already, that there was something characteristic about the infant 

before him, something distinct and coherent—not that as an infant she had mannerisms, 

exactly, that were her own, though this too seemed to be true from the start, but that there 

was a consciousness at work, even in her unconscious movements and cries—that there 

was a trajectory of personality that the child was already following.  And the same had 

been true for Austin, just over six years later, though Blackwell had to admit that, even 

from the beginning, that something had obviously gone wrong with Austin’s 

development.  He had seemed to Blackwell, from the start, to be less distinct, less finely 

formed, than Sarah. 

Though Austin did have a distinctive sort of personality, he had never really 

achieved a uniform appearance.  From one moment to the next, Austin’s face stretched 

and twisted; his eyes widened and narrowed and rolled; he showed his teeth, smiled and 

grimaced and transformed—as if a wind were swirling over the features of his face, as 

changeable as a field of summer grass.  At rare moments, Blackwell could see the clear 

image of the sort of man Austin might have been had he not suffered from such a severe 

developmental disability, usually when he was looking at his son in profile and when 

Austin was asleep.  At other times—when Denise was talking to him, especially—Austin 

seemed to concentrate all of his attention on her, his lips pursed expectantly, so that he 

achieved a stillness of expression that was almost contemplative.  But no photograph of 

Austin had ever communicated the sort of animation of expression that was the most 

distinguishing feature of his appearance.  

Just as no photograph could ever communicate the particular style of animation 

that Blackwell guessed had been most characteristic about Grace Mays.  Blackwell 

looked at the flier and wondered what kind of a person she had been, wondered what kind 

of person Margaret Mays had been before she had been ruined by the loss of her 

daughter.  Blackwell knew that he should have issued an Amber Alert as soon as he’d 

arrived at the Mayses’ house that night; Margaret Mays’ reaction had been enough, he 



 

193 

now believed, to warrant the call, though there had never been any clear evidence that 

Grace had been abducted.  Margaret sat here now, on the edge of her hospital bed, almost 

completely destroyed by what had happened, and Blackwell wondered if there were any 

way he might have prevented it. 

As many as forty percent of the Amber Alerts initiated each year failed to meet 

the necessary criteria, but Blackwell had known, immediately, that the child of the 

woman he’d seen collapse on her front lawn had been abducted.  He should have acted on 

that knowledge, even if he had no evidence for it, should have trusted himself and issued 

the alert, though he had to admit that it probably wouldn’t have made any difference.  But 

an alert did increase the chances that a particular child would be found, and he should 

have issued one, even if it meant that the system, nationwide, was fractionally 

diminished.  She might have been found; Margaret Mays might be home with her now, 

instead of here, alone.  Now Blackwell thought, as he often did when he opened the 

folder that contained the dead information he had compiled about Grace Mays and her 

disappearance, of what might be called the economics of all those missing children, the 

marginal utility of each alert or notice added to the crowded system, the diminishing 

returns of the efforts involved in the ongoing searches, the slackening value of the fate of 

a single missing girl in the yearly holocaust of children.  Blackwell should have issued 

that Amber Alert.  All of those other missing children could surely bear the small 

measure of urgency that attached to one more child added to their number. 

He had spent such a long time—more than two years—looking at a handful of 

photographs of Grace Mays, a girl he’d never met, had spent so much time—even if, in 

the long view, it had been a relatively brief episode in his life—thinking about her, that 

he felt that he had invented her, had created a person in his mind who lived independently 

of the actual girl in the photographs who was almost certainly dead.  But because he 

could not be sure, because he had never found her body, he had to keep thinking of her, 

had to keep pulling the folder from its place in the file drawer and opening it to look at 

the pictures, to review the notes and reports, to shift through the laser-printed digital 

photos of the catalog of people who had been involved in the various searches.  And 

because the girl had never been found, because she was likely never to be found, this 

episode of Blackwell’s life would continue, would begin to cover more and more time, 
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would stretch from two years to five years to ten and, if Blackwell lived that long, 

beyond.  The invented child who lived in his mind—a total stranger—who corresponded 

to the insoluble problem that had been laid before him, here in this folder, would outlive 

his own son, might even outlive this woman who sat before him, her own mother. 

He might, at some point, have closed the folder and put it back in the file drawer 

and, whenever Warren or Margaret Mays called, spoken kindly to them and said nothing 

that would kill their hope.  He might have allowed his own hope—his hope that the girl’s 

body, at least, might be recovered—to die, allowed his responsibility to the memory of 

this one missing child to come to an end.  But to do so would have been to let more die 

than the simple hope that Grace Mays might someday be found, dead or alive.  To close 

the file on Grace Mays, to decide that the case—and the girl—was dead, would have 

meant a surrender to a cynicism—here, at the end of a long career—that would make the 

performance of his job impossible.  To give up on Grace Mays would have meant losing 

faith in himself altogether, because it would have meant that he would have to act out of 

bad faith with Warren and Margaret Mays, and the essence of law, the essence of order, 

to Jimmy Blackwell, was that it was an effort in good faith.  Without faith, the law was 

nothing more or less than an elaborate deception and a racket.  If you couldn’t trust the 

police, Blackwell thought, who could you trust? 

To give up on finding Grace would have changed nothing about his day-to-day 

maintenance of the case, which by now involved almost nothing whatsoever; it would 

simply have allowed him to talk more easily to the Mayses, who expected him to keep 

on, however nominally, with the search for their daughter.  No one would have needed to 

know that the case was over except Blackwell himself, who might have let the girl who 

lived in his mind disappear.  But Blackwell would know.  And now the paradox of his 

situation occurred to him for the first time; the very fact that he doubted that Grace Mays 

could possibly be alive was simply an expression of his continued hope that she might be 

found, because if he had lost this hope, if he had broken faith with the Mayses—even if 

they had lost all hope themselves—he would no longer have struggled with these doubts: 

no longer think of Grace Mays at all, no longer bother opening the file to look at the 

pictures of her and the notes, no longer suffer the burden of knowing that she was almost 

certainly dead.   
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It was his inability to simply shut the folder and forget its contents that made him 

a real cop, even if he wasn’t really a very good detective.  The only thing he’d ever done 

well as a cop, he supposed, was to face the job before him, without turning away.  He 

knew that he wasn’t especially skilled or bright, but he had always thought that the best 

cops were simply the ones who didn’t quit, no matter what was put before them.  And 

now he realized that, even if he tried, he would never be able to exorcise himself of his 

responsibility to this girl, to her family, to her memory.  He would never be able to 

simply walk away from the case.  Even after he had retired and could tell himself that he 

had done his duty, he would continue to carry this little girl with him.  What made him a 

cop was that he would not—could not—forget, could not turn away. 

In the back of his mind a door stood ajar, and beyond this door Grace Mays would 

always be standing, murmuring into the depths of his consciousness, just as somewhere 

in the back of himself there was a door that opened onto a bank of Snake Creek, off the 

Chattahoochee River, and the dead child that lay there wrapped in garbage bags, a door 

that failed to close on the stench and horror of that morning.  And there were other doors, 

several others.  Maybe it would have been better, easier, to have stayed with the Decatur 

police department, a part of the Atlanta metro area, to have inured himself to the evil that 

he had seen there so routinely, so undeniably, to have allowed so many doors to open 

upon his mind that no single one could bother him as did the door that now opened onto 

Grace Mays.  Maybe—certainly—some men—some cops, some detectives—were like 

walking ghost towns, housing the feeble remnants of legions of men and women and 

children, were the caretakers of endless sets of files like the one he had for Grace Mays, 

which now sat in the middle of his desk, like that one and worse, and maybe those cops 

were stronger men than Blackwell, strong enough to tend to these pathetic piles of 

documents and evidence, these piles that represented, finally, what had once been lives.  

Or maybe there was no strength that could withstand a duty like this.  Maybe all the good 

cops were eventually destroyed by the children such as the one who whispered from an 

open doorway in the back in Blackwell’s mind, the little girl whose sleeping scent he 

seemed still to recall from its very own pillow. 

And what of the destruction of Margaret Mays, who recalled more than simply a 

scent on a pillow or the small script written in a diary, more than could be abstracted 



 

196 

from scrutiny of a set of aging photographs?  Margaret had grown thin, her skin worn 

dull, and now the scars of two years of suffering had come to dominate her features—the 

knot of her burned hand, the useless eye hanging in her head like a badge of defeat.  She 

would never be beautiful again. 

* * *  

“It’s called acquired strabismus,” Margaret said.  Her voice was flat and 

emotionless, sedated. 

“What?” 

“My eye.  The doctor said I had a stroke.  My brain was deprived of oxygen.  I 

can’t see out of it anymore.” 

“What can I do, Margaret?” 

“My husband is going to kill somebody.” 

“Kill somebody?” 

“Warren,” Margaret said, finally looking up at Blackwell, giving him again the 

shock of her one-eyed glare.  “Is going to kill somebody.  He told me last week.  What 

day is it?” 

“It’s Monday.  It’s the twenty-eighth.” 

“Friday, I guess, he came to the house.  He told me he’d found out who killed 

Grace.  He said he was going to kill her.  I mean, him.  Kill him.  He’s going to kill the 

man who killed Grace.” 

“Is that why you did this, Margaret?” 

“Not really.” 

“Did he say who it was?  How did he find this out?” 

“He wouldn’t tell me.  I don’t know his name.  He seemed sure.  But who knows.  

He said he spoke to the man and showed him a picture of Grace and this man recognized 

her.  He said he was sure he was one who’d killed her.  He asked me if I thought he 

should kill him.  If I wanted him to do it.” 

“And what did you say?” 

“I told him not to.  I told him to call you.  Did he call you?” 

“No.” 

“He said there was no proof.  But he knows.  He thinks he knows.” 
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“Do you believe him?” 

“I don’t know.  He seemed sure.  I told him about us.  What happened.  That’s 

probably why he didn’t call you.” 

Blackwell felt panic shoot through his gut.  Warren Mays was planning to kill 

someone, and now he had some idea that Blackwell had gotten involved with his wife.  

And he wasn’t wrong.  Blackwell had seen men shot for much less than kissing another 

man’s wife. 

“What did you tell him?” Blackwell asked.  

“I told him I didn’t care anymore.  But I guess I do.  I don’t want Warren to get in 

trouble.  If he gets hurt, there won’t be anything left.”  She was talking about Warren’s 

plan to get revenge, not what she had told Warren about the night Blackwell had come to 

their house. 

“He didn’t tell you this man’s name?” 

“No.” 

“Did he say anything about how he’d found him?”  

“No.” 

“Did he say what he planned to do?” 

“He said he was going to get a gun and shoot him.” 

“Do you believe him?”   

“He asked me if I wanted him to shoot this man.” 

“And you said no?”   

Margaret nodded.   

“And you want me to stop him.”   

She nodded again.  A low, dolorous moan echoed through the hallway and made 

its way into the room.  Margaret tilted her head to listen. 

“She’s been crying like that ever since I got here,” she said.  “I could hear her, 

even when I was asleep.  She’s been sobbing like that.  I wonder what happened to her.”  

Blackwell listened for the moan and heard it again. 

“Does Warren know you’re here, Margaret?” 

“I don’t know.  I guess not.  He would’ve come.  They tried to call him.” 

“Do you want me to find him for you?” 
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“You mean, to stop him.” 

“Do you want me to find him and let him know that you’re here?  In the 

hospital?” 

“I don’t care.  I don’t want to see him.  There’s no point.” 

“He should know.  Your husband should know where you are.  He could help 

you.” 

“No.  He couldn’t.”  She looked small and alone in the white hospital gown, 

which was printed with some kind of pattern, almost completely washed-out and nearly 

invisible against the bleached cotton.   

“I’m sorry, Margaret, for what happened at your house, on Halloween.” 

She looked at him again—her one eye fixed on him in a hard, blazing look, her 

mouth set; it was the most vitality she had yet shown.  “You’re not responsible for this,” 

she said, with a slight movement of her bandaged forearms.  “You had nothing to do with 

this.  There’s nothing for you to be sorry about.”   

“I didn’t mean it that way.” 

“I know what you meant.” 

The woman down the hall moaned again.  If Margaret hadn’t said that the noise 

was made by a woman, Blackwell wouldn’t have known.  He wondered how she knew 

that the crying belonged to a woman.  Margaret turned toward the window, away from 

him.  “She’s stuck that way,” she said.  “Once you start crying like that, there’s no way to 

stop.  She won’t ever leave here again.” 

“What about you?” Blackwell asked. 

“What about me?”  Margaret whispered.  She had spoken so faintly that 

Blackwell could barely hear her. 

“When are they going to let you leave?” 

“They’re not going to.  You can’t stop what I’m doing either.” 

* * *  

 Blackwell had collected Margaret’s keys from the girl at the nurse’s station in the 

Psychiatric Unit; he had shown her his badge, and no one had asked him for any evidence 

of permission from Margaret Mays.  The nurse had handed over Margaret’s belongings, 

without question, in a cardboard box: her purse and a clean set of clothes and shoes, 
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gathered, no doubt, by Ellen Thomas before she followed the ambulance to the hospital.  

Blackwell found the keys and Margaret’s cell phone in the purse and put them both in his 

pocket and walked out to his car in the parking lot.  In his car, he checked the list of 

recently dialed phone numbers on Margaret’s phone.  It appeared that she had made no 

calls with her cell phone in weeks and had received only a few in that time, which were 

listed as “missed calls”—from a number that probably belonged to Joan Tyndale and a 

number that started with another area code, perhaps belonging to Margaret’s sister, in 

Virginia. 

 Blackwell went first to the house Warren was renting on Dumas Drive, but 

Warren’s Honda was not parked out front and the house was empty.  Blackwell walked 

around looking in each of the windows.  The house was depressingly bare—a mattress on 

the floor in an empty room, the walls blank, the mismatched furniture standing alone in 

the cold rooms—and reminded Blackwell of a crack house.  Next Blackwell drove to 

campus and went to the Haley Center and took the elevator up to the history department 

on the seventh floor.  Professor Mays’s office door was locked, and the receptionist in the 

main office of the department told Blackwell that she couldn’t remember the last time 

she’d seen Professor Mays.  She checked Mays’s office hours and said that he was 

scheduled to be in now.  Maybe he was sick, she said, and offered Blackwell a home 

phone number, though the number she had was for the house on Carroll Street.  On his 

way across the rain-washed concourse back to his car, Blackwell used Margaret’s phone 

to call the number listed for Warren but got only a voice mail message. 

 Blackwell drove through the rain to Carroll Street, parked in front of the Mays’s 

house and walked up the steps to the porch.  The yard was littered with leaves and pine 

needles, and Blackwell noticed that the house, though well-kept, bore an unmistakable air 

of abandon.  Blackwell imagined what would happen if the house sat empty—how long 

would Margaret Mays stay confined in her bare white room in the hospital?  

Neighborhood children would note the silence, the yard growing wild, the darkened 

windows.  How long would it take before a rock was thrown through an upstairs 

window? before kids broke into the house and began to use the place as their own, 

defacing the furniture and spoiling things?  Blackwell let himself in the front door and 

stood in the hall, listening. 
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 In the study, to the left of the front hall, Warren Mays’s desk stood facing the 

front windows, piled with various papers, magazines and unopened mail.  One shelf 

behind the desk held more than a dozen copies of the same book.  Blackwell pulled a 

copy off the shelf: A Place of Honor: Photography and Nationalism in Nineteenth 

Century America, by Warren J. Mays.  He opened the book and let the pages turn under 

his thumb and saw that there were a number of photographic illustrations—in one 

chapter, black and white pictures of Civil War soldiers posing in their uniforms, in 

another, formal portraits of families, in a third, landscapes of the open spaces of the 

American west.  Blackwell closed the book and looked at the back cover, but there was 

no photograph of Warren, either on the back or on the inside folds of the dust jacket.  

Blackwell wondered what it might feel like to write a book, and he wondered how many 

people had read this one and if it had meant anything to them.  Blackwell set the book 

down on top of the papers in the center of Warren’s desk.  There was a covering of fine 

dust on everything, and Blackwell knew that he wouldn’t find anything in this room or 

anywhere else in the house that might help him locate Warren or identify the man Warren 

believed had killed his daughter.  But he walked back toward the rear of the house and 

into the kitchen. 

 In the center of the kitchen floor sat the table, its polished surface shining under 

the lamp that hung from ceiling, the six chairs pushed neatly beneath it.  The kitchen was 

clean, with no dishes in the sink.  Blackwell opened the refrigerator and saw that it, too, 

had been almost completely emptied.  Margaret Mays had evidently busied herself before 

her suicide attempt with leaving as little work as possible for whoever would come to 

clean up after her.  She had meant to succeed.  On the counter beneath the telephone 

mounted to the wall beside the kitchen door, Blackwell saw the spiral notebook that 

contained the call log Margaret had been keeping since Grace had disappeared.  He 

flipped open the notebook and turned the pages, each page covered with dates, names 

and, for some of the entries, a small notation concerning the reason for the call.  The 

notebook was almost completely filled, after two years, and on the last page, the most 

recent entry was a notation for Joan Tyndale’s call on Sunday, the twentieth, eight days 

earlier.  The entry listed that the call had come to the cell phone, followed by a note that 

said, “Message—missed appointment.”  The entry before that was from almost a week 
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earlier, the fourteenth of November; Katherine—Margaret’s sister—had called.  

