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Mark has not thought about Bethany for years until, coming home on
a crowded commuter ferry from San Francisco, he sees a woman who
might be her. She has the same dark brown hair, smooth and full,
the same glowing olive skin. His memory of Bethany’s actual face is
weak and fading since the thing about Bethany is not Bethany but
what he did to her, and what happened later.

The guilt comes back like a punch in the groin. That is always the
physical feel of it, what he imagines she felt. Images from that
summer back in college stream and flash through his head.

All this mental drama, even though he knows the woman could not be
Bethany. She is too young – Bethany would be at least forty by now
– and too tall. On the crowded ferry, he can’t see if she is
wearing heels, but the age thing seems to seal it. And Bethany’s
nose was smaller, less Mediterranean than this woman’s. Wasn’t
it?

Still, he angles closer in her direction, the better to see her
left hand, which is gripping the support rail. Surely the scar – a
square patch from a childhood accident – would still be
visible.

No scar, not even a discoloration. Mark returns to his
newsmagazine, a piece about the recent resurgence of the bond
market, but he can’t find the place in the article where he left
off.

His wife is waiting in the minivan when he disembarks. She clears
her real estate binders off the passenger seat then leans over for
the quick, married couple kiss.

“How was the ferry?”

“Same old, same old.” He folds the magazine length-wise, slips it
into his leather computer bag, and zips the bag closed. “How was
your day?”

That night, Mark’s daughter Carli is to go to a slumber party at
her best friend Jenny’s house, an end-of-season event for the girls
on her soccer team. But the evening news initiates a quick volley
of phone calls among the parents, and the slumber party is
postponed.

The big story is the disappearance of an eleven-year-old girl from
Novato, only a few towns away. The girl, Susie Leigh, was allegedly
snatched away from the rope swing in her own yard while her mother
was inside ironing clothes and watching a soap opera. Witnesses
observed a man in his thirties or forties directing her into a
minivan. A police sketch of the suspect is shown above the hot line
numbers.

All the soccer parents – the girls are all eleven and twelve
themselves – agree that everyone would feel better if the girls
slept safe and sound in their own beds that night. Everyone except
the girls, of course, who have been looking forward to the slumber
party for weeks. Carli thinks the decision is “bullshit” and says
so; she is sent to her room to cool off.

Later that evening, the phone rings and Mark and Carole let Carli
answer it; most of the calls these days are for her anyway. She
calls down the stairs for Mark to pick up.

“Hello?”

“Is this Mark Baylor?” The voice is male, low and gravelly.

“Who is this, please?” Mark asks. He is slightly annoyed at Carli.
She’s usually pretty good at screening out telemarketers. Maybe
she’s still upset about the slumber party.

“Is this Mark Baylor? From Corinth, New York?”

“Yes. Yes it is.” Mark eases up. It would not be the first time an
old college buddy from Corinth University looked him up. “Who’s
this?”

“Thanks. That’s all I need to know.”

The caller hangs up and the line is silent. Mark checks the
caller-ID history. It reads PRIVATE.



Before bed, Mark watches the late news while he flosses his teeth.
The Susie Leigh case is still the top story.

The first image is a close-up of a school photo: she is blonde and
has buckwheat freckles and big teeth with pink tinted braces. Most
kids would smile closed-mouthed to hide their braces, but not this
one. She is too full of life, the happy kind of child everyone
loves. She could easily be one of Carli’s friends.

This image is immediately followed by a clip of the parents, bathed
in the white light of a dozen television cameras. The mother has
the same blonde hair as the daughter, only limp and tied back. Her
husband has one arm around her shoulder. His right hand is wrapped
protectively over her right hand, their fingers intertwined. His
eyes are cast down to the floor. The mother pleads for the
kidnapper to return their baby. In her left hand she holds up a
flier with the same school photo shown before; Mark can make out
the words Missing and Help. She clutches the flier so tightly, it’s
crumpling in on itself.

Toward the end of the clip, she collapses into a crying fit and her
husband holds her tighter. The flashbulb lightning strikes over and
over. Mark can see that the father’s whole effort is going into
helping the mother keep it together. He understands; he would be
doing the same for Carole.

Next comes the black ink police sketch of the suspect. Mark tries
to place him – the school, the soccer field, the mall, the car wash
– but the face is wholly unfamiliar.

The segment ends; the next story is about a tree knocked over by a
car in Los Gatos. Mark presses the off button on the remote and
goes into the bathroom to brush his teeth and gargle.



That night Mark dreams about Bethany. Almost.

In the dream, he is preparing hamburgers for the grill, pressing
the soft meat into patties, when the doorbell rings. Carole comes
into the kitchen with a tall young man. This is his son, the child
he conceived with Bethany. She decided to keep the pregnancy, after
all, to have the child in secret, and suddenly here in his
breakfast nook is his son, now twenty-one. Carli is delighted to
have an older brother, everything he says is a riot to her, and she
drags him out of the kitchen by the arm to show him the
house.

