
Introduction 

If you are reading this, then either I’m dead, or someone finally opened the drawer I told them never to touch. Congratulations. You've inherited the only honest account of my life. I only ask that you finish it before you judge me. Whatever brought these pages into your hands, know this: Before you call me a monster, do me one favor—read every page. By the time you reach the end, you may still hate me. I suspect you will. But you'll understand why I became the man they were hunting. I do suppose curiosity really is stronger than common sense. It usually is… 

 




Chapter 1 

March 2, 1933 

Dear Diary,  

This is (in my case) stupid to be doing, but I am told that writing in a book helps relieve stress. Allow me to introduce myself to you. My name is Pax Shelerad, I am a journalist for the Dumfries Daily and in many cases a well profound journal writer to say the least. I live in Dumfries, Virginia and it's been quite hard living in this great depression era of the United States. Nethertheless, I have no shortage of boredom here as there is much crime to be found. But be as it may, my life also has no sense of calm, just straight business. No pleasure. No fun. No knota. Zip zero.  

Mrs. Whitaker left a pie on my porch today. She is a 52 year old Nigerian woman who has that strong ascent, who always insists that my build is unhealthy. As an african american male I choose to eat decent balanced meals, especially for my job. Right now it's almost 9:45pm and I need some sleep for tomorrow.  

March 4, 1933 

Dear Diary,  

I wanted to tell you about my day yesterday. Mrs. Carter insists the bakery has the best apple turnovers in town. She is mistaken, though I didn't have the heart to tell her. The coffee, however, is worth the walk. 

I finally took care of the man I'd been watching these past three weeks. It was cleaner than I expected. He wasn't. 

The rain started before I reached home, which was fortunate. It washed most of the mud from my shoes. 

And another thing happened this morning. The butcher remembered my order this morning. It's nice to be known by name. 

 




Chapter 2 

March 8, 1933

The presses never sleep. 

I arrived at the Dumfries Daily just before seven this morning, and the place already smelled of ink, cigarette smoke, and burnt coffee. Mr. Caldwell was shouting about missed deadlines before I'd even hung my coat. I sometimes wonder if he'd notice the building burning down so long as tomorrow's paper made it to the stands. 

Most of my day was spent rewriting county reports and correcting spelling errors made by men who insist they're educated because they wear ties. It's remarkable how many words people can waste saying absolutely nothing. A reporter's greatest talent isn't writing—it's making dull things appear worth reading. 

Mrs. Holloway from the society column brought in lemon cookies just before noon. She said I looked tired. 

I told her I'd been having trouble sleeping. 

That much was true. 

Sheriff Jenkins stopped by in the afternoon with details about a robbery outside Quantico. He seemed rather pleased with himself for catching the culprits so quickly. I congratulated him, shook his hand, and wrote the article exactly as he wanted it. The readers enjoy stories where justice arrives before supper. 

If only they knew how rarely that happens. 

The office emptied around five. I stayed another hour, pretending to finish an editorial. Truthfully, I simply enjoy the silence after everyone leaves. The presses echo differently when no one is speaking. It reminds me that machines are more honest than people. They do exactly what they're built to do. 

People rarely have that decency. 

On my walk home, I passed the gentleman from Tuesday. 

Or rather, the place where I last saw him breathing. 

No one seemed particularly concerned. A woman was hanging laundry nearby while two boys argued over a baseball. Life has an admirable habit of continuing without permission. 

I wonder if anyone attended his funeral. 

I doubt many did. 

March 14, 1933 

I woke before the alarm again. 

I always do. 

The sun hadn't quite reached the bedroom window, though the birds had already begun their dreadful chorus. I suppose some people find comfort in hearing them every morning. I only find repetition. 

My routine has become so predictable I could perform it blindfolded. Make the bed. Shave. Eggs if I have them, toast if I don't. Read yesterday's paper while the coffee cools just enough to drink. Then the walk into town, always taking the same streets, always passing the same faces. 

Routine is a marvelous invention. It gives the appearance that everything is under control. 

Work was uneventful. Mr. Caldwell complained about ink costs. Mrs. Holloway corrected my grammar despite making three mistakes in the same sentence. I nodded, apologized, and fixed them anyway. It's easier to let people believe they're right than to prove them wrong. 

The headache returned shortly after noon. 

It began just behind my left eye, as it usually does, before spreading across my forehead like someone slowly tightening a leather strap around my skull. Aspirin dulls it, but never for long. The doctor insists it's stress. 

I don't feel particularly stressed. 

If anything, I feel... crowded. 

It's a difficult sensation to describe. Not voices, as some might assume. More like thoughts arriving before I've had the chance to think them myself. They come and go without invitation, leaving behind the headache as if to announce they'd been there. 

By evening the pain had settled into a steady throb. Walking home helped, though only slightly. The cold air always seems kinder than medicine. 

Mrs. Whitaker waved from her porch and asked if I was feeling ill. I smiled and told her it was only a headache. 

People accept headaches. They're ordinary. Everyone has them. 

No one asks what sort of thoughts accompany them. 

Perhaps that's for the best. 

Tomorrow will likely be much the same. 

I rather hope it is. 

March 15, 1933 

I overslept this morning. 

Not by much—twenty minutes, perhaps—but enough to throw off the rhythm of the day. It's astonishing how such a small inconvenience can linger in the back of one's mind. My coffee was bitter, my tie refused to sit straight, and I arrived at the office just as Mr. Caldwell was locking the front door. 

He looked at his pocket watch before looking at me. 

Some men don't need to speak to make their disappointment known. 

The day itself was forgettable. I covered a town council meeting that lasted nearly two hours and produced exactly one sentence worth printing. Mrs. Holloway insists people enjoy reading about local politics. I remain unconvinced. 

The headache never came today. 

That's unusual. 

Instead, there was only a peculiar sense of clarity, as though the world had finally decided to stop humming for a few hours. Every sound seemed sharper. Every face more distinct. 

I left work just before sunset. 

Three names had occupied my thoughts all week. 

By midnight, they no longer would. 

It's curious how efficiently an evening can disappear when one has planned it properly. I was home before the church bell struck twelve, with enough time to polish my shoes for tomorrow. 

Organization has always been one of my better qualities. 

The silence afterward was... pleasant. 

Not joyful. 

Not satisfying. 

Simply quiet. 

The sort of quiet that follows a thunderstorm, when the air feels lighter without anyone quite knowing why. 

I wonder how tomorrow's paper will report the discoveries. 

If they find them tomorrow. 

Sheriff Jenkins will undoubtedly call it a tragedy. The editor will ask for four hundred words. Mrs. Holloway will say what a terrible thing the world is becoming. 

Then everyone will finish their coffee and continue with their day. 

People are remarkably resilient when the dead are strangers. 

As for me, I intend to arrive at work on time. 

March 16, 1933 

The town has finally found something worth discussing besides the weather. 

Sheriff Jenkins visited the office shortly after ten carrying the sort of confidence only a man with good news can wear. Four bodies had been found before sunrise, scattered across the county. He wouldn't tell us much beyond that, though he couldn't quite suppress the smile that came with announcing he'd already arrested a suspect. 

The newsroom came alive after that. 

Reporters chased rumors through the streets while Mr. Caldwell barked for facts instead of gossip. By noon everyone had convinced themselves the case was all but finished. The presses adore certainty, even when certainty has yet to earn the privilege. 

Jenkins believes he's found his man. 

Perhaps he believes that because he wants to. 

Perhaps because the town wants him to. 

People sleep better when evil has a face they can point to. 

I met the fellow only once, years ago. Quiet sort. Kept to himself. That alone is enough to make neighbors suspicious. 

I suppose I should feel guilty. 

The thought occurred to me while I was eating supper. 

It passed. 

If the sheriff is content, and the townsfolk are content, then the machine continues to turn exactly as intended. Trials will be held. Headlines will be printed. Mothers will tell their children not to wander after dark, believing the danger has already been locked behind iron bars. 

There is an odd comfort in watching everyone arrive at the wrong conclusion together. 

It reminds me how rarely truth matters once a convincing story has been written. 

The headache returned this evening. 

Not as fiercely as before, but enough to remind me it hasn't left for good. I closed the curtains early and read until the pain subsided. 

Tomorrow's edition will call the arrest a breakthrough. 

I wrote most of the article myself. 

It is, without question, my finest work. Not because it is true. 

Because everyone will believe it. 




Chapter 3 

March 20, 1933 

There is a peculiar illusion that people cling to—that the world is built upon goodness. I have never understood why. Every newspaper I help print is filled with theft, corruption, betrayal, and cruelty, yet by breakfast those same readers are convinced those evils belong to someone else, somewhere else. People do not ignore darkness because they fail to see it. They ignore it because acknowledging it would require admitting that it lives comfortably beside them. Evil is not an interruption of ordinary life. It is one of its routines. 

I often think the world resembles a stage more than a society. Everyone rehearses the role expected of them. The churchgoer kneels on Sunday and curses his wife on Monday. The politician shakes hands with the poor before dining with the wealthy. The sheriff speaks of justice while celebrating convenient arrests. Even I have my costume—a pressed suit, polished shoes, and a notebook tucked beneath my arm. The performance is so convincing that people eventually forget they are acting. They mistake appearances for character and confidence for virtue. 

Perhaps that is why I find honesty so refreshing, even when it is ugly. A wolf has never pretended to be a shepherd. A storm has never apologized for destroying a house. Nature possesses a sincerity mankind abandoned long ago. We hide behind manners, laws, and polite smiles, believing them proof of civilization. I suspect they are merely decorations hung over instincts we are too ashamed to acknowledge. The world is not divided between good people and bad people. It is divided between those who understand what they are... and those who spend their lives pretending otherwise. 

March 22, 1933 

I drove to Manassas this afternoon. 

The roads were quieter than usual, save for the occasional truck carrying lumber south. Spring is beginning to reclaim the countryside. The fields have traded their dull browns for timid patches of green, and the dogwoods are beginning to bloom. Strange how nature insists on starting over every year. 

Eleanor greeted me at the door with the same smile she had worn when we were children. Some people never learn to stop looking for the best in others. She brewed coffee, spoke about the town, asked if I was eating well, and laughed about a dance we'd attended nearly fifteen years ago. For a little while, I almost believed I had driven there simply to visit an old friend. 

Memory is a dangerous thing. It convinces us that we can return to who we once were. 

I left after sunset. 

The drive home was silent. Not because the engine failed or the roads were empty, but because my own thoughts seemed unwilling to speak to me. I kept expecting the headache to arrive, yet it never did. There was only an absence, as though something inside me had finally gone still. 

I have spent years convincing myself that there were rules. That I was different from the men whose names filled the crime pages. That what I did, however terrible, belonged to some larger purpose. 

Tonight that illusion died. 

I will not write everything that happened in that house. 

Not because I fear whoever may one day read these pages, but because there are moments that refuse to become language. Ink has its limits. 

I looked at my hands before coming inside. 

They were clean. 

I do not believe they ever will be again. 

March 28, 1933 

The office was unusually cheerful today. Payday has that effect on people. Even Mr. Caldwell managed to grumble with less conviction than usual. By noon the newsroom had settled into its familiar rhythm—the clatter of typewriters, the smell of fresh ink, and reporters pretending deadlines make them important. 

When I returned from lunch, I found an envelope tucked beneath my typewriter. No name on the front. Inside was a brief note, written in careful cursive: 

"I think you notice more than you let on. If you're ever inclined to prove me right, meet me after work." 

Folded behind it was a photograph of the young woman who delivers correspondence to the office twice a week. She had posed for the camera with a confidence that surprised me. I studied the photograph for a moment, more out of curiosity than desire, then placed it back in the envelope. I have always found that people reveal far more about themselves through what they choose to offer than through what they choose to hide. 

She smiled at me as she left the office this afternoon. I returned the smile because it seemed the courteous thing to do. I did not meet her after work, nor do I intend to. Affection has a peculiar habit of making people careless, and carelessness is expensive. Besides, she has mistaken my silence for mystery. It is not. Silence is simply easier than explaining that there are parts of me no decent person should ever wish to know. 

March 30, 1933 

I surprised myself this evening. 

Against my better judgment, I accepted the invitation. The lounge on Main Street was crowded enough to drown every conversation in the sound of a piano and clinking glasses. Cigarette smoke hung beneath the ceiling like low clouds, and every table seemed occupied by people trying very hard to appear happier than they were. 

She was already there. 

Her name, I learned, was Clara. She laughed easily, spoke with confidence, and looked directly into my eyes whenever she asked a question. Most people glance away eventually. She never did. She told me she'd watched me at the newspaper for months, always leaving after everyone else, always walking home alone. She said mystery suited me. I nearly laughed. There is nothing mysterious about routine. 

As the evening wore on, the conversation drifted from books to music, from music to loneliness, and from loneliness to things neither of us cared to name outright. She rested her hand over mine as though it had always belonged there. When the pianist announced his final song, she leaned closer and quietly remarked that her apartment was only a few streets away and that she disliked spending nights alone. There was no uncertainty in what she meant. 

I walked her to her door. 

She waited on the front step, expecting an answer I never gave. Instead, I thanked her for the evening, tipped my hat, and turned back toward my car. I could feel her confusion before I heard it in the silence behind me. 

People mistake restraint for innocence. 

They are not the same thing. 