“Checking up,” the notation read.  Other than these two entries, no one had called 

Margaret—not, at least, on her home phone—for two weeks.  Blackwell flipped back 

through the notebook, without really registering anything but the various shades and 

densities of ink on the pages, and wondered whether it might really have been a good 

thing to ask a woman whose only daughter had disappeared to keep such a record, which 

now showed only too plainly how disconnected and friendless Margaret Mays had 

become.  

 It was a sad thing.  Margaret had dutifully recorded every call for the last two 

years, even the calls from her sister and, Blackwell noticed, the infrequent calls from her 

husband, after he had moved out of the house, as if the record might have some inherent 

value beyond the purpose for which it was originally intended—to form a chain of 

evidence, should one be needed, if it was discovered that Grace Mays had been abducted, 

as was not infrequently the case, by someone with whom the Mayses had some kind of 

contact.  Even if Margaret Mays had somehow suspected her husband might have been 

involved in the disappearance of their daughter, which Blackwell thought was highly 

unlikely, there was no possible reason for her to have suspected her own sister, in 

Virginia at the time Grace had disappeared.  And yet here was her sister’s name, written 

in the notebook among all the others.  She’d only followed the instructions Blackwell had 

given her.  He imagined Margaret Mays, making her notes in this spiral notebook with a 

ballpoint pen in her shriveled hand; the house was so silent, so empty, and if Margaret 

ever returned, she would not be the same woman who had answered these calls. 

 Upstairs, Blackwell stood in the doorway of Margaret’s bedroom.  The bed was 

made, and in the half-light coming through the window, Blackwell’s attention was drawn 

to a framed photograph of Grace Mays on top of the dresser across the room.  Blackwell 

had seen the picture before and had even given it a brief examination, but now he realized 

that he had never really looked at it, that the picture was difficult to see.  It was a 

memorial, less a picture of a little girl than an object in which an image was trapped.  

Blackwell stepped into the room to look at it.  Grace Mays, in this picture, was three or, 

perhaps, four years old, dark-eyed and soft and smiling, her face framed by curtains of 

hair and chains around which her small hands were wrapped—she was on a swing at a 
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playground.  Blackwell turned to the right, toward the bathroom, where rainy, gray light 

came through a curtained window.  As he stepped forward he saw that the bathroom floor 

was littered with scraps of paper, the casings of bandages opened by the paramedics.  The 

bathtub, in dark shadow, held a dark ring, which Blackwell realized would be blood, but 

he didn’t turn on the light.  At his feet, he noticed stains and dark footprints on the carpet 

left by the wet shoes of the EMTs. 

Blackwell turned to leave the house, but in the upstairs hall he turned again 

toward Grace’s bedroom.  The room was the same as when he’d seen it a month before, 

though now, in the small light of the overcast day, the room seemed utterly empty, 

without the ghostly presence he’d imagined that night in the darkness.  The colors in the 

room, the green walls and the dolls and the spines of picture books on the shelves, the 

bedspread and the pillows, the lampshades, were muted, like something seen through a 

glass at a museum.  Blackwell stepped into the room and sat down on the bed, as he had 

done the night Grace Mays had first disappeared, and again, he lay down on his side and 

looked out of the window, streaked now with rain.  He shivered and turned his head into 

the pillow, but the pillowcase no longer held the scent of a little girl’s hair; now it 

smelled only like dust and damp ticking.  Blackwell pulled his legs up so that they 

wouldn’t hang off the bed and closed his eyes and listened to the wind gusting against the 

side of the house and remembered the exhaustion he had felt the night he’d first come to 

this room, the weight of hopelessness and the almost unendurable responsibility for all 

the futile effort that was to follow.  Margaret Mays might never return to this house, 

might never look at this bed again.  Lying in his jacket with his hands tucked between his 

bent knees, Blackwell felt as though he were lying on a cot at an unused summer camp, 

some remote place that had stood empty too long. 

 Blackwell’s stomach gurgled.  He could get into his car and drive home and have 

lunch with Denise and Austin.  They’d be glad to see him.  Now, he imagined, they were 

sitting side by side at the kitchen table, Denise feeding Austin his lunch, her chair pulled 

up beside his wheelchair at the table, Austin in his bib leaning forward against the brace 

that kept him secured in an upright position, his mouth open to receive the forkfuls of 

food Denise lifted to him.   
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Blackwell felt himself dozing.  Austin would look up and smile as his father 

entered the room, make a noise of greeting, then return his attention to the fork in 

Denise’s hand.  She would put the fork in his mouth and his mouth, open and dark, would 

close on it.  Blackwell imagined leaning forward and kissing the top of his son’s head, 

inhaling the fusty, cornsilk aroma of his hair.  Austin drew his head back to press against 

the kiss and made a choking noise and began to cough so that Denise had to give him a 

few hard pats on the back, but the boy wouldn’t stop coughing.  From Austin’s chest 

came a gurgling noise with a deep, rattling timber, as if something large had come loose 

inside him.  Blood began to spill from Austin’s mouth as Blackwell himself pounded him 

on the back, pounded him hard enough to break his fragile ribs.  He heard the bones 

breaking, and blood began to spill from Austin’s open mouth and spread in a pool over 

the table, finding its way around the plates and glasses, seeping into the canvas 

placemats.  The boy’s eyes were wide with terror, not understanding what was 

happening, as his life drained out of his mouth in a dark, horrid stream.   Blackwell had 

fallen asleep, and now he woke with a start. 

 He had the momentary impulse to rush home, to assure himself that Austin was 

okay, but he’d only been dreaming.  The light in the room had grown faint, but Blackwell 

could see the dark outlines of every object around him.  It was impossible to tell what 

time of day it was, morning or evening.  A few minutes passed before he understood 

where he was and why he’d come here.  He felt cold and had no idea how long he had 

been asleep, but he didn’t move.  Blackwell didn’t want to track down Warren Mays or 

tell him that his wife was in the hospital with a blown-out eye, her beauty destroyed, 

didn’t want to have to be the one to stop him from exacting his revenge on whoever it 

was he believed was responsible for the disappearance of his daughter.  Blackwell didn’t 

want to have to be a cop anymore.  He could lie here with his eyes closed until he fell 

asleep again, and no one would think to look for him here.  When his phone rang, he 

could ignore it.  He could turn his phone off. 

 But then he thought that Warren, who, if Margaret could be believed—and she’d 

seemed lucid enough to Blackwell, might at this moment be holding a loaded gun to the 

head of some poor man who’d gotten mixed up in the train wreck of Warren’s life.  But 

Blackwell doubted that Warren Mays would be able to kill anyone.  The last time 



 

204 

Blackwell had seen Warren Mays had been the same Monday night he’d last come to this 

house.  He’d seen Warren through the plate glass windows of the Lutheran Annex on 

Sanford Avenue, sitting in an AA meeting. 

 And Blackwell realized that this was how Warren imagined he’d found his 

daughter’s killer.  Blackwell understood exactly what had happened.  Part of being in 

Alcoholics Anonymous was making a confession, followed by amends, and all of it was 

supposed to be confidential, one alcoholic to another.   

Warren had found out something about one of the alcoholics, somehow, in the 

meetings, and what he’d found out had made him believe he’d located the person 

responsible for his daughter’s death.  It was Monday night, and that’s where he’d find 

Warren.  Blackwell looked at his watch.  It was later than he’d thought, almost six 

o’clock.  He could go back to Warren’s house and perhaps find him there.  He’d try that.  

But he was pretty sure he’d be able to find Warren at the meeting tonight at eight.  There 

was probably no urgency.  He had time to go home for dinner, look in on Austin and 

Denise.  If anybody had been shot in the city limits today, Blackwell would’ve gotten a 

call about it. 
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Ten 

  

That morning, instead of walking to the Haley Center on campus to teach his two 

sections of Western Civilization, Warren Mays had gotten into his car and driven across 

town, with no clear destination in mind, until he’d come to the intersection of College 

Street and Highway 280, where he’d taken a left onto the highway and started driving 

north, away from Auburn.  Two hours later, he picked up I-65 in Birmingham and headed 

north toward Nashville.  This was the route he’d always taken when he and Margaret and 

Grace had gone to Virginia to visit Grace’s grandparents and Margaret’s sister and her 

family.  He couldn’t recall the last time he’d made the trip by car, possibly not since 

Grace had been with them, perhaps not since Margaret’s mother’s funeral, in 2001.  

Could it have been that long?  There’d never been a reason to risk going back empty-

handed, without their daughter.  North of Birmingham, the drive was no longer known, 

exactly, but the landscape and the landmarks were familiar, the rolling, rain-washed hills 

and the gray barns and farmhouses visible from the road, the lighted signs towering 

bright against the dim winter sky at the exits, everything remembered the moment it came 

into view. 

Warren tried not to think about what he was doing.  He had been sleepless, it 

seemed, for days, and every place in Auburn had begun to feel hazardous to him.  He had 

felt trapped in his house on Dumas Drive, starting awake at the sound of car doors 

slammed shut, when his neighbors pulled into the lane.  From the moment he had decided 

that he was going to kill John Webb, it had begun to seem impossible that his intention 

was not known.  He had left the photograph of Grace on the table in Webb’s apartment, 

had left Grace’s shoes, had overturned everything in the apartment as Webb lay 

unconscious on his couch, looking for some evidence, some proof, linking Webb to his 

daughter that he’d known, even as he’d gone through Webb’s worthless, shabby 

possessions, he wasn’t going to find.  And he had left the place in that state of disrepair, 

Webb still unconscious on the couch.  From the moment he’d walked out of the 

apartment and the door locked behind him, he’d realized there was no going back.  He 



 

206 

couldn’t recover the items he’d left or clean up after himself, couldn’t undo what had 

been done.   

As oblivious as the drunken Webb had seemed, Warren had seen the fearful look 

of recognition in his eyes when he’d handed him the photograph of Grace, when he’d 

shown him the pair of shoes.  He was certain that this was the man who had killed his 

daughter, though he couldn’t figure out exactly why or how.  Webb seemed unsure 

himself, and the puzzle of it bothered Warren.  Webb did not seem wrong, or troubled, in 

any way that Warren had expected, didn’t seem like the kind of young man who would 

intentionally do grave harm.  But he was guilty.  Warren felt sure of that.  And Warren 

knew he’d underestimated Webb, who would have woken, sober, in the light of day, and 

remembered Warren having been in his apartment; it would not be hard to remember.  

And Webb would know that Warren suspected him.  And it would be obvious, too, 

Warren thought, that he planned to kill Webb, and he feared now that Webb would act 

first.   

The notion that his own rage might go unreciprocated was inconceivable to 

Warren; nothing as large had ever moved inside of him before, and he’d been unmanned 

by the sudden, momentous focus of the thing that had been hardening and sharpening 

within him over the two years he’d spent wandering the streets of Auburn, which had 

finally yielded to him, from the indistinct mass of blank-faced neighbors, a target, an 

object for all the aimless malice shuttling inside him.  Warren felt certain that his desire 

to kill Webb had made them enemies.  Warren had even had to resist, several times, as 

the day had worn on, the shocking notion—almost a certainty—that Webb was actually 

following him on the interstate. 

Warren had made a few stops, for food and gas, and each time—waiting beside 

his car at a gas pump as strange travelers moved around him, standing at the urinal in a 

chilly gas-station bathroom listening to the gurgle of plumbing and the low drone of 

traffic on the wet interstate outside, sitting in a booth at a truck stop in the afternoon, 

watching through the restaurant window the cars and trucks shooting past in the rain on 

the access road—he’d considered turning around and returning to Auburn.  He’d felt 

vulnerable, hadn’t been able to meet the eyes of the strangers he’d encountered, feeling 

that everyone could detect on his person a threadbare desperation.  He’d had the feeling 
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that, the farther he got from Auburn, the more difficult it might be to find his way back, 

and at some point he’d become completely lost and the life he’d left would strain and 

then unravel in his consciousness, becoming suddenly insignificant and as indistinct as a 

dream, everything he had once cared for passing out of his memory.  

* * *  

After midnight, the interstate had cleared, and Warren had crossed over into 

Virginia, driving for long, somnolent stretches into empty blackness.  At some of the 

exits, the trailer trucks were parked in lines along the off ramps with their engines 

running, ablaze with orange parking lights.  Occasionally, Warren would see the red 

taillights of a truck in the distance and follow it for miles until he finally overtook it and 

passed, and then there would be a long stretch as the yellow headlights grew smaller in 

his rearview mirror and finally disappeared.   

Shortly after one in the morning, Warren rapidly approached a car ahead of him 

that he realized, too late, was traveling too slowly and positioned slightly across the 

center-line, as if the driver might have dozed off.  Warren moved into the left lane to 

pass, and as he approached the car and came up nearly alongside, it began to drift over, 

crowding Warren’s Honda.  Warren jerked his steering wheel and his car took a dip into 

the breakdown lane, his wheels rumbling on the rutted shoulder.  He braked hard and 

pressed his hand to the steering wheel to sound his horn, a continuous whine.  

The other car, as if responding to the sound, shuddered and turned sharply to the 

right, away from Warren’s Honda, then flipped, abruptly, onto its top.  Its windows burst 

in a shower of glass that sparkled momentarily in the edge of Warren’s headlights as his 

own car swerved back into the road and began to slide on the ice.  Warren skidded past 

the overturned vehicle, which had begun to slide into the embankment, and he registered 

out of the corner of his eye the red shining of the overturned vehicle’s brake lights and 

the shadowbox illumination of the yellow interior light making silhouettes of the litter 

that scattered like blown leaves from the frame of the rear window.  Warren passed the 

wrecked car, swerving sharply as he moved his steering wheel back and forth against the 

uncontrolled movement of his car and stepped on the brake pedal.  His car skidded from 

one side of the road to the other three times, the wheels digging into both shoulders, 
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before he regained control and was able to pull over in the breakdown lane on the right 

side of the highway.   

As he had wrestled with the steering wheel, Warren’s arm had struck the lever 

that controlled the windshield wipers, which now scraped back and forth before him.  He 

turned the wipers off, his hand shaking with unspent energy, and looked in his rearview 

mirror, where the light emanating from the wrecked car was visible beyond the red glow 

of his own brake lights.  He was unharmed; he had the impulse to pull out onto the 

interstate and speed away.  He waited a moment, then turned on his hazard lights and got 

out of his car and jogged back toward the wreck in the freezing night air.  The shoulder of 

the roadway was covered with a layer of frost that crunched lightly under his feet, and 

Warren, wearing the blazer he usually wore to school, was hit hard by the cold wind in 

his face.  He buttoned the blazer and raised his collar and moved toward the wreck, more 

than a hundred feet down the road.  He ought to have reversed in his car to the other 

vehicle, but now it seemed wrong to go back. 

As Warren approached the overturned vehicle, he slowed down, thinking for a 

moment about what he might find.  The asphalt was covered with shattered cubes of glass 

that sparkled in the light shining from beneath the wreckage.  The road was silent except 

for the sound of the wind and the hot metal of the engine ticking in the cold air and the 

wheels, pointing upward, which made a faint whizzing noise as they spun against the air.  

Warren couldn’t recognize the make of the car, an older model Buick sedan, maybe, or a 

Chevrolet, its top crushed down and all the windows shattered, steam issuing from the 

exposed underside of the vehicle into the freezing air.  He placed his hand on the door 

panel and lowered himself carefully to his knees and hands, the gravel and glass pressing 

through the knees of his khaki pants and into the palms of his hands.  He lowered his 

head to the ground to see into the car. 

A heavy-set young woman was upside-down in the driver’s seat before him, her 

head resting sideways, on her ear, between her arms, which were both thrown before her, 

palms up, against the roof of the car that lay flat against the pavement.  There was no 

blood that Warren could see.  She looked, with her head bent at an almost acute angle, as 

though her neck might be broken, and it was difficult to see her face, because the interior 

light was directly behind her head, which rested in the shadow between her arms.  
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Warren shifted around to see if there might be anyone else in the car, but it was otherwise 

empty.  The interior light shined on the woman’s back, in a dark green sweater, and on a 

few lengths of her brown hair caught between her shoulders and the roof of the car 

against which her shoulders were pressed.  Warren crawled farther into the car to try to 

get a better look at the woman’s face, and when he got close in and used his hand to 

block the dim interior light that deepened the shadow around her features, he was able to 

see a thick, dark foam beginning to bubble out of the corner of her mouth, his own breath 

condensing into mist that briefly wreathed her shadowed face.  Warren turned his head to 

try to catch a sound of the woman’s breathing but could hear nothing but a faint hissing 

noise, coming from above, perhaps air leaking from a punctured tire.  The odor of 

gasoline was sharp enough in the car that he wondered if there were any danger of an 

explosion.  He was now lying prone on the cold asphalt, his upper body almost entirely in 

the interior of the overturned car, which retained some warmth, and could feel the sharp 

edge of the crushed doorframe scratching his stomach through his shirt. 

He decided to try to get the woman out of the wreck and had turned over, almost 

onto his side, in order to reach up into the car and pull her body free of the seatbelt, in 

which she seemed to be caught, when a sweep of light from a passing vehicle flushed the 

interior of the car.  For a moment, over the arms of the unconscious woman, Warren saw, 

beyond the shattered passenger-side window, what was unmistakably a child’s hand.  The 

light passed away from the wreck and, a moment later, the vehicle that had cast it roared 

past on the road.  Warren wondered if anyone would stop and realized that he ought to 

call 911 immediately.  He’d left his cell phone in the car.  He crawled backwards, 

extracting his upper body from the wreck.  He stood up, the cold wind taking the breath 

out of him, and rushed around the rear of the wreck to the passenger side.  