Carole wants an explanation.

“Remember Bethany, the girl I told you about…”

“You mean that girl…”

“Yes, that girl.”

“Bethany, the girl from the Fourth of July picnic.”

“Yes, well, she got pregnant that night and that’s my son. Our
son.”

“I know, Mark, but she had an abortion. You said you were
there.”

“Well, she didn’t. I guess she didn’t.”

“But Mark, you were there. You told me you even held her hand
during the procedure.”

Mark remembers the actuality of the abortion and the memory replays
within the dream: Bethany on the table, her feet in the stirrups,
beige machinery clicking and beeping, the doctor probing under a
bright light, the same kind of light a dentist uses. Dark shoots of
Bethany's hair are sweat-plastered against her brow. She grips
Mark's hand hard enough that the pain in his fingers will last for
days. Each time she squeezes she gives out a little squeak through
gritted teeth and each time she squeaks, Mark feels a stabbing pain
in his groin.

In his dream kitchen with his dream wife, dream Mark says, “Yes,
you’re right. I was there.”

So who is this young man? Carole and Mark go into the living room.
All the windows are open, the curtains billowing in the wind. The
room is silent and the expansive parquet floor screams emptiness.
There is no furniture, nothing. The bright red front door is
smashed open and hanging off its hinges.

Carli is gone.

Next he sees the school portrait on the television again, only now
it is not Susie Leigh, but Carli Baylor.

Next it is not Susie Leigh’s parents pleading in the TV light and
flashbulb surf, but Mark and the Bethany look-alike from the ferry.
Her left hand, the wide scar visible below the knuckles, is a talon
of tension gripping the flier with their son’s adult picture. Mark
holds her tightly, his eyes cast down to the floor.

Next comes the sketch of the suspect, an older version of the young
man who claimed to be his son, the one who was never born.



Mark snaps awake at 4:37 AM. The phone is ringing.

“Hello?”

“Baylor. Izzat you, Baylor?” It is the same voice as earlier but
drunk. “You sick fuck.”

Mark rubs his eyes. “Please do not call this number again.”

“We know all about you, Baylor. We know what you did to that girl.
You sick fuck. You sick sick fuck. We shou’ take you out and shoot
you like a dog.”

“I think you have the wrong Mark Baylor. If you call again, I’m
calling the police.”

“S’only a matter time, Baylor. Matter of time.” He hangs up.

Mark replaces the phone in its cradle, stares at the dark ceiling,
and thinks about Bethany.



The summer after his sophomore year in college, Mark decided to
stay in Corinth instead of going home to Long Island. To support
himself – a condition imposed by his parents – he lucked into a job
waiting tables at the Tucker Inn, one of the fancier dining
establishments around Corinth. Mark had previously met the owner, a
graduate of the Cornell Hotel School, when he’d been a featured
speaker in one of Mark’s seminars. A handful of students, including
Mark, had joined him afterwards for a drink. When Mark came looking
for a job, Stone Tucker remembered him and gave him enough shifts
to make the nut and a little bit more.

Because it offered a tasteful alternative to the inescapable
college town fare of burritos, pizza, and sandwiches, the Tucker
Inn was a frequent destination for parents who were dropping off,
picking up, or just visiting their college student kids. It was an
attractive place, too. Stone Tucker had renovated a massive
Victorian farmhouse with gingerbread detailing and a wraparound
porch; it was far enough outside of town to have an expanse of
green lawn on every side.

It was hard to not notice Bethany when she pranced in with her
parents. She was the rings-on-her-fingers-and-bells-on-her-shoes
type, with a flowing Indian skirt and peasant blouse. Her dark
hair, full and straight, completed the gypsy look.

What really caught Mark’s eye, though, was her happiness. Her
parents were trying to get in their last minute pieces of advice
before dropping her off for the summer session at the university,
but Bethany kept cracking them up by making mock serious faces. Her
father, tanned and amiable like a retired golfer, called Mark Tiger
whenever he made a request. Can I get a refill over here, Tiger?
Her mother, an older version of Bethany with bangs and makeup and
jewelry that jangled, was quiet most of the time, smiling and
shaking her head at her husband and daughter’s shenanigans.

Bethany was not really Mark’s type – his last girlfriend, Jackie,
had been on the preppie side, pink sweaters over conservative
blouses – but her mood infected Mark and he found himself actually
singing as he hauled trays of empty dishes back to the kitchen and
wiped down tables. The feeling lasted long after Bethany and her
parents had paid and left, and Mark knew what it was.

He was happy.