By the time I reached home, the headache had returned—not with its usual sharpness, but with a dull persistence that lingered behind my eyes. I have begun to notice a pattern. The closer someone tries to know me, the louder the pain becomes. Perhaps my mind is attempting to preserve whatever distance remains between the man the world sees... and the one who writes these pages. 

April 2, 1933 

Mr. Caldwell is, in many respects, a relic. 

He has owned the Dumfries Daily for nearly twenty years, though I suspect the newspaper owns him more than the other way around. Every morning he arrives before sunrise with the same worn leather briefcase, the same gray suit polished at the elbows, and the same complaint that the town is becoming lazier with each passing year. By eight o'clock he has already criticized someone's punctuation, the price of paper, and the federal government. It is a routine so dependable one could set a watch by it. 

Few people know much about the man beyond the office. His wife passed away six winters ago from pneumonia, and he has lived alone ever since in the white house overlooking the railroad tracks. He keeps a vegetable garden despite possessing very little talent for it. Every Monday he brings tomatoes or green beans for the staff, pretending he has grown too many when everyone knows he simply dislikes eating by himself. He has one son in Richmond whom he mentions only when someone else brings up family. They exchange letters, never visits. I imagine there is a story there, though Mr. Caldwell would sooner swallow his pipe than tell it. 

People think he's hard because he raises his voice. They mistake volume for cruelty. The truth is far less interesting. He is simply a lonely man who has buried more people than he expected to. His newspaper gives him purpose in the same way my routines give me mine. Without it, I doubt he'd know who he was. I have noticed that the loudest people are often trying to drown out the quietest parts of themselves. Mr. Caldwell is no exception. He is, for all his faults, a decent man. Those are becoming increasingly difficult to find. 

April 9, 1933 

There was very little to report at the office today, which left me with the sort of luxury writers rarely admit enjoying: idle time. 

Mr. Caldwell dislikes seeing anyone without a stack of papers on their desk, so I occupied myself by writing a short story. Fiction, he says, has no place in a newspaper unless it's advertised as such. I assured him no reader would ever see it. He grunted, muttered something about wasted talent, and returned to arguing with the printer over ink. 

The story itself amused me. 

It begins with a man who dies expecting Hell to be an endless sea of fire. Instead, he awakens in a perfectly ordinary town beneath a crimson sky. The streets are clean. The houses are warm. Neighbors wave politely as they pass. There are no screams, no chains, no devils lurking around every corner. Only routine. 

Confused, the man asks the first stranger he meets where all the demons are. 

The stranger smiles. 

"Every soul here asks that question eventually." 

"Well?" 

"You've already spoken to three." 

The man laughs, believing it to be a joke. 

Years pass. 

He attends church every Sunday. He works at the local print shop. He shares dinners with neighbors and waves to children playing in the streets. Gradually he notices peculiar things. The baker secretly waters down flour meant for poor families. The preacher delivers beautiful sermons before returning home to despise his own congregation. A doctor saves lives by day and quietly poisons his dying wife because caring for her has become inconvenient. 

No one possesses horns. 

No one breathes fire. 

No one believes themselves wicked. 

Eventually the man realizes there are no demons because Hell no longer needs them. It simply gathers ordinary people together and removes the comforting illusion that they are good. Their punishment is not pain. 

It is clarity. 

I rather liked that ending. 

Perhaps because I suspect most people would find it frightening for reasons they couldn't quite explain. 

Then again, perhaps I'm wrong. 

Stories have a peculiar habit of revealing more about the author than the characters. I should be careful what I choose to write next. 

April 14, 1933 

The newsroom erupted before I'd even removed my coat. 

Sheriff Jenkins' prisoner escaped sometime before dawn. 

No one seems entirely certain how it happened. One deputy insists the cell door was left unlatched. Another swears the prisoner overpowered a guard. By lunchtime there were already half a dozen versions of the story circulating through Dumfries, each more imaginative than the last. It is remarkable how quickly facts surrender to rumor once enough people begin repeating the same lie. 

Jenkins arrived shortly after ten looking as though he hadn't slept. His uniform was pressed, but his eyes betrayed him. He demanded that we print a description of the fugitive on the front page and warned the public that the man was "armed and extremely dangerous." I wrote every word exactly as dictated. He thanked me before rushing back out the door, convinced he would have the escapee back in custody before sunset. 

I almost admired his optimism. 

The office spent the afternoon discussing little else. Mrs. Holloway insisted the man would flee the state. Caldwell wagered he'd be caught hiding in someone's barn before the week was over. Everyone spoke with the certainty of people who had never met the accused. Funny how easily strangers become monsters once their photograph appears beside a bold headline. 

As for the man himself, I wonder what thoughts occupied his mind when he stepped beyond those jail walls. Relief? Terror? Anger? If he truly is innocent, then freedom must feel strangely hollow knowing the world still believes him guilty. If he is guilty... then perhaps he simply traded one prison for another. 

Either way, he has become useful to me. 

While every deputy in the county searches the woods for a fugitive, no one is asking whether they arrested the right man in the first place. They are too busy repairing yesterday's mistake to notice today's. 

The presses will run late tonight. 

Fear always makes for excellent headlines. 

April 16, 1933 

The county is still searching. 

Every road leaving town now seems to have a deputy standing beside it, stopping motorists long enough to ask the same tired questions. Men with rifles comb the woods as if they expect an escaped prisoner to remain politely within county lines. The newspaper has printed his likeness twice this week, and every citizen has suddenly become an amateur detective. They inspect strangers a little longer than usual and whisper whenever an unfamiliar automobile passes through town. 

It is difficult not to notice. 

I would be lying if I claimed the man's escape hasn't occupied my thoughts. Worry is an unpleasant companion. It arrives quietly, settles into the corner of one's mind, and refuses to leave even after reason has dismissed it. I remind myself that panic has never solved a problem. Panic clouds judgment. Calm reveals opportunity. If the prisoner knows nothing of me, then there is nothing to fear. If he suspects something... suspicion alone is a frail thing. The truth requires evidence, and evidence has a curious habit of disappearing when people are too busy chasing certainty elsewhere. 

The headache returned this afternoon, though not with its usual intensity. It felt less like pain and more like pressure, as though someone were resting a hand against the back of my skull. I found myself watching every face in the newsroom a little longer than usual, wondering whether anyone noticed the change in me. Of course they didn't. They asked about deadlines, complained about the weather, and argued over tomorrow's headlines. Ordinary conversations have a remarkable ability to disguise extraordinary fears. 

This evening, before locking the front door, I checked the windows twice. 

I have never done that before. 

The habit irritated me. 

Fear is contagious. It begins with one man escaping a cell, and before long another man is counting the locks on his own home. 

I refuse to become that man. Tomorrow I will go to work, drink my coffee, edit the sheriff's statements, and smile exactly as I did yesterday. 

Routine has protected me far longer than confidence ever could.  

April 20, 1933 

The town awoke to another headline. 

By seven o'clock, deputies had cordoned off a narrow stretch of road just outside Dumfries where a local shopkeeper had been found before sunrise. By the time I arrived at the office, everyone had already formed an opinion. Mrs. Holloway blamed the escaped prisoner before she'd even finished her coffee. Caldwell agreed, though only because it made for a cleaner front page. Sheriff Jenkins appeared an hour later, exhausted and determined to convince both himself and the rest of the county that the manhunt had not been in vain. 

I accompanied one of the reporters to the scene after lunch. It is strange how quickly ordinary places become spectacles. Farmers stood behind the sheriff's rope whispering to one another. Children tried to peek between the deputies' shoulders until their mothers pulled them away. The victim's truck still sat where it had been abandoned, its driver's door hanging open. A hat lay several feet away in the mud, untouched, as though everyone had silently agreed that some objects deserve to remain exactly where tragedy leaves them. What struck me most was not the scene itself, but the silence surrounding it. People lowered their voices without being asked. Even the birds seemed reluctant to interrupt. 

As I wrote the article this evening, I found myself paying less attention to the facts than to the reactions. Fear has become the county's new routine. Doors are locked before sunset. Neighbors who once lingered on their porches now retreat indoors at the first hint of dusk. The escaped prisoner has become less a man than a convenient explanation for every shadow. I wonder how long that explanation will satisfy them. Eventually, fear demands a face. If they fail to find the one they're looking for, they may begin searching for another. 

April 22, 1933 

The weekend promises to be pleasantly uneventful, or so I tell myself. I intend to drive west for a few hours with no destination in particular. The countryside has a way of quieting the mind that town life never manages. I may stop in one of the smaller communities for lunch, browse a secondhand bookshop if fortune is kind enough to provide one, and return before nightfall. On Sunday, I should like to attend the morning service—not because I possess any great devotion, but because churches offer an excellent opportunity to observe people at their most hopeful. There is something strangely comforting about watching an entire room convince itself that redemption is available to anyone willing to ask for it. 

The remainder of the weekend will, I suspect, be devoted to writing. My story about Hell has lingered in my thoughts longer than expected, and I believe it deserves another chapter. There is also a stack of books beside my chair that have gathered more dust than attention, along with a garden in desperate need of tending. Routine has become something of a refuge these past few weeks. The county may continue chasing rumors, fugitives, and shadows, but my own affairs are best served by remaining predictable. Ordinary habits are rarely questioned, and that is precisely what makes them so valuable. 

April 23, 1933 

I had just finished locking the office when Clara appeared at the foot of the steps. 

She claimed the encounter was a coincidence. I doubt it was. She carried no handbag, only a light coat draped over one arm despite the evening chill. She smiled the moment she saw me, as though we'd arranged to meet days in advance. We walked together toward Main Street, speaking of inconsequential things—the weather, the latest headline, a traveling jazz band expected to pass through town next month. Clara has an effortless way of filling silence. I have an equally effortless way of preserving it. 

When we reached my automobile, she rested her hand against the driver's door and looked at me with a familiarity I hadn't earned. She confessed she'd been disappointed when I'd left her doorstep the other night without so much as a kiss. Then, with a nervous laugh, she admitted she had hoped this evening might end differently. There was nothing crude in her words; she simply made it clear she wanted me to invite her home. 

I told her she deserved a man capable of returning her affection honestly. 

She frowned, believing I was being modest. 

If only it were that simple. 

She stepped closer, searching my face for hesitation rather than refusal. Most people have difficulty accepting the latter. To them, persistence is romantic. They assume every locked door merely requires a firmer knock. Clara is no different. She spoke of loneliness, of how brief life is, of how foolish it seemed to spend another evening apart when neither of us wished to be alone. 

I wished to be alone. 

There is a difference. 

After a long silence, I thanked her for thinking so highly of me and wished her a pleasant evening. She nodded politely, though disappointment lingered in her eyes. Before leaving, she asked if she had done something wrong. 

"No," I told her. "You've done everything right." 

That, I think, confused her more than a rejection ever could. 

As I drove home, I found myself wondering whether kindness can be its own form of deception. Clara believes she has been denied because I am shy, reserved, or perhaps heartbroken by some forgotten romance. She has invented a version of me she can understand. 

I almost envy her. 

The truth is considerably less comforting. 

May 21, 1933 

Four weeks have passed since the prisoner vanished into the Virginia countryside. 

This morning, that chapter came to an abrupt end. 

A farmer walking the edge of his property discovered human remains in a shallow patch of woodland just north of town. By noon, Sheriff Jenkins had confirmed what everyone feared: the severed head belonged to the escaped prisoner. The rest of the body has yet to be recovered. The newsroom fell strangely quiet after the announcement. Even Mr. Caldwell lowered his voice when assigning the story. It is one thing to hunt a fugitive; it is another to realize someone hunted him first. 

Jenkins looked older today. 

The certainty he'd worn since the arrest has disappeared, replaced by something far less comfortable. Doubt. He asked every reporter the same question: Had anyone seen strangers in the area? Had anyone heard unusual noises at night? It was the first time I'd watched him investigate without already believing he knew the answer. There's humility in uncertainty, though most men resent learning it. 

The county has already begun weaving new theories. Some insist the prisoner was silenced by accomplices. Others believe he crossed paths with a drifter or bootlegging gang. A few whisper that perhaps he wasn't responsible for the earlier killings after all. 

That last thought interests me. 

The dead possess an unfortunate habit of changing the opinions of the living. 

As for me, I spent the afternoon composing tomorrow's front-page article. Every sentence was carefully chosen. Enough truth to satisfy the facts. Enough mystery to ensure the readers buy the next edition. 

When I finally returned home, I found myself standing at the front window for several minutes, watching the empty street. 

The game has changed. 

For the first time, I am no longer the only man in this county who understands what it means to leave death behind. 

That realization is not comforting. 

It is... intriguing. 

May 22, 1933 

I had hoped yesterday would satisfy the county's appetite for horror. 

It did not. 

Before noon, another search party returned from the same stretch of woodland carrying evidence that confirmed the escaped prisoner's death had been far more deliberate than anyone first believed. Sheriff Jenkins ordered the area sealed immediately, and every deputy suddenly spoke in whispers, as though lowering one's voice could somehow lessen the weight of what had been found. The details have been withheld from the public—for now—but word travels faster than any newspaper ever could. By lunchtime, every café and barber shop in town was already inventing its own version of the truth. 

The newsroom was consumed by speculation. Mr. Caldwell wanted facts. Reporters brought him rumors instead. One insisted the killer was sending a message. Another claimed it was the work of a gang settling an old score. Jenkins rejected every theory with visible frustration. For the first time since this ordeal began, he looked less like a sheriff pursuing a criminal and more like a man trying to understand someone whose reasoning lay entirely outside his own. 