A small girl, six or seven years old, lay face down on the asphalt in a spray of 

smashed glass, moving, almost spastically, as if she were reflexively trying to crawl away 

from the accident.  For a startling, dream-like instant, Warren imagined he’d found 

Grace, but the impression immediately passed.  This was a much younger girl.  Her chin 

was lifted off the pavement and her head wobbled slightly as she moved her arms and 

legs, making no noise except for a slight panting, and Warren saw immediately that both 

her legs had been broken below the knees, perhaps above the knees as well.  She had the 
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appearance of an infant struggling to crawl.  The pant legs of her blue jeans both bulged 

slightly where, Warren knew, the broken ends of her shin bones must be pressing against 

the denim and might have punctured the skin.  The inside edges of her splayed sneakers 

moved uselessly with the shifting of her legs, unable to get traction.   

Warren dropped to his knees and carefully turned the girl over.  He could see no 

blood except for some small, oozing abrasions on her forehead and nose and chin and, 

when he inspected her further, on the palms of her hands, all of these injuries sustained, 

possibly, after the wreck had occurred, as the girl had pulled herself out of the overturned 

vehicle.  Now he drew the girl toward him, onto his lap as he knelt on the asphalt, and he 

could feel her thin torso expanding and contracting with rapid, shallow breaths.  He tilted 

the girl’s face toward the faint light emanating from the interior of the wrecked car and 

saw that her eyes and mouth were wide open, that she was in shock. 

Warren didn’t know what to do.  It seemed as though he sat looking into the face 

of the injured child for a long time, though it was probably no more than a few seconds 

before he began to act.  He ran his hands through the child’s dark hair, woven with 

particles of glass, feeling her scalp with his fingers.  He turned her head from side to side 

and ran his fingers along her arms and, carefully, along her legs, feeling the broken bones 

and making the girl whimper unconsciously.  He pulled her up against the center of his 

chest and leaned back to remove his jacket without allowing the girl to fall aside onto the 

pavement, then wrapped the jacket around her.  He was freezing cold now, in only his 

shirt and undershirt.  The girl’s mouth was opening and closing, as if she were 

whispering something, but no sound came from her.  Her eyes moved from side to side, 

cutting across his face, failing to focus on him.  Warren stood, holding the girl.  He would 

take her to his car and put her into the back seat and use his cell phone to call 911, then 

he would come back for the woman. 

A light cut across the road, illuminating the girl’s face, and Warren turned to face 

the headlights of a vehicle coming toward him.  As the vehicle approached, it slowed and 

pulled over to the shoulder directly in front of him, brightly illuminating the wreck at his 

back.  Warren raised his right hand, the little girl cradled in his arm, to protect his eyes 

from the glare.  It was a pickup truck.  The driver’s side door opened and a man got out 

and trotted toward him. 
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“Are you alright?” he called.  He was a heavy man in jeans and a flannel shirt, a 

thick, padded vest and a ball cap.  

“It’s not me,” Warren said.  Warren indicated his own car, up the road, with a nod 

of his head.  “There’s a woman in there.  Do you have a phone?  We need to call 911.” 

“I already did it,” he said, now passing Warren and moving toward the wrecked 

car.  “They’re on the way.”  Warren watched the man approach the car and get down, as 

Warren had done, on his hands and knees.  Warren heard the man shouting, trying to 

rouse the woman, saw him get down on his belly and shimmy into the wreckage. 

Warren stood on the side of the interstate, shivering, holding the little girl, 

wrapped in his jacket, tightly to his chest.  He was very cold, but he felt now that he 

could not put the girl down.  Nor could he take her to his own car, its flashing hazard 

lights seeming very far away.  She was heavy; Warren was no longer accustomed to 

holding children, the dead weight of a limp child.  It occurred to him to put the girl into 

the stranger’s truck, but he didn’t move to do that.  Warren turned his back toward the 

wind and closed his eyes, exhausted.  

 He wished he were at home, warm in his own bed.  And for an extraordinary 

moment, Warren had forgotten that Grace was gone and that he no longer lived with her 

and Margaret in the house on Carroll Street.  If he were there now, he thought, he could 

walk up the darkened stairs and down the hallway to his bedroom, take off his clothes 

and let them fall to the floor at his feet, slip under the bedspread and blankets and find 

Margaret asleep and warm, murmuring as he moved his pillow closer to hers, as he slid 

across the bed to lie pressed against her body, as he put his arm around her and pressed 

his mouth to her hair and breathed in the aroma of her sleep.  And Grace asleep in her bed 

down the hall.   

A gust of wind from across the expanse of empty highway at his back gave 

Warren a push so that he had to take a step forward with the load of the little girl on his 

arms, and he realized his mistake—that there was no home for him to return to, nothing 

back there but loss—with a sudden, plunging feeling, as if all he’d wished for had only in 

this very moment been snatched away, leaving him now more bereft than all that had 

been taken and squandered might have made him—because added to that initial grief, in 

a moment, was also the compounded emptiness of the last two years, in which his life had 
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dwindled to a bare room with a mattress and nothing, and the bleak prospect of the empty 

years ahead. 

The girl was heavy, and Warren was shivering uncontrollably now, his fingers 

and ears and feet grown numb.  He didn’t know how long he’d waited here, how long 

he’d been lost in his exhausted reverie.  He felt as if he’d been asleep on his feet, 

dutifully holding up the child.  The wind had made his eyes run and his eyelashes stick 

together, and now the scene of the overturned vehicle, to his left, lit by the headlights of 

the Samaritan’s pickup truck, was broken with muted dazzling, a few flakes of snow 

whirling in the beam of light between.  The man from the pickup truck had turned 

himself over on the ground, his torso hidden in the wreck and his boots pointing up; it 

looked almost comical, as though the car had fallen on top of him.  Back down the 

interstate, the oncoming lanes were dark and empty.  Warren stamped his feet and looked 

down at the little girl, tilting her face toward the pickup’s headlights for a better look.  

Her eyes were closed now, her lips slightly parted.  She seemed to be asleep, but there 

might be internal bleeding, or something of the kind, Warren thought.  He put his ear to 

the girl’s mouth, but he could hear nothing, could feel, with the wind gusting around him, 

no warmth against his cheek.  Had Grace looked like this when she had died?  Might her 

death have been an accident, like this?  Had someone held her, like this?  Had it been 

Webb?  Warren walked with the girl to the pickup truck, to the leeward, passenger side, 

away from the road, and stooped in the darkness and leaned with his back against the 

fender, relatively warm from the radiating heat of the engine.  

Warren bounced the little girl in his arms, the way he had often bounced Grace 

when she had been small and was crying, in order to console her, but he wanted now to 

wake the girl, to assure himself that she was still alive.  He pressed his hand flat against 

her chest, but his hand was too cold and numb to feel a heartbeat, if there were one to be 

felt.  In front of him, his eyes having adjusted to the darkness at the edge of the beam of 

the headlights, there was nothing but the graded shoulder of the interstate, a hill of dead 

winter grass going up into a line of pine trees.   

Now Warren saw a red light flash against the trees, and he stood and looked over 

the bed of the pickup truck down the highway.  In the distance, the red and blue flashing 

lights of a police car approached.  Warren sank back down behind the truck, out of the 
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wind, and pulled the girl tightly against his chest, pulled her head to his mouth and felt 

her hair against his lips, felt the grains of glass as he moved his lips against the top of her 

head.  He felt himself murmuring something to her, perhaps a prayer of some kind, that 

she would be okay, that she would live.  Perhaps he called her Grace.  He had not held 

another child since his daughter. 

 The first emergency vehicle to arrive at the accident belonged to a lone state 

trooper, and shortly after that, an ambulance arrived, its siren screaming in the night as it 

approached.  Warren handed over the child, still wearing his blazer, to a young EMT and 

then stood dumbly at the side of the road as people moved into action around him and 

more police vehicles arrived.   

The entire scene was enclosed in the flashing red and blue lights of the police cars 

and the ambulance, with occasional vehicles passing on the open left lane of the interstate 

at a crawl.  All of this seemed very familiar to Warren.  It was the same sort of scene he’d 

witnessed in front of his own house the night Grace had disappeared.   

Warren became aware of the impression, on the part of the state trooper who had 

been the first to arrive, that he, like the man in the pickup truck, had simply happened 

along after the woman’s car had spun out of control, and Warren said nothing to 

discourage this idea.  He was not trying in any very conscious way to deceive, but he was 

tired and cold and simply said nothing and stood apart, watching, shivering and hugging 

himself.  His Honda was undamaged and parked a good distance up the road, its hazard 

lights flashing, and he recognized that there was no reason to suspect he had been 

involved in the accident.  He intended to say something, but instead he stood watching 

the efforts of the state troopers and EMTs.  The man in the pickup truck had elected 

himself a kind of spokesman, and Warren saw the man point at himself, heard him tell 

one of the officers that he, Warren, had been the first to stop.  It sounded as though the 

man in the pickup had seen Warren pull over.  Again, Warren said nothing to contradict 

the impression the Samaritan had given, and when the trooper turned to him and said, 

“Sir, did you see this happen?” Warren did not immediately speak. 

He stood in his shirtsleeves in the freezing night, his arms drawn up and folded at 

his chest, and looked at the trooper as if he had not heard him or as if he were dazed, 
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trying to think how best to answer the questions, and his head jerked once to the side, 

almost involuntarily, as if because of the cold.   

“I’ll need to get your name, sir,” the trooper said. 

Warren tried, at this point, to open his mouth, to push a sound from his chest, to 

answer the trooper’s question truthfully, but still he said nothing, the words trapped in 

him as if he suffered from a vocal defect, a paralyzing stammer.  The freezing wind 

pressed against him, keeping his mouth closed, as if his lips were frozen together, and he 

had no warmth inside him with which to force out the truth.  Warren reached into his 

back pocket and gave the trooper his wallet and stood as the trooper opened it and 

inspected his license, wrote down Warren’s name and license number on a small notepad 

before handing the wallet back.   

The little girl was strapped to a gurney and placed in the ambulance, which did 

not immediately leave but stayed for the girl’s mother, still trapped in the car, and Warren 

took this as a sign that the girl, at least, was going to be alright.  When the police had 

succeeded in dragging the heavy-set woman from the overturned car and the EMTs had 

braced her neck and loaded her onto a second gurney, Warren wandered between the rear 

of the wrecked vehicle and the ambulance, which was stopped in the right lane of the 

interstate, and began walking toward his car, still hugging himself.   

No one made a move to stop him, and if they had, he might have said, at this 

point, that he was only going back to his car to see if he didn’t have something warmer to 

put on; this idea occurred to him.  He half expected to hear a voice shouting at him, 

“Excuse me!  Sir!” to call him back to answer more questions.  But soon the voices of the 

men around the wreck had receded behind him and he could hear above the wind and the 

low hum of the running engines only the sound of his own shoes crunching on the frost 

and gravel. 

 Warren was halfway to his car when a siren squalled, and he covered his ears and 

turned around in time to see the ambulance pulling onto the road.  In a few seconds more, 

the ambulance had passed him and moved off down the interstate, its siren growing 

fainter until the flashing red lights disappeared over a rise in the road, leaving only a 

glow on the trees which disappeared immediately after.  Warren arrived at his car and 

opened the door and got in.  He turned the ignition on and switched the heater to high.  
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He could never remember feeling as cold or tired in his life.  He waited, shivering, 

rubbing his stiff hands together in the tepid stream of air blowing from the dashboard 

vent and checking his rearview mirror.  The hazard lights of Warren’s Honda were still 

blinking, accompanied by a rhythmic clicking over the hum of the engine and the airy 

gush of the heater.  Soon enough, Warren saw in his rearview mirror a pair of headlights 

break away from the flashing lights of the massed cars and enter the road.  It was the 

pickup truck driven by the Samaritan who’d stopped and called 911.  He drove slowly 

past Warren, coming almost to a stop when he came alongside Warren’s car.  Warren 

started to roll down his window, but he looked up and saw that the man was only waving.  

Warren waved back, and the man drove on, gathering speed, disappearing. 

 Warren put his car in gear and moved slowly into the road.  When he topped the 

hill that finally blocked the lights of the emergency vehicles in his rearview mirror, he 

saw a sign indicating that the next exit was for a town called Natural Bridge, a few miles 

farther.  Warren, back in the lonely darkness of the empty interstate and momentarily out 

of view of the police vehicles, pressed the gas and sped to the next exit, where he turned 

off the interstate.   

He paused at the stop sign at the end of the off-ramp and considered turning 

around and going back to the scene of the accident, telling them that he had seen the 

wreck, that he may have been the cause of it.  He wasn’t entirely sure that there hadn’t 

been a brief, glancing collision.  The state troopers would still be there, if only to clear 

the wrecked car out of the road.  It had been an accident, and nothing Warren might do 

now could help the woman or the girl in any way.  But he felt responsible.  Warren was 

exhausted, so tired that he felt he might not be able to speak coherently to the state 

troopers if he did return.  And he would be carefully questioned, then.  And what would 

he say?  Warren made a decision and took a right turn and began winding down a road 

through rocky country dense with trees, until he came to the small community of Natural 

Bridge. 

It appeared to be a minor tourist trap.  Small billboards which gave the impression 

of having been erected in an earlier era of interstate travel announced the Natural Bridge 

Caverns, a Wax Museum and Factory Tour, and something called “Foamhenge,” which 

appeared to be a replica of Stonehenge made of Styrofoam.  As Warren came around a 
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curve in the narrow road, his view opened up onto the small downtown in a bowl in the 

hills, and to his left, there was a large, well lighted brick building of three stories with a 

neo-classical, white-columned portico, set back from the road on the hillside.  A lighted 

sign indicated that this was the Natural Bridge Hotel.  Warren pulled into the almost 

empty lot and parked across from the entrance and got out of his car.  As cold as he was, 

he paused to look at his front bumper and the side of his vehicle, where he found a small 

dent and some scratches on the paintwork.  But he was not entirely sure that this had not 

happened long ago.  He’d purchased the car used and it had already had several dents, in 

both fenders.  Warren had never paid much attention to the car, and any of his neighbors, 

college students all, might have done this, parking too closely to Warren’s car in the 

narrow lane that ran in front of his house.  These scratches might have happened at the 

grocery store. 

 The lobby of the hotel was large and empty, with marble floors and long golden-

yellow curtains covering the tall windows.  Imitation colonial furniture was arranged in 

seating areas around the wide room.  On either sides of the lobby there were grandfather 

clocks and plaster busts.  Warren looked more closely and saw that one bust was George 

Washington and the other was Thomas Jefferson.  At the front counter, he rang the hand 

bell.  A glance at a brochure lying beside the bell gave him to understand that the land the 

hotel was built on had once belonged to Thomas Jefferson, who had purchased it from 

King George III and built the first structure here, a log cabin: a once-grand old hotel that 

now, Warren guessed, received mainly the patronage of elderly people who had first 

visited the place in their relative youth and now stopped in only on their way to 

somewhere else.  In warmer months, the hotel dining room would serve a buffet, crowded 

on Sundays from the patronage of local churches.  Now the hotel appeared to be almost 

completely vacant.   

This was the kind of minor attraction that Warren and Margaret had always liked, 

especially after Grace had gotten old enough to appreciate, with not a little irony of her 

own, the brief fun that might be got from such a place.  He imagined Margaret—and 

Grace joining in from the backseat—telling him that they simply had to stop at 

Foamhenge, Margaret enjoying the ridiculous anachronism, knowing that Warren would 

want to see and to show Grace, if anything, the Thomas Jefferson waxworks, or whatever 
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semi-legitimate historical contrivance there might be.  Now Warren couldn’t guess why 

they had never stopped at this place before, except that it was only a few more hours’ 

drive to the suburbs of D.C., where Margaret’s mother had lived and where her sister 

lived still. 

When the desk clerk appeared, his eyes red and sleepy, he asked Warren to fill out 

a visitor card.  He filled out the card and handed it to the clerk, who ran his credit card 

through the machine, gave him a receipt to sign and then handed over the room key.  

Warren, of course, had no bags, no longer had even a jacket, and he took the elevator up 

to the third floor and found his room, chilly when he entered.  He turned on the heat at 

the wall unit beneath the window and went into the bathroom to take a hot shower.  

Warren stood naked under the stream of hot water and realized, now that he’d 

calmed down somewhat, that he’d made a serious mistake.  If the girl from the wrecked 

vehicle died, and if the mother lived and had not been asleep at the wheel at the time of 

the accident, she might remember having a collision with Warren’s car, and there might 

be an investigation, because of the death of the little girl.  Was he being overly paranoid?  

He had left the scene of a possibly fatal accident, and he half expected that he’d be woken 

up in the night by a police officer pounding on his hotel room door.  He had the impulse 

to get into his car now, to drive back along the interstate to the scene of the wreck, or to 

drive back in the direction he’d come, back to Auburn, at least to call the local police and 

make a statement.  But when he got out of the shower, he crawled into one of the two 

double beds, between the cold sheets, and fell immediately asleep. 