He was happy he’d decided to stay in Corinth for the summer. He was
happy it was only June, not even official summer yet, and the green
months ahead were full of promise. He was happy he had money and
lots of free time to loaf around. He was happy that, for the first
time in his life, he had no one to really answer to.

He was so happy that even Stone, running the afternoon’s receipts,
commented on it. “What happened, Mark? You get laid last
night?”



The next morning, Carli gets her usual ride to school with Caitlin
from down the street. When Mark and Carole are getting in the
minivan, a black sedan pulls up and blocks the driveway. Two men in
suits and ties exit, the driver remaining on the far side of the
car while the passenger approaches Mark.

“Mr. Baylor? Mark Baylor?”

“Yes?” Mark and Carole exchange looks.

“Can I have a word with you, sir?” He indicates they should move
towards the recycling bins for privacy.

The man identifies himself as a FBI agent, flipping open a billfold
with a badge. Mark studies it. The man’s aftershave mingles with a
leather smell from the billfold.

 “We’re working with local police on a case. You may be aware
that a young girl was kidnapped the other day. Susie Leigh. It’s
been on the news. There was an Amber Alert put out.”

“Yes, we heard. You know, we have a daughter about that age, and
this sort of thing – “

The man cuts him off. “This is all just routine, but we need to ask
where you were yesterday afternoon.”

Mark’s mouth feels like it is full of marbles. “Me? Well, I was at
work…”

The agent glances at a notepad. “You work in the city, correct?”
Without waiting for an answer, he asks, “Did you have the minivan
yesterday by any chance?”

“No, my wife did.” Mark finds some clarity. All this just because
he has a minivan? “May I ask what this is about? Why are you
questioning me?”

“Just routine.” The agent puts his identification away. Mark sees
the black edge of a holstered pistol inside his coat. “Would you
mind if my partner and I asked you a few questions?”

Dry eucalyptus leaves crunch under their feet.

Carole calls over from the minivan. “Mark, is everything all right?
What’s going on?” Her brow is furrowed and her upper lip curled
like a rabbit’s.

“It’s okay, honey, just a second.”

“So, can we count on your cooperation?” The agent gestures toward
Carole and says, “She can come with us, if it’s more
convenient.”

“Well,” Mark says, “she is supposed to drop me off at the ferry.”
He wants to add, and you’re making us late, but thinks better of
it.

“We can drop you off later.” The agent seems the very soul of
common sense. “That’s not a problem.”

“Excuse me a sec.” Mark goes over to the minivan. This abrupt
movement causes the agents to visibly tense up, so he slows down
and, remembering the holster, keeps his hands in plain sight.
Carole is still in the driver’s seat. “Honey, these men want to ask
me some questions.”

“What about?”

The truth is too complicated so he says, “I don’t know exactly. Why
don’t you go ahead and I’ll talk to these guys.” He shrugs as if
this were an everyday occurrence, as if being accosted by FBI
agents in their driveway was in the same category as missed ferries
or running out of eggs. “They said they can drop me off at the
ferry afterwards.”

Carole isn’t having it. “But what do they want? Did you see any
identification? They need to show identification.”

Mark sees a way to get her moving. “Look, they’re federal people,
and yes, he showed me identification. Maybe something is going on
at work, an investigation or something.” He sees her softening,
accepting this possibility. “They say it’s just routine.”

“Is something going on at work?”

“No. I mean, I don’t know.” Mark puts on his best helpless look,
imploring her not to be angry with him but at the situation. “I’ll
call you as soon as I know something.”

She starts up the minivan and kisses Mark through the open window.
She throws a harsh look at the agent in the driveway. The other
agent moves the car so she can pull out.

When she is gone, Mark gestures toward the front door. “Well, let’s
get this over with.”

The agent shakes his head. “I’m sorry if I wasn’t clear. We’ll need
you to come with us.”

The first shiver of fear runs up Mark’s spine and pops his head
clear, like ears popping open on an airplane. “Excuse me? Am I
under arrest?”

“Not at all, we would just like you to come with us voluntarily to
answer a few questions.” The unspoken words or else hang in the
air.

Mark sees where this is going, but he knows he has nothing to be
afraid of. He has done nothing wrong. He has nothing to do with the
missing girl. He pays his taxes and keeps his yard clean. He has an
alibi.

“Sure, a few questions.” Mark contemplates calling a lawyer but the
only lawyer he knows is a tax attorney. “Okay, let’s go.”

The agent opens the back door for Mark, but blocks him from getting
in. “I hate to have to do this, but since you are coming in our
car, I will need to put you in handcuffs.”

Mark sighs. “What?”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Baylor. If it was up to me, I wouldn’t do it, but
the regulations are clear.”