I watched the day's conversations unfold with quiet interest. Fear has changed shape. It is no longer directed at a fugitive running through the woods. Now it has no face at all. An unseen killer is infinitely more terrifying than a known one, because imagination is far more ruthless than reality. Tonight, every locked door in Dumfries will feel a little less secure, and every unfamiliar sound outside a bedroom window will linger a little longer than it should. 

The county is beginning to realize it was asking the wrong question. 

They were so busy wondering where the escaped prisoner had gone... 

...they never considered that someone else might have been looking for him first. 

May 27, 1933 

Clara found me again this evening. 

I had just stepped out of the Dumfries Daily when I heard my name called from across the street. She was leaning against the railing outside the pharmacy, wearing a navy-blue dress and a smile that suggested she'd already decided how the evening would end. She apologized for being so persistent, though there wasn't much sincerity behind it. Some people apologize only because they expect forgiveness before they've finished speaking. 

We walked together through town as the last of the day's light disappeared behind the rooftops. She spoke of the orchestra that had played at the lounge the previous weekend, of a cousin visiting from Alexandria, and of how lonely her apartment had become since her roommate moved away. Eventually, the conversation arrived where it had been heading all along. She stopped outside her building, looked at me for a long moment, and quietly asked if I would come upstairs for a drink. 

For reasons I still cannot fully explain... 

I accepted. 

Her apartment was modest but welcoming. Books rested unevenly on a shelf beside the fireplace, a record player occupied the corner of the sitting room, and fresh flowers stood on the windowsill. The place felt lived in rather than decorated. She poured two glasses of wine and put on a jazz record that crackled softly as it spun. 

We talked for nearly two hours. 

Not about work. 

Not about the murders. 

Not about the escaped prisoner. 

Instead, we spoke about childhood dreams, favorite novels, the places we hoped to visit someday, and whether people were capable of changing who they truly were. Clara believed they could. She said kindness was something a person chose every morning. 

I didn't argue. 

When the evening grew late, she rested her head lightly against my shoulder. Neither of us spoke for several minutes. It was, I admit, a pleasant silence. 

I left before midnight. 

She kissed my cheek at the door and told me she hoped I'd come back soon. 

As I drove home, I found myself smiling. 

It faded before I reached town. 

Happiness, I've discovered, is much like fog. It appears convincing from a distance, but the closer one drives toward it, the quicker it disappears. 

May 27, 1933 (Later That Evening) 

I had scarcely reached my automobile when I heard the apartment door open behind me. 

"Wait." 

There was an urgency in Clara's voice I hadn't heard before. I turned to find her hurrying down the steps, barefoot despite the cool evening air. She stopped a few feet away, catching her breath before laughing softly at herself. 

"I don't want this night to end yet," she admitted. 

Something in her expression had changed. Earlier she had been composed, almost cautious. Now she seemed driven by impulse, as though she'd spent the last few minutes arguing with herself and had finally decided to stop listening to reason. Before I could answer, she reached for my hand and gently pulled me back toward the apartment. 

Inside, she disappeared into the bedroom without another word. 

A minute later she returned wearing elegant silk lingerie beneath a loosely draped robe, her cheeks flushed with equal parts confidence and uncertainty. She stood in the doorway for a moment, searching my face for a reaction. 

"I've been trying to pretend I wasn't hoping for this," she said quietly. "I was only lying to myself." For several long seconds, neither of us spoke. 

She looked beautiful. 

That was never the problem. 

I crossed the room and took her hand, but instead of drawing her closer, I smiled with a sadness I hadn't expected to feel. 

"You deserve someone who can meet you where you are," I said. "I don't think I'm that man." 

The disappointment in her eyes was immediate, though she masked it with a faint smile. She nodded once, pulled the robe a little tighter around herself, and looked toward the window. 

"I keep thinking there's more to you," she whispered. 

"There is." 

"You won't tell me?" 

"No." 

The silence that followed was heavier than either of us cared to acknowledge. After a moment, she walked me to the door once more. This time she didn't try to stop me. 

As I drove home, I couldn't decide whether refusing her had been an act of kindness... or cowardice. Sometimes the two wear the same face. 

May 28, 1933 

The postman delivered an unusually small package this afternoon. 

I assumed it was a manuscript from a local writer or perhaps a misplaced bundle intended for the office. Instead, inside the plain brown wrapping was a neatly folded brassiere, a pair of lace panties, and a brief note written in Clara's familiar hand. 

"You left too soon last night. Perhaps this will convince you to stay a little longer next time." 

There was no signature. 

None was necessary. 

I stared at the contents for several minutes before folding the note and returning everything to the box exactly as I had found it. It struck me as an oddly vulnerable gesture. Most people give flowers, letters, or photographs when they wish to be remembered. Clara had chosen something far more personal, as though placing her trust into an envelope and hoping it would survive the journey. 

I cannot decide whether I should be flattered or concerned. 

She sees a man worth pursuing. 

I see a man she should abandon while she still has the chance. 

The package now sits unopened in the bottom drawer of my desk beneath old newspaper clippings and unfinished stories. I have no intention of throwing it away, though I cannot honestly explain why. Perhaps because returning it would only encourage another conversation, and keeping it feels less cruel than rejecting it outright. 

People have an unfortunate tendency to mistake silence for hope. 

I wonder how long Clara will continue making that mistake. 

May 30, 1933 

There came a knock at my door just after nine this evening. 

I assumed it was Mrs. Whitaker asking to borrow sugar again or perhaps Mr. Ellis from across the street returning the gardening shears he'd misplaced last month. Instead, when I opened the door, I found Clara standing on the porch with nothing but a long overcoat wrapped loosely around her shoulders. 

"I wasn't sure you'd answer," she said with a nervous smile. 

Before I could respond, she stepped inside to escape the cool night air. She closed the door behind her, hesitated for a moment, and then let the coat slip from her shoulders. She stood before me in silence, not out of vanity, but with the unmistakable vulnerability of someone who had decided there was no safer way to tell another person, this is all of me. 

"I don't know how else to convince you," she said quietly. 

For several seconds, neither of us moved. 

I picked up the coat from the floor and gently draped it back over her shoulders. 

"You don't have to convince me of anything," I told her. 

Her expression shifted from hopeful to confused. 

"I find you beautiful, Clara. That has never been the issue." 

"Then what is?" 

I searched for an answer that would not wound her. 

"There are parts of me that shouldn't belong to anyone else." 

She looked at me for a long while, studying my face as though the truth might reveal itself if she stared hard enough. 

"I think you're lonely," she finally whispered. 

"I am." 

"And you're afraid." 

I almost answered. 

Instead, I fastened the buttons of her coat one by one. 

She rested her hand briefly against mine before pulling away. "One day," she said, "I hope you trust someone enough to tell them what you're hiding." 

After she left, I remained by the front door for several minutes. 

She believes my secret is grief. 

She believes it is heartbreak. 

She believes it is fear of love. 

If only secrets were so merciful. 

June 4, 1933 

The town has an unfortunate habit of delivering unpleasant news through casual conversation. 

Ashanu stopped by the office this afternoon. We have known each other for years, though life has scattered us in different directions. She possesses an infectious confidence that has always made strangers feel as though they'd known her for years. She spoke of Richmond, of work, and of a dance she'd attended over the weekend. Then, almost as an afterthought, she mentioned having spent the night with a woman named Clara. 

The name settled in my mind like a stone. 

She described her before I had to ask. Brown hair. Bright eyes. Worked at the newspaper. There could be no mistake. 

Ashanu laughed as she recounted the evening, completely unaware of the connection. She had no idea Clara and I knew one another. No idea that Clara had spent the better part of two months pursuing a man who repeatedly turned her away. I smiled, wished Ashanu well, and changed the subject before she noticed the silence that had fallen over me. 

I've spent the evening wondering whether Clara knew. 

Logic insists she couldn't have. Ashanu had never mentioned me, and Clara knew nothing of my life beyond the office. Yet reason is a remarkably fragile thing once doubt begins whispering in one's ear. A quieter, uglier part of me keeps asking whether the encounter was meant to provoke me. Whether she hoped word would find its way back to me. Whether my refusal had become a challenge she intended to win by other means. 

I dislike these thoughts. 

Not because they are painful. 

Because they are emotional. 

Emotion is notoriously poor at telling the truth. 

Tomorrow, if I see Clara, I shall say nothing. 

People often reveal more when they believe they've concealed everything. 

 

Time classified  

On my walk home, a little boy no older than eight pointed toward an old canvas bag resting near the edge of the road. "Mister," he said, "I think there's a leg sticking out." I glanced only briefly before chuckling and telling him it was nothing more than a butcher's discarded mannequin from a shop display that had frightened him in the fading light. He frowned, looked again, and slowly nodded as though relieved to have an ordinary explanation. Children are eager to believe adults. It's one of the few tragedies they don't recognize until they're grown. 

⎻⎻⎻⎻⎻⎻⎻

Last night, I went hunting… It was per say… Unpleasant. My victim begged and pleaded for mercy before I slit his throat. The fact that he begged for his life was interesting indeed. What do people have to live for? Do they live to just live or live to have some kind of fake purpose? Whatever the reason, it's pitiful and weak to believe such things. To live is to die… To die is to live...  

June 6, 1933 

I have discovered that jealousy is a thoroughly irrational emotion. 

It has been two days since Ashanu mentioned Clara, yet the thought continues to intrude upon otherwise ordinary moments. While proofreading an article this morning, I caught myself wondering whether Clara had laughed with her the way she laughed with me. Whether she spoke about books, music, and lonely evenings, or if those conversations had been reserved exclusively for my benefit. The details are unknowable, yet my imagination insists on inventing them anyway. The absurdity is not lost on me. I declined Clara's affection time and again. I sent her home with nothing but polite refusals and carefully chosen words. By every reasonable measure, she owed me nothing—not her loyalty, not her patience, and certainly not her heart. And yet some selfish, possessive corner of my mind resents that she sought comfort elsewhere. It is a curious contradiction to reject someone's love while quietly expecting it to remain waiting for you. 

Perhaps that is the most ordinary thing about me. 

For all the differences between myself and other men, I am apparently just as vulnerable to vanity. The notion irritates me more than Clara's choices ever could. I have spent years believing I stood apart from the common weaknesses of mankind, only to find that envy requires no invitation. It simply arrives, sits beside you, and refuses to leave until you've admitted its name. 

June 11, 1933 

There are some sentences that refuse to leave a man's mind. 

I have heard thousands over the years. Politicians making promises they never intended to keep. Widowers insisting they would never love again. Children swearing innocence with dirt still on their hands. Most words disappear as quickly as they are spoken. 

Not these. 

This evening, for the first time in many months, I abandoned my routine and walked for nearly an hour after returning home. The streets were empty, yet I could not escape the echo of a conversation that should have ended long before I reached my front door. I have always believed distance was enough—that once an evening was over, it belonged to yesterday. I was mistaken. Some moments insist on accompanying you. 

What troubles me is not fear of discovery. 

It is uncertainty. 

For years I convinced myself there was a line I would never cross. I built my identity around that belief, as though drawing a boundary made me fundamentally different from the people I condemned. Tonight I find myself wondering whether that line ever truly existed, or whether it was simply a story I told myself because it was easier than admitting the truth. 

The headache has returned with unusual force. 

I would welcome the pain if it were capable of drowning out memory. 

It isn't. 

June 11, 1933 (later that day) 

I was thinking about the woman who died under my blade 4 years back. She was a young 18 year old girl who had a slim frame and dirty blonde hair and pale skin. I asked her a question once I met her at Barneu’s Bar. I will never forget that question. I asked her, “What do you want in life?” She answered, “I want a father for my child.” And with a certain gaze I took of her, I noticed in her eyes that she was pregnant. I asked her who the father was. She said that he committed suicide once she told him the news of her pregancy. I felt some strange feelings about her situation. And I wanted to help her, but I only knew one thing I could do… Kill!  




Chapter 4 

June 17, 1933 

Clara has either become remarkably persistent... or remarkably hopeful. 

She stopped by the office just before closing under the pretense of delivering a letter that could just as easily have been left with the receptionist. Mr. Caldwell had already gone home, and the presses had fallen silent for the evening. We spoke for only a few minutes, mostly about inconsequential things. She asked whether I'd been sleeping any better. I lied and said I had. She looked at me as though she knew better but chose not to challenge it. 

I walked her to the front steps. 

The air carried the scent of approaching rain, and the streets had emptied sooner than usual. She thanked me for my company and turned to leave. After taking only a few steps, she hesitated, looked back over her shoulder, and smiled. 

"I've been wanting to do this for weeks." 

Before I had time to reply, she closed the distance between us and kissed me. 

It was brief. 

Gentle. 

Gone almost as quickly as it began. 

She stepped back immediately, her cheeks turning pink as she searched my face for disappointment, anger... anything. 

I touched my lips without thinking. 

"You may scold me if you like," she said with an embarrassed laugh. 

"I wasn't going to." 

"You weren't?" 

"No." 

For the first time in months, I found myself unable to think of the proper words. 

She smiled, satisfied with my silence, and disappeared down the sidewalk before I could gather them. 

I remained standing on those steps longer than I care to admit. 

The troubling part isn't that she kissed me. 

It's that, for one fleeting moment... 

...I forgot who I was. 

June 20, 1933 

I have spent the better part of this evening attempting to understand Clara. 