* * *  

 In the morning, Warren sat on the edge of the bed, naked, in the light streaming 

through the gauzy curtains.  When Grace had been small, Warren remembered, he had 

gone somewhere one evening to pick her up from an activity—it might have been a 

church function which she had attended with one of her friends, but Warren couldn’t 

precisely recall the time or place—and had entered a large activity room to find his 

daughter seated on the floor in a circle of girls.  They were playing a game that Warren 

remembered from his own childhood, which had been called “telephone.”  One child 

whispered something into the ear of the child seated beside her, and that child whispered 

what he’d heard into the ear of the next child, and so on, until the whispered message had 



 

218 

made its way around the circle.  Then the original message and the final message were 

both spoken aloud; the point of the game was that the message would always change, 

becoming, in most cases, a completely different statement altogether by the time it had 

passed around the circle.  Warren remembered Grace cupping her hand to the ear of the 

child beside her, whispering gleefully. 

 Warren had gone to the Auburn Group meetings four times, on Monday and 

Thursday nights for two weeks, after the night he’d spoken first to Tabby Mays and then 

to Red Hall, but he had not gone in.  Instead he’d sat in his car on the street and watched 

the drunks inside the meeting through the plate glass windows of the old Zippy Mart.  

The drunks sat, as always, on the circle of folding chairs, and Warren had spotted the boy 

named John Webb.  Warren watched Red Hall and Webb talking after the meeting, and 

when Webb got in his car and drove away, Warren had followed him.  He had followed 

Webb after the meeting on the second Monday night, but he had allowed himself to fall 

farther behind in traffic, as if he hadn’t really wanted to follow him home, hadn’t really 

wanted to know where the young man lived.   

And then the next Thursday, which had been Thanksgiving, he’d followed Webb 

as he’d left the AA meeting and watched Webb’s Ford Escort pull into the Spectrum 

store parking lot, watched Webb walk inside and come out with a case of beer.  Warren 

had watched him as he’d drunk the first beer and pitched his white chip out the window 

of his car, and that was the night Warren had followed Webb all the way to his apartment 

complex on Berry Avenue, a place called Colonial Arms.  Warren had turned off his 

headlights and sat with his car idling on the street, as Webb had pulled into the parking 

lot and gotten out of his own car and climbed the stairs to his apartment, and when Webb 

had shut the door behind him, Warren had pulled in after him and parked on the other 

side of the lot, watching Webb’s apartment door for some time until Webb emerged and 

Warren had made the decision to confront him. 

 Warren looked down from the window of his hotel room onto the empty parking 

lot, where his car sat alone.  The hotel was situated in a narrow valley, and across the 

road from the hotel was the Wax Museum and Factory and an empty parking lot.  The 

road seemed to be built atop the natural stone bridge from which the town took its name.  

Warren could see a boardwalk and a small ticket booth at the top of a staircase that went 
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down, beneath the road, into the gorge behind the Wax Museum.  There were no police 

cars in the parking lot, and suddenly Warren wanted nothing more urgently than to get 

away from this place as soon as possible.  He quickly put on his clothes and left the room, 

taking the elevator down to the lobby and leaving his room key atop the unmanned 

counter for the clerk to find. 

 Outside, the morning was again bitterly cold and breezy, but the sky had cleared 

somewhat.  Warren stepped out the front door of the hotel and came to a sudden stop.  An 

elderly man with a broom and dustpan on the end of a hand-held pole was standing to his 

right, just outside the door, watching a bird hopping along the brick-tiled floor of the 

portico.  Warren looked down at the bird.  The man looked up at Warren but said nothing, 

as if he didn’t want to spook the bird that had heedlessly hopped into his path.  Then the 

man smiled; he was missing a number of teeth, and those that remained were stained a 

yellowish-brown.  There was something odd-looking about him, and Warren suspected 

that he might be retarded. 

“It looks like it’s got a broken wing,” Warren said.  “Maybe it can’t get away.” 

“I reckon it got here flying,” the man said.  “I reckon he can fly away too.”  And 

with that, the man seemed to lose interest in the bird, or maybe he was irritated that 

Warren had interrupted his examination of it.  He turned and began shuffling away, 

tapping his broom against the bricks in a habitual kind of motion that gave the impression 

of sweeping. 

Warren drove toward the interstate.  A few miles down the road, the overturned 

car had been cleared from the embankment.  Warren drove slowly, looking for the car, 

and he couldn’t now identify exactly the place where the wreck had occurred.  A few 

miles later, Warren saw signs for Roanoke, and he exited the interstate and drove down 

the main drag until he spotted a K-Mart.  Warren pulled in and got out of his car, and, for 

the first time in a while, he felt safe.  He was safe, for now, in this parking lot.  Whoever 

might be looking for him, he was, at this moment, just another man in a parking lot.  At 

the end of the strip mall anchored by the K-Mart, Warren spotted a sign: Sonny’s Gun & 

Pawn. 

* * *  
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Margaret looked at the pistol in Warren’s hand with her good eye, the other 

seeming dead as it hung loose, as if she were staring, impossibly, at her cheekbone.  “I 

bought this,” he said, the tears running down his face.  It was the first thing he’d been 

able to say, after coming to her, sitting beside her on the bed, the look of her such a shock 

to him, her hair unwashed and wild and her face ruined and hard and blank.  He’d been 

angry, angry at what she’d done to herself and to him, angry at the embarrassment she 

would bring to them both with the outrageous damage she’d caused herself, angry, too, at 

himself for harboring such pettiness against her, angry at everything that had led up to 

this moment.  He’d come first thing on Wednesday morning, the last day of November.  

And she, too, had been quiet when she saw him enter the room, looking up only once and 

then turning back to the floor, placing one hand on his own as he’d begun to cry.  She sat 

so for such a long time, looking now at the pistol Warren held out before her, as if he 

were offering it to her, that Warren began to wonder if she had done herself more damage 

than he could see, and again the anger had flared inside him.  The look that had passed 

between them when he’d first entered the room had given him a shock, but it had been, 

he thought, a look of understanding. 

The pistol was heavy and square, chrome-plated with a black grip, a used Smith & 

Wesson 1911 .45 automatic that Warren had paid for with his credit card.  Warren had 

been concerned, when he’d asked to see the pistol, picked from a number of them 

displayed on felt cloth inside the glass case in Sonny’s Gun & Pawn, that there might be a 

permit requirement or a waiting period.  Warren had never owned a gun, had not fired 

one since he was a teenager and had gone hunting with friends—a rifle, then, and he’d 

never before held a pistol in his hand.  But he had not been asked even for his driver’s 

license.    

“And that’s what you’re going to use,” Margaret finally said.  

 “I’m going to take you home.”  There was a reprimand in his voice, an impatience 

that she had to have heard. 

 “Is that what the gun’s for?  You’ve come to bust me out?”  Warren put the gun 

back in his coat pocket.  He had not meant to show it to her, couldn’t think why, now, he 

had. 

 “I’ll take you home.” 



 

221 

“They won’t let me leave for at least two more days, they said.  Maybe longer.” 

 “You don’t belong here,” he said, and again he felt as though he were accusing 

her—for hurting herself, for sending him away.  But he had not been sent away.  He’d 

left, and she had tried only to finalize what he’d been unable to end. 

 “I don’t want to go home.  I don’t want to go back there.”  

“But you don’t want to be here.” 

Blackwell had been the one who’d told Warren about Margaret.  Yesterday 

afternoon, on the long drive back to Auburn with the pistol heavy in the side pocket of his 

new coat, Warren had turned on his cell phone to call the History Department and saw 

that he had missed several calls.  He’d turned it off late Sunday night when it had rung 

and he hadn’t recognized the number of the caller.  There had been messages from 

Margaret’s therapist, Joan Tyndale, who was trying to locate Margaret, and from Ellen 

Thomas, who had called several times and finally left a voice mail saying only that 

Margaret had injured herself and had been taken to the hospital.  And there was also a 

missed call from Margaret’s phone, and another message from Detective Blackwell, 

which Warren had not returned.   

 “Do you remember Shuffle?” Margaret asked. 

 “You mean the cat?” 

 “When we buried it, she asked me if he was a Great Cat.  She got that from you.  

Do you remember that?” 

 “Sure.” 

 “You used to say that all the time.” 

 “I remember.” 

 “When we were done burying him, you know, I cried.” 

 “He really was a great cat.” 

 “But Grace didn’t cry.  Not even when we found him in the street.  I thought she 

didn’t understand.  But I thought she would, when we buried him.” 

 “I remember.  You told me.” 

 “We should have waited for you.  I’m sorry.”  Margaret waited for Warren to say 

something, and when he didn’t, she went on.  “I asked Grace is she felt like saying 

something.  I’d seen that, I guess, on TV.  And she said, ‘He was a Great Cat and he 
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always will be.’  That’s exactly what she said.  I’ve been thinking about that a lot lately.  

Did I ever tell you about that?” 

 “You didn’t.” 

 “I wonder why not.” 

 “Maybe you were saving it.” 

 “Maybe.  I think now that I may have made it up.” 

“I understand.”   

“Do you remember when she took her first steps?” 

 “In my office.” 

 “I was so afraid.  Weren’t you?” 

 It was more than Warren could bear.  He wanted to tell her now about the 

accident on the interstate, wanted to tell her about holding the little girl in his arms, 

wanted to confess it, wanted to tell her about wandering away and how strange it had felt 

to him that he’d been allowed to leave.  He had done something wrong, but he also felt 

that, in saving the girl, if that’s what he had done, he had somehow betrayed Margaret.   

It ought to have been Margaret who saved the girl.  Margaret ought to have been 

with him in the car.  If only she had been with him, nothing would be as it was now.  

* * *  

 Warren left the hospital and pulled out into the traffic on Opelika Road, and 

twenty minutes later found himself pulling into the driveway behind Margaret’s Volvo at 

the house on Carroll Street.  He had not intended to come here, but he got out of his car 

and went around to the back porch.  It was still early, and Warren could hear the 

recessional calling and chatter of the children at P.E., like flocking birds, from the ball 

field behind the junior high.  He let himself in the back door, into the kitchen.  It seemed 

as though he had not been in this house for a long, long time, though it had only been two 

and a half weeks.  Warren filled the coffee pot at the sink and made coffee and stood 

looking out the back door as it brewed.  The yard needed to be raked, he noticed. 

 There was a knock at the front door, and Warren was startled by it.  For a moment 

he had the wild notion that John Webb had come here, or had been watching the house 

and seen Warren drive up.  He stepped over beyond the kitchen table, where he could see 
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down the front hall to the front door.  It was Blackwell.  For a moment, Warren wondered 

if he weren’t here about the little girl on the highway.  Warren went to let him in. 

 “I’ve been looking for you, Mr. Mays.  You didn’t see me when you drove up?” 

 “You’ve been waiting here?”  Over Blackwell’s shoulder, Warren could see the 

black Crown Victoria, parked right at the curb by the front walk.  Warren was 

embarrassed not to have noticed it. 

 “Only a few minutes.  I just drove up.  Have you spoken to your wife recently, 

Mr. Mays?” 

 “I went over there this morning.” 

 “How is she doing?” 

 “She’s fucking great.  What do you want?” 

 “Do you mind if I come in?” 

 Warren stepped aside and Blackwell came into the front hall.  Warren closed the 

door behind him.  “I’m making coffee.  Do you want some?” 

 “Sure.”  Warren pointed toward the kitchen, and Blackwell led the way.  In the 

kitchen, Blackwell took a seat at the table, while Warren got out a second cup. 

 “I have an updated flier to show you.” 

 “Margaret always took care of that.”  Warren had never had much faith in those 

fliers.  They all seemed, somehow, the same, and no one looked at them.  Of course, in a 

town like Auburn, there were none others to be seen—surely one of the university 

students occasionally disappeared, though now Warren couldn’t recall having ever seen 

another missing person flier posted anywhere in the town—not as there were in big cities, 

where often you saw them stapled to light poles and taped up everywhere you went, as if 

the missing of the world were so many lost dogs and cats, and in other places, Warren 

had noticed, such missing person fliers often had the same pathetic, homemade look as 

the fliers one saw for missing animals—in other places, he supposed, there were simply 

too many people missing for the police to take much of an official interest in any 

individual case.  The distribution of the fliers was something for which Margaret had 

shared much of the responsibility and cost.  The Auburn Police Department would send 

them some places, but Margaret had an additional list of private groups and media outlets 

that she’d compiled early on with the help of the women who had been her friends and 
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who had helped, at first, in their efforts to recover Grace.  Warren didn’t know where the 

list might be now.  Margaret had spent months learning, mostly from online sources that 

began to seem increasingly hysterical to Warren when he occasionally looked at them, 

how such private efforts to locate the missing were conducted.  Much of the work was the 

responsibility of the parents, and Margaret had, at first, taken the initiative.  No one else 

would do it. 

 Warren had been continually surprised, when he’d first begun to learn how the 

police and communities and parents dealt with the problem of a missing child, at the ad 

hoc nature of it, always surprised how little there was in terms of established practice and 

standard procedure, surprised at the kinds of things he and Margaret had had to do and 

organize for themselves.  The truth was that so few missing children were ever found that 

there was no clear course of action beyond the obvious measures to be taken 

immediately—cordoning off neighborhoods and conducting searches.  If a child wasn’t 

found within the first few days—within the first twenty four hours—and if there was no 

demand for ransom, no clue of any kind, there was simply nothing much worthwhile to 

be done, which was why the official, standard procedures were so limited.  In a bigger 

city, where the disappearance of a child was commonplace, they’d have received even 

less help from the police.  All the community organization, the church-group search 

parties, the media coverage, the fliers and the milk cartons and the mailers, the candle-

light vigils that some of the advocacy groups recommended, the advocacy groups 

themselves—all of these things were simply the organs of desperation and hope, of 

parents who could not stop acting, in some way, to recover what they had lost, however 

relatively pointless their elaborate efforts might be.  At times, over these last two years, it 

had begun to seem to Warren that there was a whole nation of parents looking for their 

lost children.  Margaret had been the one who’d been drawn to it all, sitting at her 

computer and reading their websites, learning their instructions and strategies, 

occasionally corresponding with the abject parents of one child or another who’d blazed a 

new, desperate path through their loss—it reminded Warren of a cult, or pornography. 

  Warren placed a cup of black coffee in front of Blackwell and sat down at the 

table across from him.  From his inside jacket pocket, Blackwell removed a sheet of 

paper folded twice, like a letter, and unfolded it on the table between them, smoothed it 
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out with his hand.  He turned it around for Warren to see.  There was a small photograph 

of Grace, taken on Halloween, 2003, beneath a sidebar on the right side of the page that 

gave vital statistics, dates and locations, but covering most of the page, beneath the 

heading that announced Grace’s name, there was a strange image that appeared to have 

been adapted from one of Grace’s old school photographs.  Warren had not wanted to 

look at it, but now he couldn’t help himself. 

 The picture showed a stranger to Warren, a sallow, dirty-looking child that looked 

nothing like his daughter, that barely looked human.  The girl in the rendering was no 

longer smiling, though her lips were parted into a grimace to give the viewer a look at the 

shape of her front teeth, which had been exposed in the original.  The eyes looked like 

buttons sewn onto a doll, flat and lifeless, and even the skin seemed about to slough off.  

The picture reminded Warren of pornography.  He turned his face away from it, and 

Blackwell folded it up again so that the image was no longer visible but left it on the 

kitchen table. 

 “I’ll just leave this for your wife.  I can email her a digital copy, if she wants.” 

  “Don’t show that to her.  We don’t want it.” 

 “I’m sorry.  I’m sorry you’re unhappy.”  Blackwell took up the flier and put it 

back into his pocket. 

 “What the fuck have we been doing here, for the last two years, Detective?  

What’s been the point of all this?  What’s the point of you coming to my house to show 

me this shit?  Tell me.” 

 Blackwell sat still for a minute, looking into his coffee, then taking a sip.  “I 

suppose the point is that we’ve decided to do everything in our power to try to find your 

daughter.  That’s the point.  We’ve done everything we know how to do, and we’ve tried 

to be thorough.  We’ve tried not to make any mistakes.  Maybe that’s the point.  That 

later on, we won’t have to look at ourselves in the mirror and regret not having done 

everything we could.  We won’t regret not having done something that might have had a 

chance of working.  That’s the way I look at it, anyway.” 

 “You’ve done everything you knew how to do.  This”—Warren picked up the 

flier—“this is what you know how to do.” 
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 “I don’t regret anything, Mr. Mays.  We can get a new flier made, if you want.  I 

don’t think that would be a bad idea.  And if it makes you or Mrs. Mays feel better, then I 

think we should do it.” 

 “That’s what you think we should do, huh?  To make ourselves feel better.  Get a 

new flier made?  Should I go up to College Street and start passing them out?  How many 

copies do you think I ought to make?  I could hire an airplane.  We could do a fucking 

airdrop and cover the city.” 

 Blackwell sat still, looking down into his coffee cup, and Warren realized that 

Blackwell thought of this, too, as a part of his job, listening to the shouting of an angry 

man who had no one at whom to direct his anger. 

 “I’m sorry,” Warren said.  “None of this is your fault.  I’m sorry.”   

Blackwell nodded soberly.  The two men sat in silence for a time before 

Blackwell said, “Margaret told me you were planning to kill someone.” 

“She did?” 

“Can I ask what’s on your mind, Warren?” 