Mark looks up and down his street. At least no neighbors are
around. Not outside, anyway. There is a shiny black SUV parked down
the block with the driver’s window half-open, but he doesn’t
recognize it as belonging to anyone on his street. “All right,” he
says, holding his hands in front of his stomach like he has seen
criminals do on television.

“Around the back, please, Mr. Baylor.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Just routine, sir.”

“Right.” He puts his hands behind his back and feels the cold bite
of the metal as the cuffs ratchet closed. The agent helps him ease
into the backseat.

They use Mark’s driveway to turn around. As they pass the black
SUV, the driver – a fiftyish man in sunglasses and a black baseball
cap – looks at Mark and folds his cell phone closed. He has
probably been watching the whole drama. But Mark doesn’t know him
and hopes for the best.

The agent leans back from the front passenger seat. “So, the Giants
are looking pretty good this year, wouldn’t you say?”



That summer in Corinth was hot, humid, and slow. All the young
people – locals, students like Mark, and still others who just
seemed to be hanging around – gravitated around the swimming holes
during the day and a handful of downtown bars at night. Through a
friendship with Bryce, the bartender at the Tucker Inn, Mark
gravitated along with them.

He couldn't afford to go out often, but Monday nights marked Blue
Mondays at the Bee's Knees, a popular pizza and beer joint that
cleared the tables after dinner for live music. He wasn't much for
dancing but there were girls and pizza and a loose pinball machine
that he could play all night for a few quarters.

On the Monday right before the Fourth of July, Mark arrived late.
His T-shirt clinging to his back from the humidity, he went
straight to the bar to get a beer. Waiting to order, he felt a tap
on his shoulder. He turned and there was Bethany twirling an empty
glass, ice cubes clacking.

She scrunched her brow and asked in a deep baritone, “Hey there,
Tiger, how about a refill when you get a chance?”

Mark laughed, said sure and reached for her glass, but she pulled
it out of range. “Oh god, that was too much! I’m sorry.” She put
one hand over her eyes. Was she blushing?

“It’s okay.” Mark’s brain had stopped working by this point.
Bethany was tanned and brunette and had green eyes he hadn’t
noticed in the restaurant. Not Irish-eyes-are-smiling emerald
green, but a deep-ocean green or pine-tree green that might easily
be mistaken for brown. She was a vision of summer, her perfect
teeth brilliantly white against the tanned skin. With one strap of
her white halter-top hanging loose, she looked like a French
starlet just back from the Riviera.

He was ready to buy her a thousand drinks if she wanted. “What’s
that, a Tequila Sunrise?”

“Huh? No, a Seabreeze.” She peeked through her fingers. “I’m not
usually that forward, really.”

Mark ordered the drinks.

“I mean I just don’t go up asking guys to buy me drinks.” She
laughed.

“You do a good imitation of your father.” Mark said, his brain
struggling to get rolling again.

The bartender brought the drinks and Bethany insisted on paying.
She actually grabbed Mark’s arms to keep him from getting out his
wallet. But he won, saying the drinks were on her father anyway
because he’d left such a great tip.

Bethany put one hand on canted hip and shook the other, finger
pointed, like a chiding teacher. “He might not have tipped so much
if he knew where it would lead!”

They danced a little and played some pinball, Bethany working the
left flipper, Mark on the right. Mostly they talked. Bethany was
taking a drama course in the summer session at the University. Some
famous drama coach that Mark the business major had of course never
heard of. She’d just finished her freshman year at Boston
University and was happy to get out of the city.

“I don’t actually want to be an actress,” she said. “I see myself
writing or producing film.”

“Film? You mean you want to write movies? Why aren’t you taking a
writing class then?”

“Well, you know, Shakespeare was an actor before he wrote all his
plays.” She quickly corrected herself. “Not that I'm Shakespeare!”
She was always doing that, correcting something she'd just
said.

Mark blurted out that he wanted to work in import-exports so he
could travel around the world, and live abroad for a few years. The
idea had never actually occurred to him; he was just trying to sex
up his own pedestrian business major aspirations to impress her.
But even as he spoke the words, the idea sounded fun and why not
live overseas? He’d never thought past his MBA, but something about
this girl had him imagining Paris and Vienna and Tokyo.

Mark asked about the large scar on the back of her hand, a
rectangular patch that was smooth and discolored. He’d noticed it
during pinball.

She said, “This? This is from the exhaust pipe of my brother’s
motorcycle. I was like six when I got that.” She held up her hand
and looked at it as if she were trying on a ring, her lips pursed
in mock contemplation. “I’ve been thinking about getting it
tattoo-ed over. What do you think?”

“Sure, maybe an eagle swooping down upon its prey.” He stuck out
his hands, fingers bent and tense like talons. “Maybe an American
flag in the background.”