No—that isn't true. 

I understand Clara well enough. She is optimistic in ways the world does not deserve. She believes loneliness is a temporary condition rather than a permanent residence. She sees goodness where others overlook it, and she possesses the dangerous habit of believing people are capable of becoming better than they were yesterday. The mystery has never been her. 

The mystery has always been why she insists on seeing those things in me. 

She knows only fragments of my life. A newspaper editor who stays too late. A quiet man who prefers books to parties. Someone who smiles politely, listens more than he speaks, and occasionally forgets to sleep. From those scattered pieces she has assembled an entirely different person—a man worthy of affection, perhaps even love. 

If I were him... 

I think I would love her. 

That is the cruelest part. 

She has somehow managed to awaken feelings I had long ago buried beneath routine and restraint. When she laughs, I catch myself listening. When she enters a room, I notice. When several days pass without seeing her, the office feels strangely vacant despite being just as crowded as before. 

She has become a habit. 

Habits are dangerous. 

Unlike the others, Clara has never asked me to become someone else. She has never demanded explanations or offered ultimatums. She simply waits, convinced that one day I will lower whatever wall stands between us. 

I wish she would stop waiting. 

Not because I dislike her. 

Because I fear she is waiting for a man who has never existed. 

There are evenings when I entertain an impossible fantasy. 

I imagine confessing everything—not the crimes, but the emptiness. The headaches. The constant feeling that I was assembled incorrectly, as though someone forgot to include whatever part of the soul allows ordinary people to live uncomplicated lives. In those fantasies, she doesn't run. She takes my hand, smiles that impossibly patient smile, and tells me I am not beyond saving. 

Then reality returns. 

Some truths are too heavy to place in another person's hands. 

So I will continue smiling. 

She will continue hoping. 

And one day, one of us will be forced to discover just how mistaken we were. 

June 29, 1933 

Nine days ago I wrote that one of us would eventually discover how mistaken we were. 

It seems I was correct. 

The house has never been this quiet. 

I have replayed the evening so many times that memory has begun to resemble fiction. There should be a moment that explains everything—a single sentence, a gesture, some unmistakable point where the inevitable became unavoidable. Instead, I find only ordinary moments. A conversation. A hesitant smile. A question that deserved an answer I could never give. 

I keep asking myself why. 

The simplest explanation would be fear. Clara was closer to me than anyone else had ever managed to become. She noticed my headaches. She noticed my silences. She noticed when I lied, even if she was kind enough to pretend she believed me. Every day she drew a little nearer to the truth, though she never knew what that truth actually was. 

But I do not think fear is the whole answer. 

If fear alone governed my decisions, I would have left town months ago. 

The more troubling possibility is that Clara represented something I had spent years convincing myself I did not deserve. She believed I was redeemable. She looked at me and saw a future. I looked at myself and saw only an ending. 

Perhaps I destroyed the future before it had the chance to contradict me. 

That thought is infinitely more difficult to endure. 

I have searched these pages for evidence that I could have chosen differently. The entries are all here. The warnings are all here. Every time I told myself to keep my distance, every time I recognized that she deserved someone better, every time I mistook isolation for protection. 

I believed I was shielding her from me. 

Instead... 

No. 

I cannot finish that sentence. 

The newspapers will eventually tell their version of Clara's story. They will describe her as kind, intelligent, and well liked. They will interview neighbors and coworkers. They will search for enemies she never had. 

None of them will understand the cruelest part. 

She was never in danger because she loved the wrong man. 

She was in danger because she loved me at all. 

For the first time since I began this diary, I have considered burning every page. 

Not to protect myself. 

To spare whoever finds them from knowing that, for one brief and impossible season of my life, I was loved... and proved utterly incapable of deserving it. 




Chapter 5 

July 3, 1933 

There comes a point when a man can no longer pretend that his choices belong only to him. 

For a long time I imagined my actions ended with the people immediately involved. I was wrong. Every death leaves behind empty chairs at supper tables, unopened letters, children who grow up asking questions no one can answer, and parents who continue setting an extra place at holidays long after reason has abandoned hope. The newspapers print only names and dates. They never print the silence that follows. 

Lately, I have begun to notice that silence everywhere. It lingers in the newsroom after another obituary arrives. It hangs over church services where prayers are offered for families I have never met. It follows Sheriff Jenkins, whose hair seems grayer with each passing week. Even Mr. Caldwell, who once dismissed tragedy as another headline, now pauses before sending certain stories to the press. None of them know why their world has become heavier. They simply carry the weight. 

I used to believe I understood consequences. 

Now I suspect consequences are not counted by graves, but by the living people forced to continue without those they loved. 

That is the arithmetic no newspaper can print. 

July 10, 1933 

There are mornings when the newsroom feels like a workplace. 

Today it felt like a church. 

No one raised their voice. Typewriters sat untouched for nearly half an hour, and even Mr. Caldwell removed his hat before saying a word. Sheriff Jenkins was found dead before sunrise, and the news spread through Dumfries with astonishing speed. Deputies stood outside the courthouse wearing expressions that suggested they had misplaced more than a colleague. They had lost certainty. 

I spent most of the day writing and rewriting the front-page story. Every draft felt inadequate. Jenkins had become a fixture of this town—a man whose presence reassured people that disorder could eventually be brought to heel. Now that reassurance has vanished. Neighbors locked their doors before dusk, shopkeepers closed early, and the usual laughter outside the café never arrived. 

For the first time since these tragedies began, the county no longer believes it is merely searching for answers. 

It has begun to wonder whether there are any answers left to find. 

July 10, 1933 (later that day) 

The last entry I wrote was about the news of Sheriff Jenkins being murdered. He makes my 46th victim to my blade and methods. 

July 18, 1933 

The Great Depression has done something peculiar to this country. It has not merely emptied pockets; it has hollowed out spirits. Every morning I pass men in pressed suits standing in breadlines, pretending not to recognize one another. Fathers leave home before sunrise with nowhere to work, returning after dark with fabricated stories about opportunities that never existed. Pride has become another casualty of the economy. It is astonishing how quickly civilization begins to fray when a man's certainty about tomorrow is taken away. 

The newspaper prints statistics because numbers are easier to digest than faces. We report bank failures, unemployment figures, foreclosures, and relief programs in neat columns of ink, as though suffering can be measured with arithmetic. It cannot. The real depression exists in the quiet moments—the mother watering down soup so her children believe there is enough, the shopkeeper staring through his front window at customers who can no longer afford to enter, the farmer who spends an entire season cultivating crops that will earn less than the cost of growing them. Those stories rarely make the front page because they happen too often to be considered news. 

The government assures everyone that recovery is coming. Committees are assembled. Speeches are delivered. Promises are printed in bold headlines. Yet the line outside the church soup kitchen grows longer every week. There is a peculiar comfort politicians find in discussing problems from behind polished desks. Distance allows optimism. 

Reality does not. 

I have come to believe governments resemble newspapers in one unfortunate respect. Both excel at describing disasters after they have occurred. Preventing them is a far less common talent. Authority depends upon convincing ordinary people that someone remains in control, even when those holding power are no less confused than everyone else. 

Perhaps that is why people cling so desperately to institutions. 

Not because they always work. 

Because admitting they sometimes don't is a far more frightening thought. 




Chapter 6 

July 21, 1933 

Today was, for once, entirely ordinary. 

I arrived at the office just before seven to find Mr. Caldwell already arguing with the delivery boy over a shipment of paper that had been delayed by yesterday's rain. He insists punctuality is the foundation of civilization, though I suspect he enjoys complaining more than he enjoys receiving things on time. Mrs. Holloway was humming while arranging the society column, which means her bridge club must have won again. She only sings after victories. 

Most of my morning was devoted to correcting articles submitted by younger reporters. One man managed to spell "Virginia" three different ways in a single paragraph. Another quoted a councilman so poorly that I briefly wondered whether either of them spoke English. I sometimes think editing is less about improving prose and more about protecting readers from unnecessary confusion. 

At lunch I walked to the diner across the street. The waitress knew my order before I sat down—ham on rye, black coffee, and apple pie if there happened to be any left. There wasn't. She apologized as though she'd personally failed me. I assured her the world would continue turning despite the absence of pie. 

Back at the office, the presses began their familiar rumble shortly after four. I have always found that sound comforting. It is steady, predictable, and entirely indifferent to the troubles of the people feeding it paper. Machines possess a remarkable honesty. They make no promises. They simply do the work expected of them. 

When the last edition rolled off the press, I lingered for a while, organizing my desk. Caldwell asked why I never hurried home like everyone else. 

I told him I preferred leaving after the noise had settled. 

He laughed and said, "You'll marry your work one of these days." 

I smiled. 

If only he knew that work is one of the few things in my life that has never betrayed me. 

I walked home beneath a clear summer sky, brewed a fresh pot of coffee despite the late hour, and spent the remainder of the evening reading a collection of short stories by the window. 

No headlines. 

No visitors. 

No excitement. 

It was, I think, the closest thing to peace I have experienced in quite some time. 

August 2, 1933 

Today, Mr. Caldwell called me into his office. 

Ordinarily, that summons is reserved for missed deadlines, typographical disasters, or one of his increasingly theatrical lectures about the decline of journalistic standards. Instead, I found him sitting quietly behind his desk with two cups of coffee already poured. He spent several minutes discussing circulation, advertising revenue, and the paper's uncertain future before arriving at the true purpose of the conversation. 

He told me he was stepping back from the day-to-day operation of the Dumfries Daily. 

Then he offered me the position of Head Editor. 

For perhaps the first time in my adult life, I had no immediate reply. 

Caldwell explained that he'd been watching me for years. He said I arrived before everyone else, left after everyone else, and treated every article—whether it concerned a church picnic or a murder investigation—with the same discipline. "You understand newspapers," he said. "Not because you love stories... but because you understand people." 

I nearly laughed at that. 

People are the one thing I have never understood. 

I accepted the position with a handshake. 

The rest of the staff applauded when Caldwell announced the promotion. Mrs. Holloway hugged me before I had the chance to object, leaving a faint trace of perfume on my jacket. Young Thomas from the sports desk insisted we celebrate after work, though I politely declined. Even the printer, who rarely speaks more than three words in succession, tipped his cap and called me "Boss." 

It felt... undeserved. 

Not because I lack the ability. 

Because they have rewarded a man they do not actually know. 

This evening I sat alone in the editor's office long after everyone had gone home. The room looked exactly as it had yesterday, yet everything seemed subtly different. The desk was now mine. The responsibility was mine. Tomorrow's headlines would carry my judgment before they carried anyone else's. 

I looked around the empty newsroom and found myself wondering how strange life can be. 

By every outward measure, I am becoming a respectable citizen. 

A trusted editor. 

A reliable colleague. 

A man whose opinion will shape what an entire town believes each morning. 

If newspapers truly are the first draft of history... 

Then history has chosen a remarkably poor editor. 

August 6, 1933 

I accepted Thomas's invitation to the speakeasy tonight, more out of obligation than enthusiasm. The entrance was hidden behind the stockroom of a tailor's shop, and after the customary knock, a narrow door swung open to reveal an entirely different world. Cigarette smoke drifted beneath dim amber lights while a four-piece jazz band occupied a corner stage. The room buzzed with quiet laughter, clinking glasses, and conversations deliberately kept just below the volume of the music. It amused me that an establishment operating outside the law possessed more life than most places operating within it. 

Thomas proved himself an abysmal dancer but an excellent storyteller. Before long, a circle of strangers had gathered around our table, each contributing exaggerated tales of bootleggers, corrupt officials, and miraculous escapes from federal agents. Whether any of them were true hardly mattered. Stories improve with each telling, and everyone there understood that. I nursed the same glass of whiskey for nearly an hour while the others emptied theirs with alarming efficiency. A pianist played Ain't Misbehavin', and for a fleeting moment the Depression, the murders, and the endless headlines seemed to dissolve beneath the music. It occurred to me that perhaps this was why people came to places like this—not for the liquor, but for permission to forget. 

As the evening drew to a close, I stepped outside into the cool Virginia air. The streets were almost silent, the laughter from the club muffled behind the brick walls. I realized I had spent an entire evening surrounded by people and yet revealed almost nothing about myself. They knew my occupation, laughed at my jokes, and shook my hand before wishing me a safe journey home. By tomorrow morning, they will remember having met a pleasant newspaper editor. 

Sometimes I think anonymity has less to do with being unknown than with being misunderstood. 

In that regard, I have become an expert. 

August 12, 1933 

Every workplace has its unavoidable nuisance. 

Mine answers to the name Harold Benton. 

Harold is not a malicious man. In truth, that is almost the problem. He possesses the boundless enthusiasm of someone convinced the world is desperate to hear every thought that enters his mind. Before I've had my first cup of coffee, he has already explained his opinions on baseball, politics, automobiles, the proper way to sharpen a pencil, and why pigeons are "criminally underestimated." By noon, he has usually repeated at least half of it. 

Today he spent nearly twenty minutes leaning against my office door describing a fishing trip he intends to take next month. I have never expressed the slightest interest in fishing. At one point, I deliberately picked up a stack of proofs and began correcting punctuation while he continued speaking uninterrupted. It made no difference. Harold appears to believe silence is merely an invitation for him to continue. 

I have started timing our conversations. 

His personal record now stands at twenty-seven consecutive minutes without asking me a single question. 

There is something almost admirable about that achievement. 