“Somebody in this town is responsible for the death of my daughter.  How is it 

that I learned who killed my daughter before you did?  How in the hell does that happen?  

You’re the fucking detective.” 

“If you have something to tell me about your daughter’s case, Mr. Mays, I’d like 

to hear it.” 

Warren understood that Blackwell had tried his best, had always done as much as 

was in his power to be helpful to Warren and Margaret.  They’d been fortunate, really, 

that a man like Blackwell had been assigned to their case, even if it turned out that there 

was nothing that could have come from his efforts.  Margaret, certainly, had appreciated 

him.  Warren tried to imagine himself using the pistol that hung in his coat pocket right 

now to kill Detective Blackwell, tried to imagine lifting it, pointing it.  Blackwell would 

be surprised, but what then?  Warren tried to imagine the bang that would fill the kitchen, 

imagined a hole opening in Blackwell’s chest, but what he pictured in his mind would 

surely be nothing like what such a wound would really look like.  Warren tried to 

remember John Webb’s face, but he couldn’t.  “John Webb,” Warren said. 
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“John Webb,” Blackwell repeated.  Warren watched him pull a small notebook 

from his pocket and write down the name.  “This is someone you met in Alcoholics 

Anonymous?” 

“You’ve been following me?” 

“No.  No, Mr. Mays, I have not.  But I did see you, over at the Lutheran Church.  

Why did you start going to the meetings in the first place?” 

Warren didn’t have a good answer.  “I was lonely,” he said finally. 

“You met Mr. Webb at AA?”  Warren nodded.  After this conversation, he 

thought, he might be able to rest.  “And what makes you think he was involved with 

whatever may have happened to Grace?” 

“I know.” 

“Do you?” 

Warren thought about it, and, of course, he didn’t know at all.  His need had made 

him sure.  He had nothing like proof, and now he said so.  “I don’t have any proof.  I 

spoke with him.  I showed him a picture of Grace, and he recognized her.  He’s hiding 

something.”  Warren didn’t, at first, want to bring Red into this, and especially wanted to 

avoid any reference to Tabby Mason, but now, feeling that he was being allowed to 

release something he’d never satisfactorily been able to grasp, he told Blackwell 

everything he had learned, everything he suspected.  Blackwell took his notes. 

“I’m afraid there’s not much here that may be very useful.  But I can question 

Webb,” Blackwell finally said.  Blackwell stood up and took his cup to the sink.  “I want 

you to promise me, Warren, that you’ll let me handle this.”  He turned to Warren, who 

said nothing.   

“Do you trust me to handle this, Warren?” he asked, and Warren nodded.  

 When Blackwell had left, Warren went upstairs to the bedroom and took off his 

coat and laid it on the bed where he used to sleep with Margaret.  He looked out the 

window and thought of the last time he’d been up here, thought of her lying on the grass 

with one arm over her eyes.  In the bathroom, there was a reddish ring around the inside 

of the tub where Margaret’s blood had stained the enamel.  There were tracks on the 

floor.  He could not sleep here, and he had to go downstairs to lie on the couch. 
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Warren had not yet returned to the rental house on Dumas Drive.  The night 

before, he had driven straight to the hospital upon his return to Auburn, arriving late, and 

had been denied access to the Psychiatric Unit.  He’d driven to the Econo-Lodge on 

Opelika Road, a little more than a mile away, and gotten a cold, bare room: the walls 

damp, painted cinderblocks, the bedspread shabby and threadbare, a dark and thin nylon 

carpet covering the concrete floor.  Warren had not slept well, and late that night, lying in 

his clothes in the bed, he had realized that this was the place his friend Red Hall had 

brought a former student for sex.  Warren was not pleased to discover that he’d come to 

the same place, the scene of Red’s fall, and he had not been able to rid himself of the 

image of Red, sitting on the recliner in his townhouse, holding the pair of broken 

dentures in his hand.  He’d not been able to stop thinking of the heavy-set woman in the 

overturned car and the child he’d held in his arms, her eyes moving from side to side, 

never alighting on his face, unseeing.  
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Eleven 

 

Warren pulled up into the parking lot of the Colonial Arms apartment complex on 

Thursday night, shortly after eight o’clock.  It was the first day of December and the last 

day of the fall semester.  Friday was what the university called “Dead Day,” and exams 

would begin on Monday.  Tonight the neighborhoods of Auburn where the students lived 

were loud with parties, and from frat row, echoing across town, came the distant discord 

of bands playing cover songs.  At Colonial Arms, the parking lot was full of cars, and 

light spilled from the open doors of several apartments where students loitering in groups 

on the balconies with cans of beer and cigarettes.  

Warren found a parking spot at the end of the lot, beside the garbage dumpster, 

and pulled the Smith & Wesson pistol from his coat pocket.  He’d been carrying it all 

day, as he’d waited for his students to complete their evaluations of his courses—they’d 

trashed him, he was sure, for having missed classes without giving advance notice.  It 

didn’t matter.  In his first few semesters back at work after Grace had disappeared, 

Warren had made the best evaluations of his career, the students knowing, word having 

spread, about his loss.  In the graduate seminar he’d taught that spring, he’d received 

perfect scores, unprecedented in the department, each of the students bubbling in the 

circle that indicated an “excellent” rating on the scannable form for each of the items on 

the assessment.  Now, two years had passed, and Warren was no longer an object of pity 

to the students as he had once been.  Two years seemed like a long time to a twenty year 

old.  For the last day of classes, Warren had simply distributed photocopies of an old 

study guide and explained the format of the exams he planned to give.  All day long, the 

weight of the .45 automatic heavy in his coat pocket, he had experienced a disconcerting 

serenity.  But he had not touched the pistol, not even put his hand in the pocket to know it 

was there, until now. 

The dumpster sat beneath a halogen street light inside a planked enclosure with a 

gate that stood open, drifts of garbage spilling out onto the asphalt, which was covered in 

stains and flattened garbage, the area littered with beer cans and plastic bags and crushed 

fast-food bags.  Warren took the pistol from his pocket and sat in his parked car with the 
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thing on his lap, the chrome plating of the barrel glinting dully in the halogen light.  

There was a box of Winchester Super X .45 ACP automatic ammunition in the glove box, 

but Warren had loaded the magazine in his car on Tuesday morning in the K-Mart 

parking lot in Roanoke, Virginia, not wanting to forget anything the man at the 

pawnshop—perhaps it had been Sonny himself—had shown him about how to load and 

unload the pistol.   

The safety was on.  Warren pulled back the slide, expecting it to lock, but the 

magazine was already loaded and the chambered round popped out of the breach into his 

lap before the slide shot forward, giving Warren a start.  Warren looked again at the 

pistol: the slide release.  He pulled the slide a second time, dropping another bullet into 

his lap, and locked the slide in place with the release.  He pressed the button on the grip 

that dropped the magazine and, after finding the bullets on the seat between his legs, he 

carefully reloaded them and put the magazine back in its sleeve in the handle.  He pointed 

the pistol at the dashboard and released the slide, which made a satisfying metallic clack, 

chambering the first round.  Now he would only have to release the safety and pull the 

trigger.  The magazine held seven of the fat brass .45 bullets.  Warren looked around the 

car and checked his mirrors to see that he was alone at this end of the lot; the cars nearby 

were empty.  He put the pistol back in his pocket and got out of the car.   

He had driven, just after eight o’clock, to the Lutheran Church and pulled into the 

parking lot in front of the annex, which had been the old Zippy Mart.  He had looked at 

the men seated inside, beneath the banner with the Boy Scout motto: Be Prepared.  But 

Webb had not been among the men he’d seen, and he’d pulled out of the lot and onto 

Sanford Avenue and driven to Colonial Arms.  The light in the window of Webb’s 

apartment was on, and maybe he was at home.  Maybe Webb had left town, as Warren 

had done, maybe more successfully.  Maybe Warren would find the door unlocked, the 

apartment empty—emptier than it had been.  Warren began walking the length of the 

parking lot, tinny music spilling into the cold night air from open apartment doorways 

around him, toward Webb’s building, and he felt almost buoyant, as if he were being 

lifted along, so that each footstep threatened to unbalance him.  He did trip, once, on 

nothing at all, and stumbled on the asphalt and fell onto his outstretched right hand before 
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standing, unsteadily, his head swimming.  Warren could feel his heart pounding in his 

extremities. 

“Hey!  Dr. Mays!” a voice called.  Warren looked up and around and saw, on the 

second floor walkway to his right, leaning over the railing, a young man, waving.  It was 

one of his students, but Warren couldn’t think of the boy’s name.  “You want another 

beer?”  The young man was standing in a small group, and Warren heard them laughing.  

Of course, he thought, they think I’m drunk, stumbling.  He wondered if this boy knew 

his story. 

“Not tonight, thanks,” Warren called back, waving, making a smile appear on his 

face.  He slapped the grime off his hands and brushed off the knees of his pants.  He took 

a deep breath, which made him feel almost dizzy, as if he were hyperventilating, and 

moved again toward Webb’s apartment, putting his hand in his pocket to catch the grip of 

the pistol, as if this might keep him on his feet. 

* * *  

John Webb had spent the last of the hundred dollars that Warren had left on his 

coffee table a week earlier.  He had husbanded the money carefully, buying liquor in 

store brands, economizing on alcohol content.  He’d come to realize, in AA, that he was a 

real alcoholic, had come to realize, to some extent, what that might mean.  And he had 

come to understand enough in the four weeks he’d spent in AA to have an inkling that the 

time that lay ahead of him now, the first time in his adult life he’d been without a job, 

would be like the times he’d heard the others in AA speak about; things might now get 

very bad. 

John had never been homeless.  When his mother had died, he had inherited her 

meager possessions, the contents of her checking account, her bills, and the equity she’d 

developed in their house in Bessemer.  With the help of a man named Stanley Garner, the 

owner of the Nissan dealership where his mother had worked, John had navigated what 

he now thought of as the business of his mother’s death, a maze of paperwork and 

decisions and dealings with strangers who John had often had the impulse to distrust.  

Garner had kept in touch with John’s mother after she’d had to quit the dealership and 

throughout her illness and had often come to the house to visit, always bringing 
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something in the way of groceries with him, in addition to mystery novels for John’s 

mother or VHS movies for her to watch.   

Stanley felt guilty, John had always thought, for some failing in his relationship 

with John’s mother, either professional or personal.  John had never been much interested 

to find out which, but he’d both appreciated Stanley’s help—along with Jordan, the girl 

from hospice who was not much older than John himself, who’d been detailed to his 

mother’s case, Mr. Garner had afforded John some relief from his mother on those 

afternoons every other week or so when he had come to visit with John’s mother, 

remaining with her until she was too weary to stay awake—and resented his avuncular 

presence in the house.  But, as if at some signal, Mr. Garner had appeared at John’s house 

the day after his mother had died and had gone with John to the funeral home John had 

picked the night before after being told by the fellow who ran the morgue in the hospital 

that he’d have to make such arrangements—Benway’s Funeral Home, a place not far 

from his mother’s house and the only funeral home of which John had ever been aware.   

Garner had given John good advice about the disposition of his mother’s 

possessions, suggesting that John should go through the house and make four piles.  Four 

piles, he’d said, as if John might be too traumatized by what had happened to think of 

such a plan for himself, as if he needed to be walked, step by step, through the days that 

lay ahead.  And perhaps he had needed this.  There would be things, Mr. Garner said, that 

John wanted to throw away, things he wanted to give away, things he wanted to sell, and 

things he wanted to keep—he’d be living in an apartment now, Mr. Garner suggested, 

while he was in college, something small, certainly, but John might need many of his 

mother’s more useful items.  And there would obviously be things that John would want 

as keepsakes—all this said in the front seat of Mr. Garner’s Pathfinder after the funeral.  

Garner had even given John an envelope with two dozen twenty-dollar bills in it—to get 

through the next few weeks, he’d said, until John was back on his feet.  

John remembered the conversation vividly, having just seen the coffin he’d 

picked out—Mr. Garner standing at his side when he’d made that choice, in the viewing 

room of Benway’s—for his mother lowered into the ground.  Mr. Garner had been 

businesslike, speaking with the air of one who assumed that his advice would be 

appreciated and followed.  And it had been.  John, not knowing what else to do, followed 
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Mr. Garner’s instructions, going from room to room and forcing himself to take up in his 

hands and thoughtfully examine all the items that had once belonged to his mother, so 

much of it what John had then thought of as the rubbish collected by a single woman in 

her sad middle-age.  He’d kept nothing as a keepsake except the framed family 

photographs from the front room and the hallway beside the bathroom door, which he 

kept in a box together with the loose photographs and his own baby book.  He’d gone 

through the house with a heavy-duty garbage bag in his hand, picking things up and 

staring at them, asking himself what they meant, before dropping them in. 

John had moved most of his mother’s belongings into the front yard and had a 

yard sale, and he’d signed a lease on an efficiency apartment, not unlike the one he lived 

in now, nearer to the campus in downtown Birmingham, and had moved into it, in 

addition to his own things, the items that Mr. Garner had suggested he’d be prudent to 

keep: the couch and the television, a few other pieces of furniture, and the assorted 

household goods that a college student might not necessarily think he needed but that he 

would someday want and that, all together, would amount, over time, to a serious 

expense—the blender and toaster, the nice dishes, the cured skillets, the coffee cups and 

saucers, the sorts of things that John had once imagined he might use in the life he 

expected, someday, to have.   

All this work had been done in midsummer, and when John had finally gotten the 

house cleared out, he’d called Century 21 and done the little work on the yard and the 

interior that had been suggested by the agent and that he’d been able to do himself.  With 

the money from the house, John had been able to stay in college, which he had quit the 

following year for reasons other than financial.  He’d still had a good bit in his checking 

account when he’d decided to move down to Auburn to work in the hospital and transfer 

to the university.  But John had never gone back to school, and after seven years, the 

money was gone, along with much of the stuff Mr. Garner had suggested he ought to 

keep, which had been sold or broken or lost or thrown out in subsequent moves.  Now 

John sat on the old couch in front of the old television, the same television his mother had 

watched soap operas on every afternoon in the months leading up to her death.  If John 

tried to pawn it, it wouldn’t be worth anything.  There was nothing, in fact, in the 

apartment that had any value.  Today was the first of December, and John’s rent was due. 
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John could hear, from the next apartment, muted voices and the thump of bass on 

a stereo.  All his neighbors were celebrating the end of the semester, the long weekend 

before exams.  Occasionally he would hear people pass by his apartment door, laughing 

or shouting, a few times during the evening hearing a rap against his apartment door as 

someone passed by, as if the complex were a college dormitory, as if John were known, 

but whether the random raps on his door signaled an invitation to join the general 

celebration outside or a threat, a stranger’s knowledge that John was inside, hiding, he 

couldn’t tell.  John felt surrounded, on edge, as if at any moment someone might come 

crashing through his door, and he’d be powerless to stop whatever might happen.  We 

admitted we were powerless over alcohol, that our lives were unmanageable, he thought.  

He didn’t belong here, among these people, and when he opened his apartment door and 

looked to see who had passed, there was always some drunken boy, moving away down 

the walk.  And John would withdraw into his apartment and shut the door before the 

stranger turned around to confront him. 

John had spent the week behind the locked door of his apartment, feeling 

vulnerable, wondering if he were a fool not to simply get in his car and escape, leaving 

the apartment only to go to the Winn Dixie out on the highway for something to drink.  

He had been expecting, at any moment, to see Warren M., the man who’d been at his 

apartment the week before, who’d left the photograph of the girl and the small shoes.  

John had not been able to rid himself of these items, as he’d initially wanted to do.  That 

Friday, nearly a week before, when he had woken to find them in his apartment and had 

finally realized what they meant, he’d taken them, with difficulty, in his hands and put 

them into a plastic grocery sack, intending, as before, to throw them away, in the 

dumpster, where they would be eventually be carried away and made to disappear.  But 

when he’d gone to the door of his apartment, he’d been unable, at first to open it and step 

outside.  The knowledge of Warren M. and his knowing had come to him then, and he’d 

carried the plastic sack with the shoes and the photo from room to room, not knowing 

where or how to set it down.  

The apartment had been a mess, and it had then occurred to John that he had to set 

the apartment right before he could begin to think about how to dispose of the photo and 

the shoes, which he had begun to think of as somehow incriminating.  He’d put the 
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plastic sack into the freezer, of all places, feeling the irrationality of what he was doing as 

he did it, and when he’d gotten his belongings back in order, he’d put the sack into the 

box, in his closet, where he kept the keepsakes, as Mr. Garner had called them, he’d taken 

from his mother’s home, the loose photos and official documents, the framed family 

pictures, the baby book with its childhood mementoes sticking out from between the 

loose pages.  But he had not been able to stop remembering the images and sensations 

those items had drawn as in a fever to the surface of his consciousness: the wearying 

weight of the little girl in his arms whom he’d been unable to set down, the string of 

blood that bridged the gap between the front of his shirt and her pale, immobile face.  

John had spent all the money that had been left on the table in his apartment by 

Warren M., even as he’d realized that it might have been enough to effect some kind of 

escape.  Each day, as he’d spent more of the money on plastic jugs of K&B Brand Gin, 

he’d realized that he was running out of options.  A hundred dollars might have been 

enough to travel as much as a thousand miles away, and John had tried to imagine where, 

within that scope, he might go.  Every morning he’d faced a similar choice, calculating 

the distance he might be able to travel on the remaining sum.  But nothing had come of 

any of these plans, if the notions that orbited radically through his mind could be called 

plans at all.  He could commit a robbery, or write a dozen bad checks for cash on the 

same day and make away with the money.  He might go to Red Hall—none of the others 

in AA would help him, he imagined, not to the extent that he needed—and ask for a loan 

to pay the rent on his apartment for a month.   