“Really? I was thinking maybe a cobra in striking position. I mean,
birds are kind of wimpy, don’t you think?”

The band announced a break and a sudden flux of young bodies swept
Mark and Bethany out of the club and into the parking lot. Half the
crowd piled into a bunch of cars and raced down the road toward a
gorge that cut through town. The car pulled off by a bridge and
everyone jumped out, Mark and Bethany included. They formed a
sweaty, giggling train and walked carefully down the trail, a late
rising moon lighting the way.

This was the swimming hole closest to town, called Drive-Thru
because it was convenient like a drive-thru bank or fast food
joint. It was a brief cascade with countless levels and pools for
soaking. That night, the flat granite surfaces were white and
luminescent in the moonlight.

Everyone stripped off their clothes and pulled off their shoes.
Some stood and showered in the falls, while the others lowered
themselves into tub-like sinkholes or climbed down to dive into the
big pool where the falls ended and the creek resumed.

Mark hadn’t been skinny-dipping since he was eleven years old but,
having represented himself as an aspiring citizen of the world, he
didn't want to appear unsophisticated. It was too dark to really
see anything anyway, even if that fact didn't keep him from
watching Bethany lower herself into a small pool.

“Come on, Mark! It's perfect!” She extended her hand and Mark took
it. The water was cold and woke him up instantly.

“Yikes!”

“Doesn’t that feel great?”

Everyone was howling and splashing and then suddenly, it was time
to leave and the same flow that brought them there yanked them out
of the water and back up the trail to the cars, and back to the
Bee's Knees for the next set of rhythm and blues.

When they walked in, Bethany's friends from the summer program were
waiting impatiently, wondering where the hell she’d gone. They all
had class in the morning or had she forgotten?

Bethany turned to Mark and rolled her eyes. He wanted to say
something, but she spoke first. “Are you going to the Fourth of
July picnic next weekend? I keep hearing about this big three-day
party. Are you going?”

Bryce had been talking up this party for weeks, but Mark already
had made plans to go back home that weekend. “Oh sure, I wouldn't
miss it for the world.”

“Great! Gotta go, bye!” Bethany said. Without any warning at all,
her head darted up and landed a quick kiss half on Mark's mouth,
half on his cheek. Like they were an old married couple or lovers
or something.

And then she was gone.



Mark has cooperated all morning. He cooperated when the agents
asked him to come with them. Voluntarily, of course. He cooperated
when they handcuffed him and eased him into the back of their
sedan. He cooperated when they made him wait in a small room full
of stale cigarette smoke and an overflowing pressed tin ashtray.
(Mark tried to cover it with a small coffee cup but only succeeded
in knocking half the butts onto the gray metal tabletop.) And when
they wanted a blood sample, he cooperatively rolled up his
sleeve.

Now as the police lieutenant enters and sits across from him with a
blue file folder, Mark is ready for a little cooperation in
return.

“Sorry to keep you waiting so long, Mr. Baylor. We’re arranging a
ride for you now and it should only take a few minutes.” The police
lieutenant is a little haggard but amiable and easygoing, like an
acquaintance at a neighborhood bar.

“Why me?”

“Excuse me, sir?” The police lieutenant crosses his arms.

“I cannot believe you hauled in every forty-ish while male in Marin
County who has a minivan. I’ve asked everyone I’ve talked to this
morning and no one would tell me anything.” Mark crosses his own
arms and straightens his back. “Would you be so kind? Why
me?”

“It’s just routine, Mr. Baylor.” The lieutenant opens the file
folder and leafs through the papers. “Whenever there’s a case like
this, we automatically look up all known sex offenders and check
their whereabouts at the time of – “

Mark shakes his head. “Excuse me? Known sex offenders?”

“What flagged you this time was your age and physical description
and the fact that a dark colored minivan is registered in your
name.” The lieutenant studies some papers from the folder. “In
fact, I see here that this is the first time your name has been
pulled.”

“But I’m not a sex offender! There’s gotta be some mistake –
“

The lieutenant slides a printout across the table. It shows Mark’s
name, date of birth, and social security number, then “last known
address.” Below this information, it lists the date, reporting
agency, and the offense.

CORINTH POLICE DEPT, CORINTH NEW YORK   
   

08/17/1982         EXPOSURE OF
PERSONS

It takes Mark a second to piece it together, then he begins to
chuckle. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

The police lieutenant says nothing, but his expression is that of a
kindly uncle waiting for an explanation.

“This should make you laugh.” Mark wonders where to begin. “This is
from a ticket for skinny-dipping. I was with a bunch of friends at
a swimming hole when the police showed up. Four of us were
ticketed.” Mark sees no change in the lieutenant’s face. “Really.
It was just a ticket, a misdemeanor. I pled guilty and paid a cheap
fine. Forty dollars, maybe. I was in and out of the police station
in half an hour.”