When he finally wandered away this afternoon in search of another captive audience, the newsroom seemed to exhale. Even Mrs. Holloway muttered, "He certainly enjoys the sound of his own voice." 

Indeed he does. 

The peculiar thing is that I don't dislike Harold. 

He is kind. 

He remembers birthdays. 

He brings doughnuts for the staff on Fridays and never expects thanks. 

His greatest offense is believing everyone experiences the world with the same uncomplicated optimism that he does. 

Perhaps that is why he irritates me. 

There is an innocence about him that feels almost... foreign. 

Sometimes I wonder what it must be like to move through life without constantly examining every word, every glance, every silence. 

Harold has never wondered such things. 

I suspect he sleeps exceptionally well. 

August 14, 1933 

I experienced something unsettling today. 

Harold Benton spent nearly an hour in my office discussing a story that could have been summarized in three sentences. He laughed at his own jokes, leaned against my desk as though he owned it, and somehow managed to interrupt me while asking for my opinion. By the time he finally left, I realized I had not retained a single word he had said. 

What lingered instead was a thought. 

It arrived without warning, as casually as one might wonder whether it will rain tomorrow. For the briefest instant, I imagined how wonderfully quiet the newsroom would be if Harold simply... stopped coming to work. The thought disappeared almost as quickly as it came, leaving behind an uncomfortable silence. I returned to proofreading the afternoon edition, yet the fact that such an idea had appeared at all troubled me far more than Harold ever has. 

I have always believed a man should be judged not by the thoughts that visit him, but by the decisions he makes after they arrive. 

Thoughts are unruly things. 

They wander into places they have no business being, testing doors they ought never open. Wisdom, perhaps, is learning which of them deserve to be shown back outside. 

Tonight I find myself hoping that this particular visitor does not return. 

August 17, 1933 

I finished reading The Pilgrim's Progress this evening. 

It is a peculiar book. Most readers, I imagine, see it as a simple allegory about faith—a man burdened by sin making his way toward salvation through perseverance and divine grace. I cannot say they are wrong. Yet I suspect the story survives not because of its theology, but because every person secretly believes they are traveling some private road toward a destination only they can see. 

Christian carries his burden upon his back until he reaches the Cross, where it finally falls away. That image has remained with me all evening. What interested me was not the burden itself, but the certainty that it could be removed. Bunyan writes as though guilt is temporary, redemption inevitable for those willing to seek it, and every trial possesses meaning because Heaven waits at the journey's end. 

I wonder what becomes of the traveler who has no faith that his burden can ever be lifted. 

The book presents the world as a place divided neatly between the righteous path and the wicked one. Real life has never struck me as so accommodating. Most men wander somewhere in between, convincing themselves each compromise is only temporary. They lie because honesty is inconvenient. They betray because loyalty is expensive. They justify every decision until the habit of justification becomes indistinguishable from conscience itself. 

Perhaps that is why I found the character of Faithful more interesting than Christian. Faithful never doubts where he stands, even when it costs him everything. There is a terrifying simplicity in absolute conviction. History remembers such people as saints or fools depending entirely upon who survives to write about them. 

As I closed the book, I found myself staring at the final page longer than I expected. 

The story ends with a gate opening. 

It occurred to me that every man imagines what waits beyond his own gate. 

Some expect forgiveness. 

Some expect judgment. 

Some expect nothing at all. 

I have never been entirely certain which possibility frightens me most. 

August 20, 1933 

People insist that every action has a reason. 

I have never been entirely convinced. 

Perhaps they believe that because the alternative is unbearable—that a man might commit terrible acts without discovering a philosophy grand enough to excuse them. We comfort ourselves with motives. Revenge. Greed. Hatred. Love. We place labels upon human behavior because labels make chaos feel organized. 

I have searched these pages for my own explanation and found only contradictions. 

One day I convince myself I act from fear. The next, from loneliness. Then pride. Then anger. Each explanation appears convincing until another replaces it. They fit together poorly, like pages from different books bound beneath the same cover. I no longer trust my own conclusions. 

Maybe that is the punishment. 

Not guilt. 

Not fear of discovery. 

Simply never knowing whether there was ever a reason at all. 

There are moments when I look in the mirror and expect to find a stranger looking back. Instead, I see an ordinary face preparing for another ordinary day. A man who edits newspapers, drinks too much coffee, and straightens the picture frame in his hallway whenever it hangs crooked. 

The ordinary man and the man these pages describe cannot possibly be the same person. 

And yet... 

Every morning they shave with the same razor. 




Chapter 7

August 24, 1933 

I have asked myself why Harold Benton provokes such disproportionate irritation. 

It cannot simply be his voice, though it possesses the remarkable ability to fill an entire newsroom. Nor can it be his habit of wandering into my office without knocking, balancing himself on the edge of my desk as though walls and doors were merely decorative suggestions. Those are inconveniences, nothing more. 

The truth is considerably less flattering. 

Harold is comfortable in his own skin. 

He laughs without wondering how he sounds. He speaks without rehearsing every sentence in his mind. He trusts people almost by instinct. When he makes a mistake, he apologizes and promptly forgets about it. By the following morning, he has granted himself permission to be happy again. I cannot remember the last time I afforded myself such generosity. 

He also possesses an infuriating talent for seeing the best in everyone. Last week he described me to a new reporter as "the most dependable man in Virginia." He meant it as a compliment. I thanked him. 

The words lingered with me far longer than they should have. 

I suspect I resent Harold not because of who he is, but because of what he represents. He moves through life with an ease that seems inaccessible to me, as though he received instructions for living that were somehow misplaced before they reached my doorstep. 

Perhaps hatred is too strong a word. 

Envy is probably the more honest one. 

Hatred suggests certainty. 

Envy has the decency to admit its own weakness. 

August 25, 1933 

Mrs. Whitaker left another pie on my porch. She insists I don’t eat enough. Strange, considering she’s never once asked where I disappear every night.  

Tonight’s work was… Unpleasant. The man begged. They always think words matter once the knife is visible. 

September 5, 1933 

The doctor insisted I take time away from the newspaper. 

His exact words were, "No man can live on coffee, deadlines, and headaches forever." Mr. Caldwell agreed before I had the chance to protest, so I found myself driving west this morning toward Haymarket with little more than a suitcase, a few books, and the peculiar discomfort that accompanies idleness. The countryside was beginning to hint at autumn. The air carried the scent of drying fields, and the roads seemed blessedly indifferent to the chaos that perpetually follows me back home. 

Haymarket is smaller than Dumfries, though no less charming. Children raced through the streets without concern, farmers gathered outside the general store discussing tobacco prices, and the hotel proprietor greeted every guest as though welcoming a distant relative. There is an honesty to small towns that newspapers rarely capture. They are held together less by buildings than by familiarity. 

It was in a café just after luncheon that I met her. 

She was seated alone by the window, reading while the rest of the room busied itself with conversation. Dark hair fell just below her shoulders, and sunlight caught the amber tones in her eyes whenever she looked up from the page. She possessed the kind of effortless elegance that makes everyone else seem as though they have dressed for the wrong occasion. When the waitress accidentally spilled coffee near her table, she laughed instead of complaining and helped clean the mess herself. 

Something about her unsettled me. 

Not because she resembled Clara in appearance. 

She didn't. 

What reminded me of Clara was the expression she carried—the quiet warmth, the patience, the habit of smiling with her eyes before her lips ever moved. Yet there was another quality Clara never possessed. A confidence. She seemed entirely comfortable existing exactly as she was, without apology or hesitation. 

The waitress later mentioned her name in passing. 

Elena. 

She had recently arrived from Texas to visit relatives for the summer, her family having roots in Mexico generations before. She spoke English with ease but occasionally slipped into Spanish when speaking with an elderly gentleman at the neighboring table. I understood none of it. 

It sounded beautiful nonetheless. 

I caught myself watching her longer than good manners permit. 

When she finally noticed, she offered a polite smile before returning to her book. 

I looked away immediately, feeling, rather unexpectedly... embarrassed. 

It has been a very long time since anyone has made me feel like an ordinary man. 

September 7, 1933 

I have spent an embarrassing amount of time thinking about a woman whose voice I've heard only once. 

Her name is Elena. 

It is a pleasant name. Quiet. Uncomplicated. The sort of name one imagines belongs to someone who has never needed to become anyone other than herself. 

I have seen her each afternoon since arriving in Haymarket. Once in the café, once outside the bookshop, and yesterday evening walking along the edge of the town square with an elderly woman who I assume is a relative. We have exchanged nothing more than courteous smiles, yet I find myself altering my walks with the absurd hope that our paths might cross again. 

This is unfamiliar territory. 

With Clara, affection arrived gradually. We worked together, spoke every day, and shared countless ordinary moments before I realized she had become important to me. Elena has done nothing except exist, and somehow that has been enough to occupy my thoughts. 

Perhaps it is because she knows nothing about me. 

There is a peculiar freedom in anonymity. 

She does not know about the long nights at the newspaper. She does not know about the headaches that arrive without warning or the sleepless hours spent staring at my ceiling. To her, I am merely another visitor passing through town. An ordinary man taking a brief holiday from an ordinary life. 

For a few moments each day... 

I almost believe that version of myself. 

I wonder what sort of books she enjoys. I wonder whether she has family waiting for her elsewhere, whether she prefers the quiet of the countryside or the noise of a city, whether she always smiles so easily or if I have simply been fortunate enough to see her on good days. 

These are harmless curiosities. 

At least, that is what I continue telling myself. 

It occurs to me that I know remarkably little about hope. 

Perhaps hope is simply allowing yourself to imagine a future before reality has had the opportunity to object. 

If so... 

I fear I am beginning to hope again. 

September 9, 1933 

Today, as I left the café, Elena happened to be walking in the opposite direction. She stopped just long enough to greet me with that same effortless smile she always seems to carry. Before continuing on her way, she tilted her head ever so slightly and said, almost absentmindedly, "Smile, honey. The world's not quite as dreadful as it looks." 

She laughed softly and kept walking. 

I stood there for several moments after she'd disappeared around the corner. 

It was not the words themselves that unsettled me. 

It was the feeling they carried. 

There are certain sentences that seem to belong to another lifetime, tucked away in some forgotten corner of the mind until an unexpected voice gives them life again. Hearing those two simple words felt strangely familiar, as though I'd heard them countless times before in a place I can no longer clearly remember. The memory itself refused to surface, leaving behind only its warmth. 

The rest of the day passed in a peculiar haze. 

I smiled more than once without realizing it. 

It felt... natural. 

I cannot explain why that troubles me. 

Perhaps because I have spent so many years believing happiness was something performed rather than experienced. 

Yet for one fleeting instant, standing beneath the afternoon sun while watching Elena disappear into the crowd... 

I wasn't pretending. 




Chapter 8 

September 10, 1933 

I love Elena. 




Chapter 9 

September 13, 1933 

It has been many years, yet I still remember my mother more clearly than I remember yesterday. 

She was born in Korea long before she ever saw the shores of America. Her English was gentle and deliberate, touched by an accent that never truly faded. As a boy, I never noticed it. To me, that was simply the way comfort sounded. She filled the house with little customs that seemed ordinary then but feel almost sacred now—tea prepared when someone was troubled, shoes neatly arranged by the front door, quiet humming while preparing supper. She believed that even the smallest routines deserved care. 

Whenever I frowned, she would smile and brush the hair from my forehead. 

"Smile, honey." 

She said it so often that I sometimes rolled my eyes, convinced she was asking the impossible. She would only laugh, insisting that a smile weighed less than a frown and was therefore easier to carry through life. 

Strange. 

Years pass. 

Faces disappear. 

Voices fade. 

Yet somehow those two words have survived everything else. 

September 15, 1933 

Fate appears to enjoy repetition. 

I had intended to spend the afternoon wandering through Haymarket without purpose, but purpose found me first. As I stepped out of the bookshop carrying a worn copy of Emerson's essays, someone rounded the corner too quickly and collided with me. The book slipped from my hands, scattering a few loose papers across the sidewalk. 

"I'm so sorry," a familiar voice said. 

It was Elena. 

She knelt before I could, gathering the papers with an embarrassed smile. A breeze carried one page toward the street, and she chased after it, laughing quietly when she finally caught it beneath her shoe. 

"I believe the wind is determined to make introductions awkward," she said. 

"It has succeeded." 

She looked at me for a moment before recognizing my face. 

"The gentleman from the café." 

"I was hoping to be remembered for something more distinguished." 

She smiled. 

"I remembered your eyes." 

It is remarkable how a single sentence can unsettle a man. 

We walked together for a short while afterward, speaking of books more than ourselves. She confessed she had been reading poetry despite claiming not to understand half of it. I admitted that understanding poetry was often less important than allowing it to understand you. She laughed and accused me of sounding like a newspaper editor. 

I confessed that I was. 

"That explains it," she said. 

"Explains what?" 

"The serious expression." 

I must have looked puzzled because she gently nudged my arm. 

"I told you before," she said. "Smile, honey." 

And so I did. 

Not because she asked. 

Because, somehow... 

she made it seem effortless. 

September 18, 1933 

There is a popular belief that love arrives like lightning. 

It doesn't. 

Lightning announces itself. 

Love is quieter. 

It settles into a man's life so gradually that he mistakes it for coincidence until one day he realizes his thoughts no longer belong entirely to him. 

This morning I awoke wondering whether Elena had slept well. 

At luncheon, I caught myself ordering the same tea she had recommended simply because she'd smiled while speaking of it. 