Red Hall had lost a son, and John suspected that Red had come to identify him, in 

some way, with the son he’d lost; Billy, his name had been.  John could sense a new 

protectiveness in Red’s attitude toward him, and it had occurred to John that he might go 

to Red and make himself abject in some way, convince Red that he intended now to do 

the serious work of getting sober, if he could simply survive until he found another job—

and he could ask Red’s help with that, with finding a new job, as well.  Red would give 

him the money if John seemed repentant, seemed eager to do whatever work Red might 

find for him, if John promised to repay him; John could make all of that happen.  And the 

money would be enough to get away.   
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But John had never been good at dishonesty, not like others he’d met in AA, for 

whom lying and manipulating seemed, from the way they talked about their own lives, 

almost an innate skill: the ease with which they had tricked or stolen from those closest to 

them, how they had lied and experienced no regret, how they seemed to have learned, in 

AA, how to regret what they had done only imperfectly—another trick, which, John 

supposed, they had contrived for one another, for the sake of sobriety.  John tried to 

imagine how going to Red for money and then leaving town might change him, tried to 

imagine how he would have to change himself to enact such a plan, how his personality 

might be stripped and clarified and hardened by the subterfuge involved.  The difficulty 

of where he would go when he left Auburn, empty-handed, remained, insurmountable.  

How, John wondered, does one go about changing his identity?—when he has been 

reduced to nothing but himself?   

John tried to imagine how he might simply emerge in a new place, with nothing, 

without even his own past, if he could actually rid himself of that, how he might 

reconstruct, from nothing, a life worth living.  Wherever you go, there you are.  Even if 

he could get the money he needed, from Red or from some other source, to escape the 

inevitabilities that were closing around him, he had nowhere to go.  This, John thought, 

was how people ended up homeless, living under bridges or locked away in institutions; 

they had no family left and no friends, had physical or mental problems that prevented 

them from getting work, prevented them from establishing connections to others, from 

becoming a part of a community to which they might apply for assistance.  They were 

alone first, and when the bad things came, there was no help for them.   

John tried to imagine how he would have to change when he could no longer pay 

rent, when he had nowhere to go.  He could sell his car and make a little money, but it 

wouldn’t be enough to start over in any way.  He would soon be homeless, with or 

without whatever support he might be able to squeeze from the last fund of goodwill 

available to him; there was no getting around it.  Every morning, every sunset, every 

passing hour brought this inevitability closer.   

He would be homeless, and the picture of this, too, kept returning to John Webb.  

He imagined himself crawling under bushes to sleep, to hide, like an animal, imagined 

himself begging strangers for money, imagined himself learning the small swindles that 
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such people resorted to in order to survive.  He ought to have used the money Warren M. 

had left to get away, to get to a place where no one knew him, where he could sell his car 

and use the little money the car would get him to prepare himself for the life he’d have to 

learn.  John didn’t even own a sleeping bag, and he’d need one, would need things of that 

sort if he were to begin a life in the open.  If he’d run away when he’d had the chance, 

he’d have been safe, at least.  He’d have become unknown, a stranger, one of those 

people who had simply vanished.  But he wouldn’t have vanished, not exactly; there 

would be no one who cared to find him. 

* * *  

Warren walked toward the door of the apartment he remembered, feeling, 

vertiginously, as though he was walking into a space that was narrowing, tightening, 

before him, as if the wall to his right and the metal railing of the walkway, to his left, 

were converging and he’d have to turn sideways in order to squeeze himself into the 

space before the door to John Webb’s apartment.  He reached out to steady himself, 

touching the wall on one side and the railing on the other.  And then he was standing 

before the door, his breaths coming out in thick clouds of vapor before him, and put his 

hand again into the pocket of his coat and felt the pistol there.  He would have told 

himself that he’d visualized this moment, but he saw that he had not, and he wasn’t sure 

what to do next.  Knock on the door?  The door looked sturdy enough, though the 

apartment buildings were old and run-down, sturdy enough that Warren doubted, now 

that he stood before it—a metal door, perhaps aluminum—that he’d be able to break it 

open.  And when people shot doors open, where did the bullet go?  Looking at the metal 

knob, Warren realized that this must be the kind of thing that only happened on 

television.  To either side, on the walkway, there were students loitering in open 

doorways, and now, in the parking lot, several students were getting into a car, more cars 

driving by on Berry Avenue.  Warren felt surrounded, and he had imagined nothing like 

this.  The situation he had made for himself here seemed now faintly ridiculous. 

The window beside the door was cheap, and Warren might have pushed his hand 

through it easily enough.  Then he could either enter through the broken window or, 

probably, reach the lock on the door.  He had meant, somehow, to surprise Webb, but he 

didn’t see now how that might be made to happen.  He’d even forgotten to look for 
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Webb’s car in the lot, simply assuming that Webb would be at home if he weren’t at the 

AA meeting.  Warren considered now that it might be wisest for him to turn around and 

go back down the stairs, back to his car, go home, but he knew that if he were to turn 

around, the disappointment and discontent would only return, worse than before.  He had 

arrived at an untenable position, where nothing he could imagine doing next seemed 

reasonable or even possible.  He was in a daze, had driven across town in a daze, 

conscious of very little except for the pistol in his pocket, as if it had provided an answer 

to everything that had been troubling him.  And now he couldn’t recall exactly why he 

had come to this place for Webb at all.  Grace, he remembered.  All of this had been 

about her.  Warren needed to find Grace, and he imagined now the picture that had run 

through his mind countless times since the night she had disappeared and Warren had 

joined the men, his neighbors, scouring the patch of woods that separated his house on 

Carroll Street from the ball fields behind the junior high school, the pale, almost gray 

figure of a body among fallen leaves. 

Warren turned and leaned over the railing and closed his eyes and took several 

deep breaths, his head swimming.  He needed to find Grace, and now, standing at the 

door of this apartment where a stranger lived, Warren felt that he had finally approached 

the place where he would find her at last.  He felt that she must be near, that he had only 

now to take a few steps more, to endure a few minutes longer, to keep moving along the 

path he’d set.  The parking lot, full of cars, lay below him, and there was the car that 

belonged to John Webb, the beaten Ford Escort with the patchwork paintjob, the various 

shades of rust and primer, the rumpled doors and fenders.  Warren stood up and turned 

toward the door of John Webb’s apartment.  He put his hand in his coat pocket, gripped 

the pistol, and knocked.   

There was a peephole in the center of the door; Warren would be examined.  But 

there seemed no reasonable alternative to knocking, nothing Warren could bring himself 

to do.  There was no answer for several seconds, and Warren knocked again.  Finally, it 

opened, and John Webb stood before him with a fearful expression on his face. 

“Do you remember me?” Warren asked, somewhat breathlessly.   

Webb nodded.   

“May I come in?”   
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Webb backed away from the door, still saying nothing.  He looked now at the 

floor, like a child about to face a punishment.   

Warren took the step into the apartment and shut the door behind him, found 

himself leaning on the doorknob, as if this one step had robbed him of his breath.  He 

stood with his back to Webb, and now they were alone together behind the closed door.  

If Webb wanted to knock him over the head with something, wanted in some way to 

subdue Warren, this was his chance.  Warren didn’t care.   

“Do you have a beer?” Warren asked. 

“Gin,” Webb said. 

“Can I have a glass?”  Warren realized that his breathing was audible; he was 

huffing and puffing like an old man.  Webb moved behind him the few steps into the 

kitchen area, and Warren heard a cupboard open and the sound of Webb blowing into a 

plastic cup to clean out the dust. 

Now Warren turned to watch Webb fix the drink, opening the freezer and pulling 

out a plastic jug of gin, unscrewing the cap and pouring.  Warren watched, and when 

Webb had poured enough that the plastic cup was probably halfway full, Warren said, 

“Stop.”   

Webb looked up at Warren and moved to offer the cup to him.   

“Add some water to it?” Warren asked.  Webb moved then to the sink, and 

Warren went to the couch and sat down, again turning his back to John Webb, as Webb 

added water to the gin. 

Warren closed his eyes and took several deep breaths, feeling as though he’d 

exhausted himself.  Webb came to him with the cup and Warren could feel Webb 

standing beside him.  He opened his eyes.  Webb stood there with the cup raised before 

him, waiting for Warren to accept it, which he did.   

“What do you want?” Webb finally asked.  His voice was faint and tremulous, 

and Warren pitied him.  Webb was afraid.  Since Grace had disappeared, Warren had 

become somewhat accustomed to the evidence of fear he occasionally elicited from 

others, usually women, usually when he found himself alone with some woman with 

whom he had once been marginally acquainted.  It was natural that they should fear him.  

Everything about Warren’s life had changed, and now, he felt as though he was in the 
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process of becoming a total stranger.  What he was doing now, at this very moment, was 

something he would not be able to undo, was something that, whatever happened, he’d 

have to live with, something that would become an inextricable part of everything on the 

other side of tonight. 

“Sit down,” Warren said.  Webb sat on the table before Warren, their positions 

from a week before reversed, exactly.  Warren took a gulp of the drink in his hand, and it 

was strong.  “You’re not drinking?” he asked. 

Webb nodded.  “All this week,” he said, and now Warren could see that he was 

slightly inebriated, that much of his behavior—his silence, his docility—had been caused 

by the state he was in.  But he was not drunk, not as he’d been before, when Warren had 

last spoken with him.   

“I’ve run out of money,” Webb said.  “I’m going to have to go back to the 

meetings.” 

“You should,” Warren said, and he wondered why he had said it.  Was it possible 

that he liked this young man?  Years of teaching had taught Warren to be supportive of 

whatever good sense a young person might possess, and now he said such things almost 

without thinking.  Again, Webb reminded Warren of a student, sitting here with his head 

hanging, an earnest and contrite look on his face, trying to give the impression that he 

was taking everything that was said very seriously. 

“Thank you for the money you gave me last week.  I would have been screwed 

without that.” 

There was an opened pack of cigarettes on the table beside Webb’s leg—Dorals—

next to an ashtray full of butts.  “Can I have one of those?” Warren asked, pointing with 

his left hand.  His right hand had not yet left his pocket.  It was still holding the pistol, but 

now Warren let go of the gun to accept the cigarette that Webb had shaken loose from the 

end of the pack.  Warren felt a sensation of relief flow through him then, as if he’d 

averted something.  With his hands before him, holding the cigarette and the cup of gin, 

he felt, somehow, normal, almost relaxed.   

Webb put a cigarette in his own mouth also and lit it before offering the lighter to 

Warren.  Warren tried to get the lighter to work, but his fingers were weak, and it took 
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him a few tries to get the cigarette lit.  When he had it done, he took a deep breath of 

smoke and coughed, set the lighter back on the table. 

The men sat smoking for a few seconds, not looking at each other, and Warren 

wondered how long the silence between them could last.  He took another gulp of the gin 

and let the cigarette burn in his hand. 

“What’s happening?” Webb finally asked. 

“I need you to tell me where my daughter is,” Warren said.  He managed to say it 

calmly, and it began to seem as though he might walk away from this encounter with 

Webb without anything happening that he might later regret.  Maybe Webb would say 

something that would explain what had happened to Grace and where she was.  Perhaps 

this was the moment when something might be restored.  “I have to know where Grace 

is,” Warren said.  “You have to tell me now.”  Warren took a drag of the cigarette and 

exhaled the smoke without coughing.  “It’s time,” he added. 

Webb nodded, as if he’d understood all this.  Warren had wanted to inspect 

Webb’s expressions, his manner, more carefully, but he was having difficulty now 

looking at him directly, as if he couldn’t bear the possibility that their eyes might meet.  

Warren had imagined something like an interrogation, not this. 

“Where is she?” 

Webb nodded again, his brow furrowed, staring at the stained carpet between his 

legs, his elbows on his knees and his shoulders sagging.  Warren chanced a look at 

Webb’s face and realized that, if the boy had any inclination to do so, Webb might easily 

overpower him.  Webb wouldn’t even have to move very fast to do so.  And as this 

possibility occurred to Warren, Webb’s body did move suddenly, a spasm that startled 

Warren and caused him to drop the lit cigarette between his legs. 

But Webb was only sobbing, his face twisted with anguish as he struggled to 

control his involuntary gasps.  Warren found the cigarette between his legs and put it into 

the ashtray, struck by the incongruous stillness of the room that allowed a line of smoke 

to rise straight up into the air.  Now Warren felt embarrassed as he pulled the pistol from 

his pocket and let it lie, in his grasp, across his lap, embarrassed as if he’d too easily 

confided something to a stranger.  He belatedly set the plastic cup of gin on the table.  

Now that he had taken out the gun, he had no impulse to console Webb, and perhaps this 
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is why he’d shown it to Webb now, to rid himself of pity.  Or maybe Warren had realized 

that there was an advantage at this moment that might be pressed. 

“You’ll have to tell me,” he said, and he raised the pistol and pointed it at Webb, 

feeling now even more embarrassed, feeling immature, as though he were being overly 

dramatic or as if he’d made real the kind of wild impulse that would expose him to 

ridicule.  He had thrown something away that couldn’t be gotten back, and it was his 

profligacy in this act, his willingness to hold a gun and point it at a relative stranger, that 

now made him feel as though he ought to offer some kind of apology.  But there was no 

apologizing for what he was doing, which was the source of the shame Warren was 

feeling. 

With the pistol pointed at Webb in this way, seated so close to one another, 

Warren realized that it would be very simple for Webb to reach out and snatch the gun 

from him.  And the pistol seemed heavier now.  His hand was shaking.  He couldn’t have 

stood up, if he’d tried.  So he lowered the pistol to his lap, still keeping it pointed at 

Webb.  “You’ll have to tell me,” he said again. 

Webb had seen the pistol as soon as Warren had drawn it from his coat pocket, 

had watched as the barrel had snagged on the edging of the canvas of the pocket, but had 

made no move of any kind to stop what Warren was doing.  And he appeared to be 

unable to stop crying.  The movement of his eyes was the only acknowledgment he had 

made of what was happening, and now he was staring at the pistol in Warren’s lap as if 

waiting for it to go off.  He didn’t meet Warren’s eye, and Warren wouldn’t have been 

able to meet his, would have had to look away if Webb had raised his eyes. 

“Stop crying,” Warren said. 

Webb nodded, and managed to quiet himself, still breathing uncontrollably and 

looking down again at the floor between his legs.  There had been no tears in Webb’s 

eyes until now, but now his eyes filled and ran down his cheeks.  If this went on much 

longer, Warren thought, Webb would come to his senses and take the gun away from 

him, but Warren didn’t feel confident that his legs would hold him.  He slid across the 

cushions of the couch to make some distance between himself and Webb, and when he’d 

gotten to the end of the couch, he got carefully to his feet, testing his legs for balance, and 

stepped around the sofa and trained the pistol on Webb’s body.  The pistol seemed very 
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heavy now, and Warren’s hand had begun to tremble and his arm to sag so that he had to 

use his left arm to hold up the right. 

“You’re going to tell me where my daughter is.” 

Webb nodded again, but said nothing.  He continued to nod, and from the way his 

face was moving, Warren suspected that he was trying to speak but couldn’t form the 

words without crying out again.   

“I’m going to kill you,” Warren said.  The words were an embarrassment.  “Say 

something,” he said. 

 The apartment door opened.  Warren turned and saw Detective Blackwell 

standing in the doorway, the wide figure of his body seeming to fill the open space.  

Blackwell wore a suit, with a neatly knotted tie around his neck, which bulged over his 

collar, and he had an expression of surprise on his red face.  Warren wondered what 

Margaret had experienced when she’d kissed that face, and without thinking about it, he 

pulled the trigger of his new pistol.  The noise of the .45 going off sounded in his ears 

and silenced everything after it.   

The bullet struck the wall to the right of the door, gouging out a large chunk of the 

painted cinderblock and leaving a cloud of white dust hanging in the air, and Warren 

registered Blackwell’s surprise, saw his body contract, one moment after the cloud of 

dust had appeared in the air.  Blackwell’s lips began moving, but Warren could hear 

nothing but the throbbing noise left in his ear from the shot he’d just fired.   

Blackwell was shouting and removing his own pistol from its holster at his hip 

and pointing it at Warren.  All this seemed to happen very slowly, and Warren turned 

back toward Webb, sensing that he was running out of time, the pistol in his hand moving 

with him as he turned so that it was pointed at Webb.  And then Warren felt a movement 

in his shoulder, a movement that knocked him down so that his right cheek struck the 

rough carpet.   

An odor rose to him from the synthetic fabric, of stale cigarette smoke, cutting 

powerfully into the sharp scent of gunpowder.  The Smith & Wesson came out of 

Warren’s hand, and he watched it as it fell to the floor beside him.  What a ridiculous 

object it was, and yet no more so than anything else; Warren felt a peculiar, almost 

distant, fondness for it—seeing it there, just beyond his outstretched hand—the sort of 
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fondness he’d often felt when he looked at old drawings that Grace had made in school 

and which he and Margaret had saved, had kept in folders that lay in the bottom drawer 

of his desk, at home.   