The police lieutenant shrugs. “I’m sure it was something like
that.”

“I’m not lying, officer – “

“Lieutenant.”

“Lieutenant, sorry.” Mark shakes his head. “I can’t believe this.
So why haven’t I been informed of this before? How can I clear this
up?”

“I can’t say for sure, but we recently hooked into a new nationwide
system that draws from all law enforcement databases. Homeland
security.” The lieutenant smiles. “You’d be surprised at the kind
of things that turn up.”

“What do I need to do to clean this up? The last thing I want is to
be marked as goddamned sex offender!” Mark starts to get angry.
“This is like character assassination.”

The police lieutenant nods, then asks, “So you weren’t arrested and
you didn’t plead guilty to exposure of persons?”

“No, I mean, yes, but – “

“So how is that character assassination?”

“You’re categorizing me as a sex offender, that’s how! Am I going
to get hauled in here for every kidnapping and rape in Marin County
because I got a ticket for skinny-dipping in 1982?” Mark tries to
keep his cool; blowing up at this cop will not get him out of there
any sooner. “Look, I’m sorry, I know it’s not your fault, I’m
sorry.”

He takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly. “Do you know how I
can clear this up?”

“Take it up with the reporting agency. The police back in New York
State.” The lieutenant leans forward and whispers, “Maybe you’re
telling me the truth, but you know something? I have a ten year-old
daughter. And I swear to God, Baylor, I swear to fucking God, if I
find you had something to do with this case or any other case that
ever crosses my desk, ever, I will personally make sure you never
see daylight again.”

Mark is silent.

“Do we understand each other?”

“It was just skinny-dipping, for crissake.”

The lieutenant slaps the table hard with both hands. The ashtray
jumps and clatters, spilling cigarette butts across the gray metal.
“DO WE UNDERSTAND EACH OTHER?”

Mark nods quickly, trembling. “Yes, yes. We understand each
other…”



Mark got the ticket for skinny-dipping the second-to-last time he
ever saw Bethany. Since the Fourth of July picnic, Mark had seen
her only twice – each time at the Bee's Knees and each time she’d
given him the cold shoulder. She never returned his phone calls;
she had no phone and he had to rely on the kindness of whoever
picked up the payphone on the dorm floor to get the message to her.
He wondered if she had a new boyfriend, but there was no one with
her, at least on those two occasions. She’d simply stuck close to
her friends from the summer program and avoided Mark.

It all happened at Drive-Thru. After helping Bryce move to a new
apartment, they were sweaty and grimy, and a quick swim sounded
just right. When they arrived, it was crowded, with about three
dozen people, most of them in the buff, lounging on the many levels
and rocks of the waterfall.

No sooner had Mark lowered himself into a shallow pool, scattering
the minnows, Bethany loomed before him, blocking out the sun.

“I need to talk to you.”

“Okay.”

She turned and climbed down the waterfall, disappearing out of
sight. By the time Mark caught up with her, she had pulled on a
halter-top and was adjusting her skirt. Naked, he wished he'd
brought his shorts, which were back near the top.

Bethany, maybe sensing his discomfort, tossed over her towel.

He covered himself and sat down. They were at the very bottom of
the falls, on a flat rock the size of a large mattress and the
blue-gray of slate. They were far from any other bathers.

Bethany remained standing, her arms crossed. “I'm pregnant.”

“Hmmm. Okay.” Mark hadn't expected this. “From that one
time?”

“That's all it takes.” Her mouth was tight and her brow knit.

“So, um, what do you want to do?” Mark wondered the same thing
about himself.

The thought occurred to him that he should marry Bethany and the
moment he thought it, a certain lightness filled him. He saw
himself with Bethany, arm in arm pushing a stroller through
pleasant, small town Corinth. He saw himself holding the baby boy,
whose hair was dark like Bethany's. He could almost smell that baby
smell, fresh baked bread and talcum powder.

The vision was strong and real, more like something remembered than
something simply imagined.

“Don't worry, it’s not like I'm not going to ask you to marry me.
Like I'd even consider it.” She looked ready to spit at him.
Instead, she took a deep breath and softened. She bit her lip,
shaking her head and looking away from Mark. “I have everything all
arranged. I just want two things from you: you pay half and you be
there with me. And don't tell anyone either, I don't want anyone
else knowing about this. I don’t want this getting back to my
parents. Okay?”

Mark was still half-lost in his daydream. “Pay half of what?”

Bethany continued. “There is a clinic downtown, they do abortions
Mondays, Wednesdays, and Thursdays.” She looked down at him. “Is
Wednesday good for you?”