This evening, while watching the sunset from the porch of my boarding house, my first instinct was not to admire it, but to wonder whether she had stopped to admire it too. 

None of these thoughts seemed remarkable on their own. 

Together... 

They are impossible to ignore. 

I once believed love was measured by grand declarations and impossible sacrifices. Now I suspect it is measured by far smaller things. By whose voice you hope to hear at the end of an ordinary day. By whose laughter interrupts your thoughts without invitation. By whose happiness begins to matter almost as much as your own. 

She has occupied my mind with alarming efficiency. 

Yet there is no desperation in it. 

No obsession. 

Only peace. 

When I am with Elena, the constant noise inside my head becomes strangely distant. The headaches soften. Time slows. I laugh without calculating whether the moment calls for laughter. I smile before remembering I have spent years teaching myself not to. 

For the first time in longer than I care to remember... 

I do not feel like a man pretending to be alive. 

I simply... 

am. 

If this is love— 

then I have misunderstood the word for my entire life. 

September 21, 1933 

Children have an unfortunate habit of believing that everyone experiences the world exactly as they do. 

When I was young, I assumed everyone else heard the same silence I did. I thought every child stood on the edge of the playground wondering how the others understood rules that had never been explained. They laughed at moments I hadn't found amusing. They cried over things I couldn't comprehend. It was as though someone had handed me the wrong script before the curtain rose. 

I became a student of imitation. 

When another boy smiled after telling a joke, I smiled too. When a teacher frowned, I lowered my eyes because that seemed to be the expected response. I watched people the way naturalists watch birds, searching for patterns, rehearsing expressions in mirrors until they appeared convincing enough to pass unnoticed. It was exhausting work, though no one ever suspected I was working at all. 

Only at home did that effort seem unnecessary. 

There, the world slowed down. Tea steamed from the kitchen. The floorboards creaked in familiar places. Gentle words carried farther than raised voices ever could. For a little while, I could stop wondering whether I was behaving correctly and simply exist. 

Looking back, I do not think my childhood was especially unhappy. 

Only confusing. 

Some children spend their early years trying to discover who they are. 

I spent mine trying to discover how everyone else already seemed to know. 

September 24, 1933 

Memory is a peculiar thing. 

It preserves moments that seem entirely insignificant while allowing years to disappear without a trace. 

I remembered something today from when I was very young. 

It was late—long after I'd been sent to bed. I had wandered into the hallway after waking from a bad dream, intending to ask my parents if I might sleep in their room. Their bedroom door was slightly open, and I remember hearing laughter first. Quiet laughter. The sort shared between two people who had forgotten the rest of the world existed. 

I looked inside for only a moment. 

I didn't understand what I was seeing. 

Only that it was private. 

My father noticed me almost immediately. He smiled—not embarrassed, merely surprised—and walked over to the door, wrapping a blanket around himself before kneeling to my height. 

"Everything all right, son?" 

I told him I'd had a nightmare. 

He ruffled my hair, told me monsters rarely survived daylight, and carried me back to my own room. A few moments later, my mother appeared with a warm cup of milk. She sat beside my bed until I drifted back to sleep, humming a tune I have long since forgotten. 

Only years later did I understand what I had interrupted. 

Oddly enough, the memory has never embarrassed me. 

When I think of it now, I don't remember what they were doing. 

I remember the laughter. 

I remember how happy they sounded. 

And I wonder whether every child spends the rest of his life chasing whatever it was his parents seemed to possess so effortlessly. 

September 27, 1933 

There are photographs of my mother tucked inside an old box I keep in the back of my closet. 

The paper has begun to yellow at the edges, but time has been strangely kind to her face. 

She was a remarkably beautiful woman—not in the theatrical way actresses appear in magazines, but with the sort of quiet grace that made people lower their voices when she entered a room. She was slight of frame, almost delicate, with graceful movements that seemed more like a dance than ordinary walking. Her dark hair fell well past her shoulders, and her eyes carried a warmth that made every conversation feel personal, no matter how brief. 

I inherited none of those qualities. 

She had gentle hands that always smelled faintly of tea leaves and fresh bread. Even while working around the house, she carried herself with effortless dignity, never appearing hurried despite somehow accomplishing everything before anyone noticed it needed doing. She smiled often—not because life was easy, but because she believed kindness cost nothing. 

People often say beauty fades. 

I disagree. 

Her beauty had very little to do with symmetry or youth. 

It lived in the way she listened without interrupting. 

In the patience she showed strangers. 

In the quiet confidence with which she carried herself through a world that was not always welcoming to someone born so far from it. 

If I close my eyes long enough, I can still picture her standing in the kitchen near the window, afternoon sunlight catching the edges of her hair as she turned toward me with that familiar smile. 

"Smile, honey." 

For all the years that have passed… 

October 1, 1933 

Everyone imagines regret as one monumental mistake. 

I have found it is usually a collection of very small ones. 

As a boy, I regret spending so much time alone. While the other children chased one another through fields or scraped their knees climbing trees, I preferred corners with books and windows that looked out onto places I never visited. Solitude became so familiar that I mistook it for personality. By the time I realized companionship required practice, everyone else had already become fluent in a language I barely understood. 

I regret the arguments I had with my father over matters neither of us can remember now. They always seemed terribly important at the time. Looking back, I suspect we were simply two stubborn men separated by a difference in age rather than conviction. I wish I had asked him more questions about his life before I was born. Children assume their parents have always been parents. Only later do they discover they were once young and uncertain too. 

Most of all, I regret never telling my mother how much her quiet kindness meant to me. 

Children possess an unfortunate confidence that tomorrow is guaranteed. 

I always believed there would be another supper together. 

Another walk. 

Another chance to thank her for every cup of tea, every comforting word, every gentle reminder to smile when I had forgotten how. 

There is no particular tragedy attached to my seventeenth year. 

No dramatic turning point. 

Only the realization that childhood had quietly ended without asking my permission. 

I looked in the mirror one morning and saw a young man staring back instead of a boy. 

The strange part is that I still wasn't certain who either of them was. 

October 8, 1933 

The newsroom has not known a quiet day in weeks. 

This morning brought confirmation of what had long been rumored: federal investigators have arrived to assist the local authorities. Their presence has changed the atmosphere of the town almost overnight. Deputies stand a little straighter, reporters speak a little more cautiously, and every conversation seems to end with someone lowering their voice. 

As editor, I spent much of the day deciding what should—and should not—appear in tomorrow's edition. Rumor travels faster than fact, especially when fear is involved. People want certainty where none exists. They ask whether the investigators have a suspect, whether they believe the killings are connected, whether the danger is nearly over. I have no satisfactory answers for them, only verified information and the uncomfortable admission that the truth remains incomplete. 

Watching the federal men work was oddly reassuring. They seemed methodical rather than dramatic, more interested in records than headlines. Whether their arrival marks the beginning of the end or merely another chapter in a long investigation, I cannot say. But the town has placed its hopes in new faces, and for the moment, hope appears to be the only thing in plentiful supply. 

October 11, 1933 

Harold Benton has developed the unfortunate habit of mistaking familiarity for friendship. 

He now enters my office without knocking, helps himself to the coffee on my desk, and has taken to addressing me as "Chief" despite repeated requests to use my proper title. This morning he spent nearly half an hour recounting an argument he had with his landlord over a leaking roof. Before luncheon, he interrupted a meeting simply to ask whether I preferred fountain pens made in Boston or New York. 

I answered neither question. 

He seemed not to notice. 

There is something uniquely exhausting about a man who cannot recognize when he has overstayed his welcome. Benton interprets every polite nod as encouragement, every brief response as the beginning of another conversation. If silence were a language, he would be incapable of speaking it. 

This afternoon, while I was editing tomorrow's front page, he wandered in carrying a stack of baseball scores. 

"You work too hard," he announced. 

"So I've been told." 

"You ought to smile more." 

I nearly laughed at the irony. 

He proceeded to straighten a pile of papers I had already arranged, moved my coffee cup to "a better spot," and borrowed my pencil without asking. Ten minutes later, he returned the pencil to the wrong drawer. 

An insignificant thing. 

Yet I spent several minutes searching for it before remembering where he'd left it. 

It is astonishing how little acts of carelessness accumulate. 

A misplaced pencil. 

An unnecessary interruption. 

Another story that could have waited until tomorrow. 

Each one harmless on its own. 

Together, they wear away at one's patience with the persistence of water against stone. 

I suspect Benton believes he brightens every room he enters. 

Perhaps he does. 

He has simply never considered that too much sunlight can be blinding. 

October 15, 1933 

The federal investigators have settled into town with remarkable efficiency. 

Every storefront, church, and diner seems to have become an unofficial interview room. Shopkeepers pause in the middle of transactions to answer questions. Farmers remove their hats while speaking with men carrying notebooks instead of badges. Even children have begun comparing stories about the "government men," each convinced they possess some vital piece of information. 

The newsroom has become a destination of its own. Reporters drift in after being questioned, each describing the interviews differently. Some found the investigators courteous, others intimidating. They all remarked on the same quality, however: patience. The agents never appeared hurried. They listened far longer than they spoke, as though silence itself were another witness. 

I was interviewed shortly before noon. 

The questions were ordinary enough. Had I noticed unfamiliar faces in recent months? Had anyone submitted unusual letters to the newspaper? Had I heard rumors worth pursuing? I answered as honestly as I could within the limits of memory. The interview lasted no more than twenty minutes, though it felt considerably longer. 

What struck me most was not the questioning itself. 

It was the effect it has had upon the town. 

Neighbors who once greeted one another without hesitation now linger for a second glance. Conversations stop when strangers approach. Curtains seem to part more often in the evenings. Fear has altered the rhythm of ordinary life in subtle ways, making everyone just a little more observant and a little less certain of the people they thought they knew. 

It is curious how quickly trust can become another missing person. 

October 16, 1933 

Sleep has become increasingly elusive. 

Not because of the questions people ask. 

Because of the questions I ask myself. 

It is remarkable how the mind, once unsettled, abandons the present and wanders backward. Tonight I remembered standing outside my childhood classroom after being scolded for something another boy had done. I never defended myself. I simply accepted the punishment because I couldn't find the words quickly enough. I remember staring at the worn wooden floorboards, feeling as though everyone else understood some invisible rule that had escaped me. 

Another memory followed. 

I was perhaps thirteen, helping my father repair the front fence after a storm. I struck the nail crooked three times in succession. Instead of growing angry, he quietly took the hammer from my hand, straightened the bent nail, and said, "Rushing makes a mess of simple things." At the time I thought he was talking about carpentry. 

Now I wonder whether he was talking about life. 

The past has become strangely crowded of late. Faces I have not thought about in years appear without invitation. Rooms I believed forgotten return in perfect detail—the smell of old books, the sound of rain against our kitchen window, my mother's humming drifting through the house. 

Perhaps memory surfaces when the mind grows tired. 

Or perhaps we spend our entire lives walking away from childhood, only to discover it has been following us all along. 

There are evenings when I would give almost anything to sit once more at that old kitchen table, hear the kettle begin to whistle, and believe—if only for a few minutes—that the world was still simple enough to be understood. 

October 16, 1933 

Sleep has become increasingly elusive. 

Not because of the questions people ask. 

Because of the questions I ask myself. 

It is remarkable how the mind, once unsettled, abandons the present and wanders backward. Tonight I remembered standing outside my childhood classroom after being scolded for something another boy had done. I never defended myself. I simply accepted the punishment because I couldn't find the words quickly enough. I remember staring at the worn wooden floorboards, feeling as though everyone else understood some invisible rule that had escaped me. 

Another memory followed. 

I was perhaps thirteen, helping my father repair the front fence after a storm. I struck the nail crooked three times in succession. Instead of growing angry, he quietly took the hammer from my hand, straightened the bent nail, and said, "Rushing makes a mess of simple things." At the time I thought he was talking about carpentry. 

Now I wonder whether he was talking about life. 

The past has become strangely crowded of late. Faces I have not thought about in years appear without invitation. Rooms I believed forgotten return in perfect detail—the smell of old books, the sound of rain against our kitchen window, my mother's humming drifting through the house. 

Perhaps memory surfaces when the mind grows tired. 

Or perhaps we spend our entire lives walking away from childhood, only to discover it has been following us all along. 

There are evenings when I would give almost anything to sit once more at that old kitchen table, hear the kettle begin to whistle, and believe—if only for a few minutes—that the world was still simple enough to be understood. 

October 20, 1933 

I remember a time when I turned 14 years old. I saw my mother get killed by my own father. Here is what happened. She was cooking in the kitchen after we came back from church. Father complained that she was cooking the same old thing every Sunday and was tired of it. They argued of course and things escalated very quickly because my dad took his beer bottle and banged it on mother’s head causing her to fall. He grabbed the kitchen knife and stabbed her in the stomach 42 times. With me just standing there frozen. I did nothing. I said nothing. I thought nothing. Then my father did the unthinkable… He undressed the dead carcass of the woman who told me to smile. And showing her nude body to me. “See this boy, this is what happens when you cross me and challenge my authority.” he said satisfied. After exposing her he undid his pants and promptly but quickly had sex with a dead woman’s body. “This is much better then hearing her orgasm and not saying anything.” I was angry and appalled at his disdainful act. He deserved death the same day. He didn’t even try to get rid of me… He left me alive to remember my mom’s hateful death. And I swore… I swore to hunt him down and kill him on the spot before he asks for mercy. That bitch needs death and I am craving his blood. That kind man who told me ‘Rushing makes a mess of simple things.’ Now I am starting to understand his meaning.  