Warren felt warmth spreading across his chest and down his right arm, and he 

realized that he’d been shot, that Blackwell had shot him.  But he wasn’t angry.  Warren 

looked at the blood coming out of his shirt, making a shiny spot on his jacket and clotting 

as it moved over the stained carpet—a lot of blood, he thought—and understood that he 

was only mildly surprised that this had happened.  It seemed right enough.  His body, he 

realized, was contracted with tension, and now he relaxed, allowed himself to rest 

comfortably where he’d fallen.  He remembered Margaret lying in the grass of the back 

yard of the house on Carroll Street, her arm thrown over her eyes, a beautiful woman, as 

still as if she were asleep. 

And then Warren closed his own eyes.  He could hear nothing but felt the gritting 

sensation, almost a noise, inside his skull, of his hair pressed against the floor, felt the 

jagged pumping of his heart and the rattling of something in his lungs, the wild, almost 

hilarious abandon of something loose inside his chest, tasted the flavor of gin and smoke 

in his mouth.  How rich it all was, rich and miraculous, this flavor in his mouth, these 

secret sensations, all his own, that were almost sounds, almost chords, deep and dense 

and inviting, these sensations, one on top of the next.  Warren was aware of an intense 

pain in his chest, an unbearable tightness, but he didn’t mind it.  The pain was remote, 

seemed to be happening to someone else, as when Grace had been very small and had 

fallen and a frown had blossomed on her small face and Warren had felt the shock and 

sadness in his own body, a grave, momentary unhappiness simple to bear.  He could feel 

his clothes clasped around his body and the blood, warm against his skin, spilling inside 

his shirt with each heartbeat and spreading, so that now his legs were wet, could feel the 

heat draining from his arms and legs, leaving a delicious chilliness that made him feel as 

though he were out of doors on a starry night.  He imagined that he could feel, in the 

cooling of his skin, the precise dimensions of the room in which he lay, even up into the 

corners, could feel the grainy yellow light raining against his closed eyelids, could feel 

beyond the cold room in which he lay the empty winter sky.  The rough of the carpet 

against his cheek, soaked now in his own impossibly thick blood, which had its own 
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comfortable aroma, made Warren think, for some reason, of a dessert of some kind, 

something special.  It was all special, Warren thought—there was no other way to think 

of it—this whole experience—even his own outlandish sentimentality about it was 

special.  Warren would have laughed, if he’d been able to, as much to celebrate his own 

foolishness as to express appreciation for everything he was now being allowed to 

experience.  It made him want to cry, how beautifully detailed these moments were, each 

of them more finely made than the last, each breath, filling him up.    
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Twelve 

  

 Blackwell had never before fired his service sidearm, a Glock 17, at anything but 

a target, had never before even pointed a loaded weapon—or even an unloaded weapon—

at a person, and his hands began suddenly, now, to shake.  He turned the Glock toward 

the young man—John Webb—seated on the table before the couch.   

“Are you armed?” Blackwell shouted.  He could barely hear himself. 

The boy, too, had been deafened by the gunshots.  He raised both his hands and 

got to his feet and immediately stumbled as he tried to take a step away from Blackwell, 

falling backward over the low table, his arms flailing as he sprawled, against the 

television, which sat atop a plastic milk crate, knocking it over also.  And now he was 

thrashing around as he struggled to get to his feet, harmless. 

The shaking in Blackwell’s body made it difficult for him to get the pistol back 

into its holster, difficult to extract his cell phone from his jacket pocket and dial the 

emergency dispatcher at the station.  He dialed and moved the few steps across the room 

to where Warren lay on the floor, switching the phone to his left hand as he dropped to 

the floor so that he could press his right hand against the bleeding wound in Warren’s 

shoulder.  There was too much blood here, the blood too bright and thick.  Blackwell’s 

bullet had hit an artery, and Warren was dying, his lips moving voicelessly. 

Blackwell shouted into the phone, demanded an ambulance, the voice of the 

emergency dispatcher a tinny buzzing in his ear, but he knew, as he hung up the phone 

and allowed it to drop at his side, where it landed in the blood thickening around 

Warren’s fallen body, that Warren was not going to survive long enough for the EMTs to 

save him.  He could feel the wet pulse of each heartbeat surging against his palm, the 

blood forcing out of the slick wound around the edges of his hand.  Blackwell used his 

left hand to remove his necktie, which he then pressed against the bullet hole, using both 

hands now to stop the flow of blood and pin the exit wound, which he guessed was 

somewhere on the top of Warren’s back, against the carpet.  

Blackwell had never much cared for Warren Mays.  He’d made things difficult, 

though Blackwell had never suspected him, as any cop might, of having anything to do 



 

247 

with the disappearance of his daughter.  His distress on the night that Blackwell had first 

met him, on the lawn in front of his home, leaning over his wife, collapsed on the grass, 

had seemed reasonable to Blackwell.  How ought one to act in such a situation?   The 

next day, amid the searching that had begun in the dusk and continued all that night and 

had expanded, the next morning, into a wider search of the town, Blackwell had driven 

both the Mayses to the police station for a polygraph test, to which they had both 

willingly submitted after it had been explained that such a test was routine in cases like 

theirs and that it would make it easier for the police to assist them if their innocence of 

any wrongdoing could be definitively established. 

And at the police station, in the conference room, Blackwell had stood nearby as 

first Margaret Mays and then Warren Mays had been separately questioned.  When asked 

his name and occupation and the other control questions, Warren had registered truthful 

answers on the polygraph, as he had when he’d been asked about his whereabouts and 

activities during the day.  When he’d been asked if he knew the current location of his 

daughter and he’d said that he didn’t, he’d been telling the truth.  But when he was asked 

if he had any knowledge of a plan to abduct or cause harm to his daughter, his denial had 

registered as a falsehood.  These things often happened, the polygraph test being 

notoriously unreliable, measuring only the stress that was associated with the intent to 

deceive.  When Warren was questioned further, asked if he’d been involved in any such 

plan to abduct or cause harm, his denial had registered as a truth.  The matter was settled 

simply enough.  Blackwell had spoken to a graduate student who’d been in Warren’s 

class on the day Grace had disappeared, had gone to the Haley Center and spoken to a 

few of Warren’s colleagues who had seen him in his office during the time between when 

Grace had last been seen and when she had been reported missing.  Warren had not been 

seriously suspected by anyone.  He had told no lies; he had simply felt guilty for what 

had happened. 

And Blackwell could understand this, the feeling that, in bringing children into 

such a world, one had conspired to ruin them, conspired in their corruption, in their 

destruction.  Blackwell had thought, often, during the initial days of the search for Grace 

Mays, of the first dead child he’d ever seen, the small mess of a corpse wrapped in 

unfurling garbage bags on the bank of Snake Creek.  He had thought too of Austin, of the 
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guilt that he’d been carrying for twenty-two years, the guilt that attaches to the father of a 

child that in another era might never have been allowed to live, as if the simple witness of 

its life were an unbearable indictment.  Warren Mays had not been told the results of the 

polygraph test, which would likely have only made him feel more culpable, but he’d been 

tested again the following week—after some understandable resistance to submit to the 

additional scrutiny—and had passed that test.   

Warren’s heart was no longer pumping blood against Blackwell’s hands with any 

force that Blackwell could feel, and Blackwell wondered if there were still any fleeting 

consciousness that remained inside Warren Mays in these last moments, if there were 

anything in him that might be able to hear and understand a word spoken to it, if there 

any words that might be said to grant absolution to whatever remained of him, here at the 

end. 

* * *  

Blackwell had never wanted anything like this for himself.  Like every cop, he 

had imagined the possibility of shooting a suspect, but the thought had never seemed very 

real to him.  There were some cops, the young ones, new to the job, who were hot, who 

wanted to shoot a man, and if their desires were real, they would often find a way to 

make it happen, eventually, would seek the situation in which there was danger and, 

whether they understood their actions or not, would push events, with their words, with 

their gestures, toward the violence they wanted.   

Blackwell had understood this early in his career, had seen how, in the family 

disputes or domestic violence or drunken brawls in which any police officer routinely 

found himself involved, there were ways in which an officer, through his demeanor and 

tone, could escalate a situation.  And in the same way an officer could usually bring calm.  

The ones who wanted violence could get it, could settle it for themselves.  And after 

they’d been involved in a shooting, you could see that they’d either gotten what they 

wanted or had misunderstood their desires, misunderstood themselves.   

Blackwell had steered clear of these types of cops, the bullies, men like Haines, 

who would take over for Blackwell when he retired in four months, and he’d thought, all 

these years, that there would never be a situation in which he’d be unable to prevent a 

shooting.  Perhaps if he’d worked, in the years before he’d moved to Auburn, in a 
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rougher part of Atlanta, he’d have seen that such things at times became inevitable, but it 

had never seemed so in the years he’d spent as an officer in Columbus or Decatur, where 

he’d had his share of tense encounters with armed suspects.  But now Blackwell 

wondered if even this shooting of Warren Mays had been inevitable, if Warren had been 

capable, by himself, of producing that inevitability.  Mays had shot at Blackwell first and 

without warning, but it had seemed, to Blackwell, almost as though it had been an 

accident.  Warren Mays had had a reason to shoot at him, Blackwell thought, because of 

what had happened between himself and Margaret, but the look on Warren’s face when 

Blackwell had opened the apartment door and again when he’d fired his pistol, the look 

of surprise and fear, led Blackwell to suspect that Warren had really had no clear plan, 

that he had been acting out of impulse alone, had possibly been acting so for days or even 

for the last two years.  Blackwell wondered if Warren might have been brought under 

control without force.  

Because something in Mays had gotten out of control, and Blackwell, instead of 

going for his own sidearm, might have done something else, might have said something 

to bring Warren to his senses.  Warren Mays had been, really, a sensible man, not the 

kind who would seek uncomplicated vengeance, certainly not the kind who would throw 

his life away for revenge.  But Blackwell had, in fact, tried to talk to Mays, had told him 

to drop his pistol.  Warren hadn’t been able to hear him; Blackwell had barely been able 

to hear himself over the thunder in his ears left by the sound of a .45 round going off in a 

small room, the words he’d shouted echoing only in his own skull.  Finally, Warren had 

shot at him, and Blackwell would have been gambling his own life not to have reached 

for his own weapon, would have been gambling Webb’s life not to have shot Mays when 

he had.  But Blackwell had only wanted to disarm Warren Mays, not to kill him.  And 

Blackwell had hoped, even as he’d aimed and fired his pistol, that Warren might not be 

seriously injured. 

 Blackwell had gone to the Lutheran Church that night, thinking that perhaps he’d 

find John Webb at the AA meeting.  He’d tried, on Wednesday evening, to call Webb on 

the phone, but the number listed in the phone book had been disconnected.  And when 

he’d stopped by Webb’s apartment that Thursday afternoon, there’d been no answer to 

his knock on the door.  He’d gone to the church at eight, thinking that this might, after all, 
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be the best situation to meet Webb and speak with him, thinking that he might be in a 

truthful mood after an AA meeting, surrounded by recovering alcoholics.  But when he 

arrived and saw the half dozen men seated inside, Blackwell had guessed that none of 

them was John Webb.   

He’d sat in his car in the parking lot for more than ten minutes, waiting, in case 

Webb might show up late.  But then Blackwell had begun to have a foreboding and had 

driven by Warren’s rental house on Dumas Drive and found Warren’s Honda missing and 

returned to Webb’s apartment at Colonial Arms, where he had heard, as he’d approached 

the apartment door, the sound of a man sobbing, had heard Warren Mays’s voice issuing 

his threat.  Now Blackwell looked up from Warren’s body.   

 “You’re John Webb?” he asked. 

 Webb nodded. 

“Did you kill his daughter?” Blackwell asked.  “The mother needs to know.” 

John Webb was standing on the other side of the couch with his mouth open, as if 

mesmerized by the scene before him, the detective kneeling in the wet blood, pressing his 

necktie with both hands into the wounded shoulder of a man who was clearly dying.  His 

eyes were still full of tears and he was hiccupping and breathing hard, still almost 

sobbing, but now more shocked than anything else.  Webb made a slight movement of 

acknowledgement, almost nodding, and he touched his ear, as if he might touch the 

knowledge trapped in his head.   

“I think …” he said, “I think I did.  My memory isn’t …  I’m an alcoholic.” 

“I’m sorry, son, but I’m going to have to take you to the police station for 

questioning.”  Blackwell was still kneeling on the floor, but John Webb made no move to 

get away.  Warren Mays’s pistol lay just beyond Blackwell’s easy reach, but he wasn’t 

concerned about it.  Webb simply nodded again, not really, Blackwell realized, much 

more than a bystander to these events, and a moment later, Webb sat back down, looking 

at the dead man on the floor of his apartment.  Together they waited for the ambulance 

and more police to arrive. 

* * *  

Blackwell never saw Margaret Mays again.  There was a hearing about the fatal 

shooting of Warren Mays, but Blackwell’s actions were never seriously questioned by 
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anyone.  Because Blackwell had killed the husband of a person of interest to one of his 

ongoing investigations, however, it was decided that he would be placed on leave for the 

remaining four months until his retirement, and all of Blackwell’s open cases were 

transferred to Bill Haines.  Haines was the one who had gone to the hospital to tell 

Margaret Mays that her husband had been killed.  Blackwell had not asked how she had 

received this news.  And Haines was the one who questioned John Webb and who, on the 

basis of the interview, organized the search of the Tuskeegee National Forest.   

Webb was released after twenty-four hours, on Friday night, since there was no 

real evidence against him, and it had been Warren Mays’s colleague from the History 

Department at Auburn University, Red Hall, that had come to the police station to pick 

up Webb.  Webb had, according to Haines, been as forthcoming as he’d been able to be, 

but he had no memory of the accident that had killed Grace, only guilt and suspicions and 

nightmares, the inconclusive fragments of a broken memory.  The court-appointed 

attorney Webb had requested, after he’d come to the conclusion that the things he’d told 

Haines were likely to send him to prison, denied that any of the statements Webb had 

made to the police while he’d been in custody constituted a confession, and even the 

discovery of the body of Grace Mays, two days later, in the Tuskeegee National Forest, 

gave the Auburn Police Department no further evidence against him.  The fact that the 

location of the search had been suggested by Webb’s nightmares was merely 

circumstantial.  Haines called Blackwell on the morning the search party discovered the 

child’s body, which was later determined to be that of Grace Mays, and asked him to 

drive down to Tuskeegee to have a look. 

Blackwell had been surprised by the news, and as he’d driven down to Tuskeegee, 

early on Sunday morning, he’d felt certain the body that had been found, as improbable 

as it might be, had to belong to some other child.  Blackwell had not been confident that 

John Webb had anything to do with the disappearance of Grace Mays, despite Warren’s 

certainty.  It seemed more reasonable to Blackwell that everything Warren Mays had 

imagined he’d discovered amounted to nothing more than an elaborate misunderstanding, 

a fantasy Mays had concocted with the aid of whatever gossip circulated among whatever 

nuts one might find at those AA meetings.   
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Even after the shooting, Blackwell had been inclined to believe that Webb had 

been pulled into the orbit of Warren Mays’s life because of Webb’s weak and uncertain 

will rather than because of any real connection he might have to what had happened to 

Grace Mays.  Blackwell wondered how he could have been so wrong.  He wondered if he 

would have organized such a large-scale search, as Haines had done—with volunteers 

and off-duty police from several counties combing the woods of the national forest in 

grids—simply on the basis of Webb’s statement, on the basis of the nightmares of a 

confused and suggestible young man.  Probably he would not, and he realized that, after 

two years, he’d become as hopeless as Warren had been himself.  He’d become sure, 

despite his best efforts at hope, his best efforts at professionalism, that Grace would never 

be found, and, if he’d been left in charge of the case instead of Haines, she might not 

have been. 

The body had been found almost immediately after the search began, on the 

Sunday after Blackwell had shot and killed Warren Mays, the morning of the fourth of 

December.  It was found not far from one of the main dirt roads that ran through the 

forest, used mainly by hunters, and Blackwell arrived at the scene just after nine o’clock 

in the morning.  More than a dozen police cruisers and pickup trucks lined the road—a 

narrow track of red clay that wound through the low hills, hemmed in on both sides by 

trees, mostly pine and bare oaks and hickories—leading up to the place where Haines and 

some other officers and volunteers had gathered, waiting for a forensics team to drive 

down from Birmingham, and there were more vehicles on the other side of the gathered 

men.  There had been a hard rain the night before, and the men all wore boots and rain 

coats.  Blackwell parked at the end of the line of cars and walked along the muddy road 

toward the place where the men, perhaps as many as thirty altogether, were gathered, 

congregating in a several small groups.  Blackwell knew a number of these men, most of 

them, he could tell as he approached, cops, one group of them the younger officers from 

the departments in Auburn and Opelika who would have felt obliged to be here for the 

search, even excited, perhaps, to be a part of it. 