After deciding everything – Wednesday, three o'clock, meet at the
bagel shop – Bethany took her towel back and climbed away, leaving
Mark naked and alone on the flat rock.

Mark was trying to recapture the vision of them together, pushing
the stroller, when he heard the short whoop of the police siren and
the megaphone voice ordering the swimmers to stay put. Of course,
everybody who could – Bryce included – just grabbed their clothes
and ran off into the woods. Mark and three others were, as Bryce
would later joke repeatedly, caught with their pants down.



Mark was never comfortable with how things happened at the picnic,
but the idea of date rape – rape! – did not occur to him until
years later, when Carli was about two and they were still living in
the city.

He sat in a café, leafing through one of those free tabloid-size
weekly papers found on every corner in San Francisco. Carole was
not there; she had an open house near the zoo. Carli was snoozed in
her stroller, her cap on crooked with the earflaps tilting off at
odd angles, her head tucked into the quilted corner of the seat.
They had just come from the playground in Golden Gate Park; coarse
sand clung to her plump calves like pretzel salt.

Over a decaf latte, Mark read one woman’s account of confronting
her date rapist many years after the fact in a final bid for
closure. The summer before college, she’d gone on a group
river-rafting trip, the kind that lasted several days. She
described the evening cookouts on sandbars, campfire scenes under
brilliant stars, and her burgeoning crush on one of the river
guides, a rugged outdoorsman type in his mid-twenties. (Mark
imagined a variation on the Marlboro man.) It was all very dreamy
and romantic for her. Over the course of the trip, flirtation
quickly evolved into increasingly passionate making out. The last
night of the trip was, of course, a big party with lots of alcohol.
This time the making out went further than she’d have liked and by
the time she was saying no, it was all but too late.

The author explained how she felt terrible and spent years blaming
herself. Her relationships with men always ran aground and she
never understood why. After years of therapy, she finally decided
to track the guy down and confront him. By then he was married with
a family. He remembered her, of course, but not the actual
incident. He’d been pretty drunk, but he didn’t make any excuses.
He was apologetic and recognized that he’d hurt her; he felt
terrible about it. But because he could not remember it, the
incident had no reality for him. He could feel only so
terrible.

The author, the woman, did achieve her release however. Like the
event itself, the river guide had over the years assumed the
gigantic proportions of a Macy’s Thanksgiving Day parade balloon.
When she saw him again – now a balding roughneck with a paunch – he
instantly shrunk back down to normal. He was nothing worth the
energy this trauma had been sucking out of her life. And with this
diminishing of the man, came a diminishing of the rape itself. She
realized how far she’d come from being that naïve girl, how much
she’d grown not only as a person but as a woman. Et cetera, et
cetera.

Mark put the paper down and sipped his latte, now gone cold. He
didn’t notice.

Change the raft trip for the Fourth of July picnic, adjust the ages
a little and it could have been Bethany telling the tale.

I’m a rapist. That’s what I did to Bethany. No means no. He
wondered what he would say if he ever had the chance.

At the thought of Bethany, the usual stabbing began in his lower
belly, but now with an added sharpness. He rubbed it softly. The
woman in the story was luckier than Bethany: at least she hadn’t
conceived a child.

Mark looked at his sleeping daughter and calculated the age of his
neverborn child. It would not be the first time. He imagined a
dark-haired little boy, almost eleven, sitting at the table with
them, sipping apple juice from a bottle shaped like an apple, and
making mock serious faces to crack up his little sister.



Flossing his teeth, Mark turns on the late news. The breaking
stories are the capture of the killer and the subsequent discovery
of Susie Leigh’s body in a marsh off Highway 37.

Utility workers maintaining a nearby electrical tower saw the
minivan pulling out from a dirt road and called the Highway Patrol.
Stopping and searching the vehicle, the CHP found articles of
clothing matching what Susie was wearing when she was taken. Aided
by the linemen’s observations and using search dogs, the police
recovered the body shortly after sundown. The video shows police
officers with flashlights and dogs straining at their leashes going
down a dirt road. The last clip is a body bag, shiny like black
leather in the camera lights, being hustled past the camera on an
ambulance gurney.

The suspected killer is an itinerant flooring installer from
Pinole, a small city across the bay. There are the usual clips of
neighbors saying how he kept to himself and never bothered anyone.
The same police lieutenant who threatened Mark makes a cameo; he
speculates that the killer spotted Susie Leigh while working a job
near her home. The flooring contractor who employed him cannot be
reached for comment.

The next segment focuses on the fact that the killer had previous
arrests for attempted kidnapping and attempted sexual assault of a
minor, although he’d never been convicted. Random
person-on-the-street interviews reveal citizen outrage.

How could a monster like this be allowed to walk around loose? What
are we paying the police for?

Sure they have rights, but what about my rights to protect my
children?