October 21, 1933 

Mistakes. 

Such an ordinary word. 

A misplaced comma. 

A forgotten birthday. 

A sentence spoken too quickly. 

Small things. 

Until they aren't. 

Every life. 

A collection of errors. 

Some forgiven. 

Some remembered forever. 

I wonder. 

Whether mistakes become habits. 

Or habits become character. 

One poor decision. 

Leading quietly to another. 

Then another. 

Until the path behind you resembles intention more than accident. 

No trumpet. 

No warning. 

Just... 

Momentum. 

Funny. 

Children believe adults know what they're doing. 

Adults believe everyone else does. 

Neither is true. 

We're all improvising. 

Hoping confidence resembles certainty. 

Hoping no one notices the hesitation. 

The mind is a courtroom. 

Evidence presented. 

Arguments repeated. 

Verdicts postponed. 

Again. 

And again. 

Regret. 

An editor that never sleeps. 

Revising conversations. 

Rewriting memories. 

Correcting words already spoken. 

Always too late. 

Perhaps perfection was never the goal. 

Perhaps survival was. 

Still. 

There are evenings... 

When I would surrender every success... 

For the chance... 

To undo one insignificant mistake. 

Just one. 

Would it change anything? 

Or merely lead... 

To different mistakes? 

I don't know. 

That uncertainty. 

May be the cruelest mistake of all. 

October 24, 1933 

I have often wondered whether childhood is remembered accurately or merely emotionally. 

School was not especially cruel. 

Only consistently unkind. 

There was always someone waiting. 

By the lockers. 

At recess. 

Outside the front gate. 

The same boys. 

The same laughter. 

A shoulder deliberately bumped. 

Books knocked from my arms. 

A hat tossed onto the roof. 

Questions asked not because they wanted answers, but because they enjoyed watching me struggle to find them. 

I never fought back. 

Not because I lacked anger. 

Because I lacked certainty. 

Every insult made me wonder whether they were seeing something I couldn't. 

Perhaps I really was strange. 

Perhaps I deserved the distance everyone seemed determined to place between themselves and me. 

Teachers noticed. 

Sometimes. 

They separated us. 

Issued warnings. 

Assigned detentions. 

Then the next morning... 

Everything resumed exactly where it had left off. 

Children possess an astonishing talent for discovering another person's loneliness. 

And an even greater talent for exploiting it. 

I remember eating lunch beneath the old oak tree behind the school more often than inside the cafeteria. 

Not because I preferred the view. 

Because trees never laughed. 

Looking back... 

I scarcely remember the lessons. 

Only the silence afterward. 

The walk home. 

And wondering... 

Whether tomorrow... 

Would somehow be different. 

October 28, 1933 

I was sixteen when I went on my first—and, for many years, only—date. 

Her name has faded with time, though I still remember the blue ribbon she wore in her hair. 

She asked if I would walk with her after school because the road to her house passed by the river. We spoke about books almost the entire way. She admitted she disliked arithmetic but loved history because "people make history far more interesting than numbers ever could." I remember thinking that was an unusually wise observation for someone our age. 

We stopped at a small ice cream stand just before reaching the bridge. I insisted on paying despite having only a few coins to my name. She thanked me with a smile that made the expense feel entirely worthwhile. 

There was no grand romance. 

No dramatic confession. 

No lingering kiss beneath the evening sky. 

Just two awkward teenagers trying very hard to appear like adults. 

When I walked her to her gate, she hugged me goodbye. 

It lasted no more than a second. 

Yet I spent the entire walk home wondering whether I'd hugged her too briefly or too long. 

Youth has a remarkable way of turning ordinary moments into lifelong questions. 

I never saw her again after that summer. 

Her family moved away before the new school year began. 

Strangely, I do not remember feeling heartbroken. 

Only grateful. 

She proved something to me that afternoon. 

That even someone as quiet and uncertain as I was... 

Could be chosen. 

November 2, 1933 

I was nineteen the first time I made love. 

It was neither dramatic nor particularly graceful. 

No orchestra. 

No moonlit declarations. 

Just two young people who had spent months enjoying one another's company before deciding that words alone were no longer enough. 

What I remember most is not the moment itself. 

It is everything around it. 

The rain tapping softly against the window. 

The smell of fresh coffee left untouched on the kitchen table. 

The nervous laughter that escaped both of us every few minutes, each trying to hide how inexperienced we were. 

We spoke far more than we expected. 

About childhood. 

About books. 

About where we imagined life might take us. 

When silence finally arrived, it was a comfortable one. 

There was no need to impress. 

No need to perform. 

Only trust. 

That, I think, is what people misunderstand. 

Years later, they remember romance through grand gestures. 

Flowers. 

Jewelry. 

Expensive dinners. 

I remember kindness. 

A gentle hand finding mine. 

A quiet smile asking whether I was all right without saying a single word. 

For a brief evening, the world seemed astonishingly simple. 

Two hearts. 

One room. 

Nothing outside its walls demanding our attention. 

Memory has a curious way of polishing certain moments until they shine brighter than they ever did in life. 

Perhaps this is one of those moments. 

Or perhaps... 

Some evenings really are as beautiful as we remember them. 

November 6, 1933 

There are days that divide a life into two unequal parts. 

Not because anyone else notices. 

Because you do. 

People imagine change as something dramatic, announced with certainty and spectacle. They expect a thunderclap. A confession. A moment so unmistakable that every step afterward becomes inevitable. 

It is rarely like that. 

Sometimes the dividing line is almost invisible. 

You wake as one version of yourself. 

You go to sleep as another. 

Only years later do you recognize that the person who opened his eyes that morning never truly returned. 

I have often searched my memory for the exact instant when I ceased believing that the future would resemble the past. 

I cannot find it. 

Perhaps there was no single instant. 

Perhaps it happened gradually, in increments too small to measure, until one day I looked backward and discovered the distance had become impossible to cross. 

What unsettles me most is not that people can change. 

It is how ordinary the process feels while it is happening. 

No alarms. 

No witnesses. 

Only the quiet realization that some doors, once opened, are never closed again. 

November 10, 1933 

Untitled 

I met the morning dressed in gray, 

With borrowed dreams that slipped away. 

The sun still climbed, the church bells rang, 

Yet something quiet never sang. 

The trees remembered every breeze, 

The river whispered to the leaves. 

The world moved on without a sound, 

While I stood rooted to the ground. 

A smile can hide a thousand fears, 

A laugh can drown forgotten years. 

The strongest walls are often made 

Of words we never dared to say. 

If hearts are houses built from light, 

Why do so many fear the night? 

Why do we lock each fragile door, 

Then wonder what we're waiting for? 

Perhaps we're all just passing through, 

Collecting skies of different blue. 

Leaving footprints in the rain, 

Knowing none remain the same. 

So if tomorrow calls my name, 

Or time forgets from whence I came, 

Remember not the roads I trod— 

But that I searched for something good 

November 14, 1933 

Today the town welcomed a new sheriff. 

The announcement spread through Dumfries long before it appeared in tomorrow's edition. By breakfast, the barber claimed the man had solved dozens of difficult cases. By noon, the grocer insisted he had once arrested an entire gang by himself. By supper, half the town had transformed him into a legend. 

Reality proved considerably less theatrical. 

I met him briefly outside the courthouse while gathering information for the paper. He was younger than I expected, perhaps in his late thirties, with neatly combed dark hair and a firm handshake. He spoke calmly, listened more than he talked, and never seemed eager to impress anyone. There was an attentiveness about him that made ordinary conversation feel strangely deliberate, as though he were quietly filing away every detail without appearing to do so. 

The newsroom has already begun speculating about what his appointment will mean. Mrs. Holloway believes he'll restore confidence after the recent turmoil. Harold Benton, naturally, is convinced he'll become the sheriff's closest friend before the month is over. Mr. Caldwell merely shrugged and reminded everyone that a badge alone cannot solve a town's problems. 

He is probably right. 

A new sheriff may change procedures. 

He may reorganize deputies. 

He may even bring a different sense of order. 

But fear has a way of lingering long after the uniforms change. 

Still, there was something reassuring in the way the man carried himself. 

Not confidence. 

Composure. 

Sometimes those are not the same thing. 

Time will determine whether the town has chosen wisely. Until then, tomorrow's paper will carry another new name beneath another new headline, and life, as it so often does, will continue as though nothing has changed. 

November 18, 1933 

The new sheriff wasted little time establishing a working relationship with the federal investigators. Judging by today's activity, there appears to be very little concern over pride or jurisdiction. The courthouse has become a revolving door of deputies, agents, clerks, and townspeople, each carrying folders that seem to grow thicker by the hour. It is an unusual sight. Local men who have spent their entire careers relying upon instinct now find themselves comparing notes with investigators who seem to trust paper as much as people. 

As editor, I was permitted to observe a brief press statement this afternoon. The sheriff spoke plainly. No grand promises. No declarations that an arrest was imminent. He simply asked for patience and encouraged anyone with information, no matter how insignificant it might seem, to come forward. One of the federal men stood quietly beside him, saying almost nothing. Yet when questions were asked, he answered with remarkable precision, never volunteering more than necessary. 

There is a discipline to their cooperation that I find interesting. 

The sheriff understands the town. 

The investigators understand procedure. 

One knows the people. 

The others know the patterns. 

Whether that combination will prove effective remains to be seen. 

The mood throughout Dumfries has shifted ever so slightly. 

Not toward celebration. 

Toward cautious optimism. 

People still glance over their shoulders when walking home after sunset. Shopkeepers still lock their doors earlier than they once did. Parents still call their children inside before dusk. 

But for the first time in months, there is a quiet sense that those responsible for restoring order are working together instead of separately. 

Sometimes confidence is not built by dramatic successes. 

Sometimes it begins with the simple sight of people pulling in the same direction. 

December 3, 1933 

Nineteen names. 

That is all tomorrow's edition will say with certainty. 

Nineteen new families awakened by knocks at their doors. Nineteen homes where chairs will remain occupied only by memory. The numbers have become so large that people have begun speaking of them as statistics, yet each represents a life interrupted and a circle of people left to make sense of an absence that cannot be explained. 

The newsroom has changed with every edition we print. Reporters no longer compete for front-page stories. They work quietly, checking every fact twice, understanding that a single misplaced sentence can deepen a family's grief. Even Harold Benton has abandoned his usual chatter, speaking only when necessary before returning to his notes with unusual concentration. 

Outside our windows, Dumfries scarcely resembles the town I first wrote about years ago. Churches remain full long after services end, neighbors escort one another home after sunset, and businesses close earlier than they once did. Mothers keep their children close. Fathers linger on front porches, watching the roads long after darkness settles over the fields. 

The courthouse has become the center of nearly every conversation. Deputies and federal investigators move steadily in and out, carrying files that seem to multiply by the day. No one appears idle. Everyone appears tired. Their determination has not diminished, but the weight of the investigation is now visible in every drawn face and every sleepless pair of eyes. 

What surprises me most is the kindness that has emerged alongside the fear. Strangers deliver meals to grieving families. Churches organize collections for those suddenly left without income. Men who once argued over politics now spend evenings repairing a widow's fence or chopping firewood for an elderly neighbor. Tragedy has a peculiar way of reminding people that they belong to one another. 

As editor, I find myself wondering what responsibility a newspaper bears during times like these. We exist to report the truth, yet there are mornings when truth alone feels painfully insufficient. Facts cannot comfort a child. Headlines cannot restore what has been lost. Ink records history, but it cannot heal it. 

Perhaps that is the hardest lesson this town has learned. 

The measure of a community is not found in how it celebrates its happiest days. 

It is found in how it endures its darkest ones. 

December 7, 1933 

I began reading Dante's Inferno this week. 

I expected a tale about punishment. 

Instead, I found a tale about people. 

Every circle seems less interested in fire than in consequence. Dante does not merely condemn his characters; he asks the reader to understand how each person arrived where they did. Pride leads to one place. Greed to another. Betrayal to another still. The geography of Hell is really a geography of human choices. 

What fascinated me most was Virgil. 

He is not there to judge. 

He is there to guide. 

He walks through horrors without surrendering to them, reminding Dante to keep moving even when every instinct tells him to stop and stare. It struck me that wisdom is not always found in possessing answers. Sometimes it is found in knowing which questions deserve asking. 

The language is, at times, overwhelming. 

Not because it is difficult. 

Because it insists that actions matter. 

That every decision leaves an imprint upon the soul, whether anyone else witnesses it or not. 

I cannot say whether Dante intended his poem to frighten his readers. 

It has not frightened me. 

It has unsettled me. 

There is a difference. 

Fear fades with daylight. 

A difficult question has a habit of remaining long after the book has been closed. 

December 12, 1933 

Tonight the house feels unusually quiet. 

Not peaceful. 

Empty. 

There was a time when I believed silence could conceal anything. I have since discovered it possesses an unfortunate tendency to amplify whatever a man is trying hardest not to hear. 

I have spent years convincing myself that memory is selective. 

It is not. 

It remembers expressions more faithfully than faces. The hesitation before a conversation. A laugh overheard through an open window. A hand reaching for a coffee cup. The ordinary fragments remain while everything else crumbles around them. 

Shame is a peculiar burden. 

It does not shout. 