Haines said nothing as Blackwell approached, but the conversation of the men 

around him turned to silence.  These men would know who Blackwell was, Haines 

having told them, would know that he’d shot and killed a man the week before, the father 
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of the girl they supposed they’d just found dead in the woods.  Haines would have told 

them that much, and the drama of it would appeal to them, a memorable event, the 

privilege of taking some part of such an occasion, however small, one of the satisfactions 

of being a cop, which was why none of these men had yet gone home, though there was 

nothing further for any of them to do here.  They’d be fixing the details of this morning in 

their memories, as cops sometimes learn to do, would be attuned to whatever they might 

have the opportunity to witness, as if they expected to learn something from having been 

present here today, or as if later they’d be asked to make a report.  Today might be a story 

they’d tell.  But only Haines and a few of the others here now, in charge of coordinating 

the efforts of their own departments, would be obliged to file a report.  Blackwell was 

still carrying the shooting of Mays closely, heavily, the death of the man he’d known 

fresh inside him as a long, stitched gash, and he suspected that they’d be able to tell it, 

from his silence, from his eyes, if they met his eyes. 

Blackwell had spent the weekend at home, exhausted by the shooting, by the 

death that had finally issued from him.  For the past three days since the shooting, each of 

his muscles had felt weakened so that it became a labor to get out of bed, to sit up, to 

stand, to lift a coffee cup to his mouth in the morning, all the regular motions of the day 

seeming now challenges that must be met with endurance and determination.  It was 

exhausting, reliving the moment he’d pulled the trigger of his Glock 17 and felt the snap 

of the round lifting his arm and the crack of the shot, the balloon of fire from the muzzle 

of the pistol obscuring, for one instant, his vision of the front room of John Webb’s shitty 

little apartment, where Warren Mays had come with a loaded pistol.  But he could not 

stop himself from going over the event in his mind, and each time he recalled the shot 

he’d fired, it was as if his body flinched and all his muscles contracted.  Blackwell knew 

he’d never be rid of the feeling that had come to him now that he’d killed a man.  It was 

shame, and he felt he’d been painted by it, that the stain would never come off.  Warren 

Mays had been a husband and a father and a teacher, a man who had written a book and 

had taken the time to know things Blackwell supposed were worth knowing, known 

things Blackwell didn’t know and would never find out.  No one would. 

 Blackwell came to stand in the small circle of men beside Haines, the older cops 

and troopers from the neighboring counties, and now the other groups of men, standing 
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beside pickups farther down the row of vehicles, talking about hunting rifles or service 

sidearms or their work, telling stories, also became silent.  Blackwell knew they were 

watching to see what would happen now that he’d arrived, though no one approached for 

a closer look.   

“We got some coffee if you want it,” Haines said. 

 “I’m good, thanks,” Blackwell said. 

 “She’s in here,” Haines said. 

Haines turned and made his way down from the shoulder of the road into the 

ditch, his duck boots thick with clotted red clay.  Blackwell had also worn boots, and he 

followed Haines down into the brush that grew up to the verge of the road, tearing 

through into the trees. 

 It was a cold, misty morning, and already Blackwell’s windbreaker was wet from 

passing through the bushes.  The floor of the woods was dark, covered in soaked pine 

straw and dead leaves, weeds and fallen branches.  Blackwell followed Haines, and two 

other men followed Blackwell.  They must have been the pair that located the body, or 

perhaps one of them was the officer in command of the boys that had found her; the other 

would be the senior detective of that department.  Blackwell didn’t know either man on 

sight, and Haines hadn’t introduced them, though Blackwell thought he’d probably have 

recognized their names if he’d been given them.  Blackwell’s presence here was, 

apparently, only a courtesy Haines had extended to the detective who had been his own 

captain for the last six years, an acknowledgement of the fact that, though Haines had 

closed the case after two days, it had been open on Blackwell’s desk for more than two 

years.  And Blackwell admitted to himself that he would have been angry if Haines had 

not called him; this was the least Haines could do, but he’d done it. 

 Blackwell followed Haines through the woods and the other two followed 

Blackwell, the four men walking in silence, their footsteps squelching slightly in the 

spongy duff.  Behind them, back at the road, someone had made a joke, and a splash of 

laughter followed the men through the trees.  Less than a hundred feet into the woods, 

Haines came to a stop, and Blackwell came up beside him.  Here he was again, in the 

woods, standing before the remains of a child. 
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 The body lay on its back in the slight depression into which its weight had settled 

over the last two years, the exposed skin of the face stained the color of tea, and it had 

been uncovered, the blanket of dead leaves carefully removed from around the edges of 

the small arms and legs and set aside, a pile of dark, wet mash.  It was not a difficult 

thing to look at, as Blackwell had feared it might be.  He could see that one might easily 

have walked past the body a dozen times and not noticed that it was there, the low mound 

the shape of a child.   

The dark hair was matted and molded with soil—Blackwell could still discern the 

boyish bob Grace had been allowed to complete her Halloween costume—and the skin 

had tightened and stiffened and contracted around the skull, exposing two rows of small, 

yellow teeth, empty eye sockets like wet, gray holes.  The body didn’t obviously belong 

to a girl, but it was dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt that was still green, the clothes all 

soaked with rainwater.  The tee shirt, visible at the top of the child’s chest where the 

sweatshirt was unzipped, was stained but whitish.  On one foot there was a small canvas 

tennis shoe, on the other only a sock, also white but colored by the dead leaves.  The 

attitude of the corpse suggested that the child might have simply fallen asleep.  Looking 

carefully, Blackwell thought he could recognize the face of the corpse from the 

photographs he’d been looking at for the last two years.  He doubted Haines could be as 

confident as he was. 

 “It’s her,” Blackwell said. 

 “I told you it was,” said Haines.   

So she had been killed in an accident and had died relatively easily—even if it 

had taken her hours to expire, bleeding from internal wounds, even if she had been 

conscious the whole time, even if she had sobbed her life away, screaming for her mother 

or her father, screaming for help that would never find her here, in these woods.  A 

forensics expert would examine the body, and who knew what such an examination 

might still be able to discover about this death that rain and years had not made illegible.  

But Blackwell knew now that Grace Mays had died quickly and her death, therefore, had 

been nothing to the horrors that Blackwell was able to imagine, the horrors he had 

imagined, the darkened and soundproofed room, the makeshift instruments of bondage 

and torture, the hellish absence of restraint or shame.  She had been laid to rest unburied 
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and unmourned, in these woods, but the horrors that Blackwell had imagined: he could be 

sure, now, that she had been spared all of that.  For now, it seemed like enough. 

“So, Jimmy, you reckon there’s any way to put this on Webb?” 

There wouldn’t be.  Webb had gotten a lawyer and everything he’d told Haines 

had been so confused and uncertain that it would be too easily discounted, if it ever made 

its way into court, which it wouldn’t.  Even a public defender could get him off.  Webb 

might get sober, might even come to remember and confess this crime to someone, but he 

wouldn’t decide it was worth going to prison for.  Blackwell couldn’t have said, now, 

what would have been justice for the body that lay before him. 

“Don’t call me Jimmy,” Blackwell said.   

He turned and walked away, back toward the road and his car, back home.  The 

others said nothing as he walked away, and Blackwell wondered if they’d learned 

anything from his behavior, if they’d learned anything from any of this.  It was their 

problem now, their mess to clean up.  They could take the girl back to her mother and say 

whatever they could think to say.  Blackwell was sorry for Margaret Mays, sorry that she 

had to get this news from a man like Bill Haines, but there was no way Blackwell could 

give it to her himself.  Blackwell had killed her husband, and he’d never be able to see 

Margaret Mays again.  Between the bare treetops the sky was a winter white, and 

Blackwell could see his breath rising in the air.  A few drops of water fell from the high 

branches onto his face, startlingly cold, and ran down his cheeks.  Or maybe they fell 

right out of the tall, white sky. 

* * *  

Margaret Mays left Auburn without returning to the house on Carroll Street.  Her 

friend Ellen Thomas had come to the hospital on the day of her discharge with a change 

of clothes and had asked Margaret what she wanted, what needed to be done.  And when 

Margaret had told her, Ellen had walked Margaret out of the hospital to her car and 

driven the two hours to the airport in Birmingham, had walked with her from the parking 

garage to the terminal, taken Margaret’s wallet and used one of the credit cards in it to 

purchase a plane ticket for Richmond.  She had called Margaret’s sister, Katherine, with 

whom Ellen had spoken on the phone once before, and arranged for Katherine to meet 
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Margaret when she arrived.  Ellen had done all this without any unnecessary talk, for 

which Margaret had been grateful.   

“I want you to go to my house,” Margaret said, when they were sitting in the 

airport Starbucks, sipping coffee from paper cups, waiting for Margaret’s flight to start 

boarding.  “Take my key,” she said, removing it from her keychain.   

Over the public address system, they could hear the boarding announcements and 

the incessant warnings to passengers, not to accept any items from strangers, to keep their 

baggage within sight at all times.  But Margaret had only her purse.  Her hair was a mess, 

and her face was sallow and damaged, her sightless eye hidden behind a pair of dark 

glasses she’d asked Ellen to get for her at a gas station on the way up to Birmingham.  

People were moving all around them, pulling suitcases on rollers, leading small children 

by the hand; it was already the beginning of the Christmas travel season. 

Margaret pushed the key across the table toward Ellen.  “I won’t be coming back.  

I’ll have Warren and Grace sent up to Virginia, and I’ll hire movers for the house.  But I 

need you to do something for me first.” 

Ellen waited for Margaret to go on, but she didn’t.  And Ellen couldn’t make out 

her expression behind the dark glasses.  “What is it?” she asked. 

“I don’t know if I can ask you to do this,” Margaret said finally.  She was thinking 

of Ellen’s daughter, Susan. 

“Whatever you need me to do, I’ll try my best.” 

“I’d like it if you could go to my house and clean out Grace’s room for me.” 

“Of course,” Ellen said immediately.  “Of course I will.  But are you sure you 

don’t want to go through those things yourself?” 

“I couldn’t.” 

“I understand.” 

“You can just give it all to Goodwill, but please don’t let anybody know where it 

all came from.  I couldn’t stand the thought of that.” 

“Everything?” Ellen asked.  She understood now that this was the last time she 

would speak to her friend.  

“Everything in her room.  What you can’t give away, you can just throw it out.  I 

don’t want to know.  It’s not asking too much, is it?”   
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The task seemed so unbearable to Margaret that it was difficult for her to imagine 

that it might not seem so for Ellen, might seem to her no more than merely heartbreaking.  

Ellen had known Grace and had a daughter of her own.  Margaret failed to realize how 

Ellen would go through the room, examining the toys and the garments, things so like her 

own daughter’s, the same dolls and toys, so recently outgrown, how she would, at some 

point, after she’d been among Grace’s things for the better part of an afternoon, holding 

some small and vaguely familiar object in her hand, before placing it in another 

cardboard box with everything else, begin to weep, remembering the small child who had 

grown, in her mind, over the last two years, into little more than a difficult abstraction, 

how when she was finished cleaning out the room, she would go home to her own 

daughter, Susan, and know her differently, how eventually this task would become, in 

Ellen Thomas’s memory, a blessing that she had been granted, almost a new life.  

“It’s not too much,” Ellen said.  “What else?” 

“In my bedroom, in the top drawer of the dresser, there are several notebooks.  I’d 

like you to burn them, please.”  Margaret wanted to ask Ellen not to read them, but she 

knew it would be rude.  And she knew that Ellen wouldn’t read them.  She’d want to, but 

she wouldn’t.  Margaret knew.   

“I’m sorry.  I’m being dramatic.  You can just throw them away.” 

“I’ll be glad to burn them,” Ellen said.  “It’ll be no trouble.” 

“Thank you.”  Margaret remembered the picture.  “On top of the dresser, there’s a 

framed photo of Grace.  I want you to get rid of that too, please.” 

“Are you sure, Margaret?” 

Margaret seemed almost embarrassed by this request.  “It’s just that I’ve seen it 

too often.  It always reminds me of Warren’s book, in a way.” 

“Warren’s book?” 

“A Place of Honor.  It was about photography.”   

“Don’t you want to keep anything?” 

“I’m not asking you to get rid of everything.  There are other things, other places.  

The movers will get it.  Send it along.  I’ll have it later.” 

“I understand.” 

“I’m sorry,” Margaret said.  “For everything.  And thank you.” 
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Now Ellen didn’t know what to say.  She wanted to say, somehow, goodbye, but 

she didn’t know how to do that with Margaret.  The woman sitting across from her was 

no longer the woman she’d known.  

“You should go,” Margaret said.  “You should go back home.  I’ll be fine.  I only 

have to get on the plane.  You’ve done enough already.  You’ve done enough.  Thank 

you.”   

Ellen made no move to get up, but Margaret was at the end of what she wanted to 

say.  She got up from the seat and took her purse and then, before walking away, she 

stepped around the table and leaned toward Ellen and kissed her on the cheek.  And then 

she walked away, and Ellen watched her as she moved down the concourse and 

disappeared among the other travelers. 

* * *  

 Blackwell climbed up out of the woods and onto the road, where the men were 

still standing by their trucks.  They glanced over at him and then looked away, as if the 

dead child in the woods had belonged to him.  Blackwell walked along the muddy lane to 

his Crown Victoria and got in and started it up, turned the heater on high.  He backed up 

and had to make a five point turn in the narrow road to get turned around. 

 There would be a story or two in the local news, nothing more, but Blackwell 

would be getting more calls.  He’d already been called a few times about the shooting, 

but he had not answered any questions about Warren Mays, and he would answer none 

about Grace.  Bill Haines would tell the story for the newspapers and then it would be 

over.  Haines would probably receive a promotion, despite the fact that John Webb would 

go free, and Haines had known that too, there in the woods beside the child’s body.  He 

had made quick work of Blackwell’s case.  He’d spin it that way. 

 Webb might even stay in Auburn.  His name had not been made public, and there 

were few enough people in town who knew anything about his putative connection to the 

disappearance of a little girl that he might simply stay, with no great difficulties.   He had 

remained anonymous.  Margaret Mays, Blackwell realized, would certainly be leaving.  

There would be no one who would hound Webb, no cops, no reporters; the story was 

over.  Blackwell could imagine him sitting in the AA meetings at the Lutheran Church 

among the other drunks, could imagine seeing him on the sidewalks or at the grocery 
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store.  Auburn was a small town, and Blackwell wasn’t planning to leave, not, at least, as 

long as Austin was alive.  And he and Denise would probably stay even when Austin was 

gone; Sarah was here, and someday soon she’d be having children of her own.   

Blackwell imagined meeting John Webb, next year or the year after or ten years 

from now, somewhere, face to face.  Blackwell wondered how he would feel then, 

knowing that Webb was guilty, knowing that he really was the man responsible for all the 

suffering Blackwell had had to witness.  Who could say how time might change them 

both.  Perhaps Webb would be able to learn whatever it was that the twelve steps had to 

offer, whatever it was that allowed those drunks to put their misadventures well enough 

behind them, to restore themselves to some kind of life worth living.  But Webb had not 

been the one who’d had to kill Warren Mays.  Whatever Webb’s crimes may have been, 

he’d been allowed to forget. 

Blackwell was surprised, now that he thought about it, how easy it had been for 

him to see the small, weathered corpse of Grace Mays, lying on the ground, and he 

wondered what had changed in him over the years that he’d been a cop, what had 

changed over the last two years since he’d come to know who Grace had been.  It 

couldn’t be that he had become a hard man, that he’d become less sensitive to suffering, 

to needless death, could it?  All those years ago, beside Snake Creek off the 

Chattahoochee, looking at the small corpse dragged out of the water, what had been so 

unbearable was that he had not known who the child was, had not known how or why it 

had died, how it had lived.   

What had seemed so terrible about the experience, he realized, had been simply 

that he had known nothing, and not knowing, had felt a dark, meaningless void in 

himself, from which horrors had supplied themselves—the child had been merely a 

grotesque object or horror to him, an empty signal of death, hidden in a plastic garbage 

bag beneath the muddy water, that had returned to the surface, returned without a name, 

without a life or a family, without anyone to care but a few cops, all of whom had been 

shaking with revulsion and trying not to puke.  But Grace Mays, though he had never met 

her until today, he had known.  He had slept in her small bed, had inhaled the aroma of 

her hair on her own pillow.  He remembered that.  And she had, at last, been found.  

Blackwell had done as much as he’d been able to do for.  He’d done as much as he could 
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for Warren and Margaret too.  Blackwell wondered if he’d dream now of the woods of 

the Tuskeegee National Forest, as sometimes he dreamed that he was back on the banks 

of the Chattahoochee River.  He knew that he would be dreaming of John Webb’s 

apartment. 

But bad dreams were only dreams.  The years had taught him that.  He was a 

killer, now, but he was not a hard man.  He would never see Margaret Mays again.  She 

would get this news and she would leave Auburn and never return.  At least, Blackwell 

hoped that she would leave.  He was confident that she would.  The house on Carroll 

Street would be emptied, and it would be sold to a new family who had never known any 

of the Mayses.  Blackwell imagined Margaret dressed in black standing in a cemetery, 

beside the rectangular holes where Warren and Grace would be buried, somewhere, he 

guessed, in Virginia—her whole life put into the ground.  Someday Blackwell would be 

buried beside his son, Austin, and his wife, Denise, a family, together, but Margaret Mays 

was young.  She might be able to start over with someone new.  Blackwell had kissed her 

once.  I’d like to meet everyone in your family, she had said.  They all sound like 

wonderful people.  Denise and Austin would be at home, waiting for him, when he 

returned.  Blackwell came to the end of the dirt road and pulled out onto the blacktop, 

shiny with rainwater, and started on the long drive back to Auburn. 
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