These guys should be locked up on the first offense. When are we
gonna learn that these animals can't be trusted in human
society?

Experts appear briefly in split screen to discuss the pros and cons
of an open-access national sex offender database, as well as the
constitutionality of various political initiatives that would
require the authorities to notify residents when a known sex
offender moves into their community.

As the segment ends and they move to the war news, the telephone
handset, resting on the coffee table, rings. Mark picks it up and
looks at the illuminated caller-ID screen: PRIVATE.

“Hello?” Mark moves across the room and slips into the study. He
closes the door behind him. The study is dark except for the light
from the driveway lamps coming through the windows. The bushes cast
tangled shadows against the wall.

“Looks like you’re off the hook this time, Baylor.”

“They caught the guy. Why don’t you leave me alone?”

“It’s not just this time, Baylor. Guys like you never stop.” The
voice remains even and slow, almost soothing. “You get a taste for
it. You had nothing to do with Susie Leigh, but we know there were
others. We know, Baylor.”

“If this is about my police record from Corinth, it’s not what you
think!” Mark struggles to keep his voice low. “It was just
skinny-dipping, for crissake! It was nothing!”

“What about that girl, Baylor?”

“What girl?”

“Don’t fuck with us, Baylor. We know everything about you.”

Mark struggles for words. How could they know? “You… you mean
Bethany?”

“So there were others, huh?” The voice chuckles. “I hope you don’t
play poker, Baylor.”

“No, it wasn’t like that. It’s not what you think. She was…
special. We had this energy between us, but… I don’t know what
happened. We got carried away. Things went too far. I was drunk and
I… I… I…” Mark wants to tell the voice everything, but he cannot
put the words together.

 “Jesus, Baylor, I don’t want to hear it! How could you?”
Then, softer: “How many others are there?”

“No, that’s not what happened! You need to understand…” Mark rubs
his eyes. “I need you to understand.”

“I’ll tell you what you need, Baylor. You know what you need? You
need a priest, that’s what. And you’d better hurry.” He hangs
up.

“Hello? Hello?” Mark stares at the dead phone in his hand, urging
it to ring again. He keeps staring until his wife calls him to
bed.



The morning air is cool and tinged with eucalyptus and the ocean.
Like every morning.

Carole and Carli are already waiting in the minivan, engine
running, while Mark scrambles to close and lock the front door. As
he opens the passenger side door and slides his computer bag
inside, he realizes he has forgotten his cell phone.

“Sorry!”

Carole chuckles while Carli makes an impatient face and rolls her
eyes as if her father were the biggest doofus in the whole
world.

Stepping away from the van, Mark senses movement from the corner of
his eye. Even as he catches sight of the black SUV rolling past the
driveway, an invisible sledgehammer pounds into him and spins him
around. He slams into the ground like a bag of wet sand, his cheek
grating against the asphalt. His nose fills with the twin smells of
old oil and tar.

He tries to lift himself but can’t. His left shoulder is all blood
and wet fabric. He assumes the jacket is ruined.

Carli and Carole are screaming, bursting out of the van. He quickly
looks at the street and is relieved to see that the SUV is
gone.

How many shots? Three or four? One in the front door, one through
the window of the study, one in him. Three shots.

He wonders if he'll be able to get a glass guy out to the house
today or if he'll need to tape cardboard or a tarp over the window
for the night.

Carli is talking to 911 on her cell phone; Carole is checking the
wound. Her father was a vet. “You're gonna be okay, honey, you're
gonna be okay.”

Carli is kneeling by his side. “They're coming, Dad. They're
coming. Just hang in there.” Her voice shifts. “Mom, is he gonna be
okay?”

Mark feels as if a great weight were pressing him into the ground.
He remembers a movie in which a man, a Pilgrim convicted of some
grievous sin, is crushed to death by the community, each
black-frocked man, woman, and child placing a stone on top of
him.

Carole is calm, but Mark suspects this is for Carli's sake. “He's
going to be just fine. See? He isn't bleeding a lot and it didn't
hit any internal organs. Look, it caught him right in the top of
the shoulder and went right back out.”

“Yuck!”

Carole says, “What a way to start a day, huh, sweetie?”

Mark can't tell if she is talking to him or to Carli. Her voice is
very far away, and besides, he is busy worrying about the damage to
the front door. The bullet has shattered the wood and a busted out
section is hanging loose, the exposed splinters blonde against the
red paint. Mark wonders if it will ever close right again.

“Mom, what's this?”

He feels someone lifting the back of his jacket, feels the sudden
chill of the morning air against his wet shirt. He hears Carole
gasp and say, “Oh dear.”

Mark corrects himself: Four shots. One in the door, one in the
window, and two in me. He likes the way two-in-me rhymes with
Beth-an-y.
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