It waits. 

Patiently. 

It allows a man to finish his work, exchange pleasantries, and smile at acquaintances before meeting him again in the darkness of his own thoughts. 

I once believed that enough time could place distance between a person and the worst thing they had ever done. 

Now I suspect time does something far crueler. 

It strips away excuses. 

What remains is not a justification. 

Only the undeniable fact that the past cannot be revised. 

An editor can correct tomorrow's newspaper. 

He cannot correct yesterday. 

If redemption exists, I do not know what form it takes. 

I only know that regret has become a more faithful companion than sleep. 

December 15, 1933 

I have come to the uncomfortable conclusion that Elena has a life which continues quite happily without my observation. 

For some reason, I find that reassuring. 

This morning I intended to invite her for coffee, only to discover she had spent the better part of the day helping her aunt prepare meals for several families struggling through the winter. Yesterday she was at the library searching for books to send to a younger cousin. Earlier in the week she disappeared entirely because she had promised to visit relatives outside Haymarket. Every time I think I have begun to understand her routine, she reminds me that she possesses one entirely her own. 

She has an irritating habit of disagreeing with me. 

Not rudely. 

Confidently. 

I remarked that most people were motivated by self-interest. She answered, "Most people are just frightened. There's a difference." 

When I complained that newspapers exist only to report mankind at its worst, she replied, "Then perhaps editors should spend more time looking for its best." 

I spent the rest of the afternoon trying to prove her wrong. 

I couldn't. 

She reads constantly. 

Poetry one day. 

History the next. 

She underlines passages she enjoys and folds the corners of pages despite my insistence that books deserve better treatment. 

"They're meant to be lived with," she says. 

"Not worshipped." 

She has also begun teasing me without mercy. 

Whenever she catches me staring into the distance, she asks whether I'm composing tomorrow's editorial in my head. 

Whenever I frown, she smiles as though accepting a challenge. 

"Smile, honey." 

I almost always do. 

The remarkable thing about Elena is not that she makes me happy. 

It is that she never seems to be trying. 

She is simply herself. 

And somehow... 

That has become enough to alter the rhythm of my days. 

I have started noticing small things because I know she would. 

The way frost gathers on a fence before sunrise. 

The smell of fresh bread drifting from the bakery before dawn. 

The color of the evening sky after rain. 

These details were always present. 

I simply never thought they were worth recording. 

Now they are the first things I wish to tell someone. 

Perhaps that is what affection truly is. 

Not wanting another person to become part of your world. 

Wanting to become a better observer of the world because they are already in it. 

December 19, 1933 

The new sheriff continues to puzzle me. 

Most men in positions of authority make a great effort to appear authoritative. They raise their voices, square their shoulders, and mistake certainty for competence. He does none of those things. He speaks quietly enough that people instinctively lean closer, and when someone interrupts him, he simply waits. It is remarkable how uncomfortable silence makes the impatient. 

I encountered him again this afternoon while delivering several archived editions of the paper to the courthouse. He thanked me by name, though I cannot recall ever introducing myself. Either he possesses an exceptional memory or he has made it his business to learn the names of nearly everyone in town. I suspect the latter. 

He asked how the newsroom was managing under the strain of recent events. It was not an idle question. He listened without glancing over my shoulder or checking his watch. When I finished, he merely nodded and said, "People carry fear differently. Some talk more. Some stop talking altogether." 

An interesting observation. 

He notices people before he notices problems. 

The deputies appear to respect him, though not because they fear him. He expects discipline but never humiliates anyone for making an honest mistake. Yesterday I watched him spend nearly fifteen minutes explaining a procedure to a young deputy instead of scolding him for getting it wrong. Patience is an uncommon quality in law enforcement. 

Harold Benton has already declared him "the finest sheriff this county has ever seen," though Harold has a habit of arriving at such conclusions after a single pleasant conversation. I remain less certain. 

Character is not revealed during ordinary days. 

It is revealed when ordinary days disappear. 

I imagine the sheriff understands that as well as anyone. He carries himself like a man who expects difficult decisions rather than hopes to avoid them. 

For the sake of this town... 

I hope that quality proves enough. 




Chapter 10 

December 22, 1933 

This afternoon I found myself driving to the café where Elena so often spends her afternoons. 

I told myself it was for the coffee. 

Halfway there, I realized I had already had two cups. 

She was sitting by the window, exactly where I expected, though she seemed entirely unaware that anyone might be expecting her. A notebook lay open beside her tea, its pages filled with small sketches of people passing along the street. Elderly couples. Children chasing one another through the square. A man asleep on a bench with his hat pulled over his face. She noticed me only after I'd been standing there longer than good manners permit. 

"There you are," she said, smiling. "I was beginning to think newspapers had finally decided to keep you." 

"I escaped." 

"I'm glad." 

There was something wonderfully ordinary about the conversation that followed. We spoke of Christmas decorations appearing around town, of the bitter cold settling over Virginia, and of the stack of books she intended to read before the year ended. She asked whether I'd ever read a novel simply because its cover intrigued me. I admitted I had. 

"And?" she asked. 

"It was dreadful." 

She laughed. 

"So was mine." 

For nearly two hours, neither of us mentioned the troubles that have consumed the town these past months. Instead, we discussed music, favorite childhood meals, and whether snow makes the world quieter or merely persuades people to speak more softly. She insisted on the latter. I maintained it was the former. Neither of us surrendered the argument. 

When we finally stepped outside, a light snow had begun to fall. 

She reached out her gloved hand and caught a single snowflake before it disappeared. 

"I've always liked the first snowfall," she said. "It makes everything look like it has another chance." 

I looked down the quiet street. 

The rooftops. 

The bare trees. 

The footprints already beginning to fade beneath fresh snow. 

"I'm not sure people work that way," I said. 

She looked at me with that familiar patience. 

"Maybe not," she replied. "But I think hope does." 

We walked together until the road divided. 

She continued toward her family's house. 

I returned toward the newspaper. 

For reasons I cannot adequately explain... 

The walk home felt considerably shorter than the walk there. 

 

December 25, 1933 

Christmas has always possessed a peculiar stillness. 

Even the newspaper seemed quieter this morning. Fewer headlines. Fewer errands. Fewer reasons for people to leave the warmth of their homes. The streets were nearly empty except for children pulling sleds through the fresh snow and families carrying wrapped parcels beneath their arms. 

I drove for nearly two hours without any destination in mind. 

Church bells echoed across the countryside. 

Smoke drifted lazily from chimneys. 

Every window seemed to frame the same scene—a table set for supper, candles burning low, people gathering where they believed they belonged. 

I found myself wondering whether a person can become so accustomed to loneliness that belonging begins to feel like something reserved for other people. 

I considered visiting Elena. 

I even turned onto the road leading toward her family's home. 

Then I stopped. 

Somehow it felt wrong to arrive carrying the weight of everything I have become into a house filled with warmth. 

So I turned the car around and drove until dusk. 

By evening the snow had erased nearly every set of footprints left that morning. 

For a few brief hours, the world looked untouched. 

I envied it. 

There is something merciful about snow. 

It covers what came before without pretending it never happened. 

If only memory possessed the same kindness. 

December 25, 1933 — Later 

Christmas was not always quiet. 

There is one from my childhood that has refused to leave me. 

I could not have been older than eleven. 

The tree stood in the corner of our sitting room, decorated with paper ornaments my mother had insisted looked "far more honest" than the expensive ones in shop windows. She spent the morning humming while preparing supper, moving from the stove to the table with the same calm rhythm she seemed to carry through every season of life. 

Father returned home much later than he promised. 

I remember hearing the front door before I saw him. 

His footsteps were uneven. 

His voice louder than usual. 

There was a sharp smell about him I did not recognize then but would come to know later. 

He laughed at things no one else found amusing and spoke over everyone at the table, knocking over his own glass without seeming to notice. My mother quietly fetched a towel and cleaned the spill before it reached the edge of the tablecloth. She never raised her voice. She simply continued serving supper as though the evening could still be rescued. 

I watched her more than I watched him. 

Not because I was afraid. 

Because I was trying to understand how one person could remain so gentle while another seemed to become someone entirely different over the course of a single afternoon. 

The next morning Father apologized. 

Not dramatically. 

Not with speeches. 

He simply sat beside me on the front steps, handed me the small wooden pocketknife he'd bought weeks before, and said, "Sometimes grown men make fools of themselves." 

It was the only explanation he offered. 

I accepted it because children rarely demand more. 

Looking back, I realize that was the first time I understood that adults are not fixed people. 

They change. 

Sometimes slowly. 

Sometimes in the space of one Christmas evening. 

That thought has stayed with me far longer than the presents ever did. 

December 25, 1933 (11:23pm) 

I killed 12 people tonight, most of them homeless hobos who had no hope for their future. I am feeling a new type of feeling that is strange and that is… Is… That is… Stabbing me in the back with my own knife. I am so angry and I’m so… Ugh! I don’t know what to do and I don’t know what to think anymore.  

December 25, 1933 (11:45) 

I’m starting to spiral. I am losing control and I am losing myself. Like why am I doing this? Why do I kill? Why? Fucking why?!  

December 31, 1933 

This morning I attended church. 

I cannot honestly say what compelled me to go. Habit, perhaps. Curiosity. Or maybe I simply wanted to sit somewhere that demanded nothing of me except silence. 

The sanctuary was fuller than usual. Christmas greenery still adorned the windows, and the scent of pine mingled with old wood and candle wax. Children whispered until their parents hushed them. Elderly couples nodded to familiar faces. For a little while, the troubles of the town remained outside the heavy wooden doors. 

The pastor preached from the Gospel of Luke, speaking about Jesus dining with tax collectors and sinners. He quoted the familiar words: that it is not the healthy who need a physician, but the sick. His message was not that wrongdoing should be ignored, nor that justice was unimportant. Rather, he argued that compassion is often extended where it seems least deserved, and that no person is beyond being seen as fully human. 

I found myself listening more closely than I expected. 

The pastor asked a question that lingered with me long after the service ended. 

"If you believe grace is only for people who deserve it," he said, "then you do not believe in grace at all." 

The congregation sat quietly. 

No one seemed eager to be the first to move. 

Afterward, I stood outside the church for several minutes while families exchanged New Year's wishes on the front steps. Elena was there with her relatives. She waved when she noticed me and asked whether I would be joining them for coffee. 

I told her I had work waiting at the newspaper. 

She smiled—not because she believed me, I think, but because she understood that some answers are given to protect a person's solitude rather than to deceive. 

As I walked away, the church bells began to ring behind me. 

Their sound carried across the frozen fields long after the building itself had disappeared from view. 

It is strange how a single sermon can leave a man with more questions than answers. 

Perhaps that is what good sermons are meant to do. 

January 1, 1934 

The new year arrived with little ceremony. 

Midnight came and went while I sat beside the window with a cup of coffee that had long since gone cold. 

Somewhere in town, people celebrated. 

I listened from a distance. 

The fireworks were modest. 

The church bells were not. 

I have always preferred bells. 

They ask for nothing. 

Only that someone be willing to listen. 

This year feels different. 

Not because the calendar insists it is. 

Because I no longer recognize the routines that once governed my days. 

For years my mornings have begun precisely the same way. 

Rise before dawn. 

Shave. 

Dress. 

Coffee. 

Read the headlines before arriving at the office. 

There was comfort in repetition. 

Now I find myself lingering at the kitchen table for reasons I cannot explain. 

Even work has begun to resist predictability. 

The newspaper still demands deadlines. 

Ink still stains my fingertips. 

Harold Benton still finds new ways to interrupt an otherwise peaceful afternoon. 

Yet the rhythm has changed. 

The familiar no longer feels familiar. 

I once believed routine was evidence of stability. 

Now it feels more like an elaborate performance. 

One I am slowly forgetting how to perform. 

My headaches have returned with uncommon persistence. 

They arrive earlier. 

Remain longer. 

Depart without apology. 

Sleep offers little relief. 

Some nights I dream of childhood. 

Other nights I dream of nothing at all. 

The latter are somehow more exhausting. 

I have also noticed that my memory has become increasingly unreliable. 

I enter rooms and forget why. 

I misplace books only to discover them exactly where I left them. 

Entire afternoons seem to disappear into a fog of ordinary conversations. 

Perhaps I am simply tired. 

Perhaps everyone feels this way after enough years. 

I suspect they do not. 

Elena says I think too much. 

She is probably correct. 

She suggested yesterday that I begin walking in the mornings before work instead of driving directly to the office. 

She believes fresh air is a cure for more ailments than physicians are willing to admit. 

I told her newspapers have deadlines. 

She answered that hearts do as well. 

I have yet to determine what she meant. 

She has a peculiar talent for leaving me with riddles disguised as conversation. 

I think I admire that about her. 

As for resolutions... 

I have never trusted them. 

Most are abandoned before winter has surrendered to spring. 

Still, there are a few I should like to attempt. 

Read more slowly. 

Listen more carefully. 

Spend fewer evenings at my desk. 

Visit Elena without inventing an excuse to do so. 

Write something that is not intended for publication. 

Remember my parents as they truly were instead of polishing them into saints through memory. 

Smile more often. 

That last one would make Mother happy. 

Or at least the memory of her. 

There is another resolution I hesitate to write. 

To stop pretending that routine alone can hold a man together. 

It cannot. 

Routine is scaffolding. 

Not a foundation. 

I have leaned upon mine for so long that I scarcely noticed when it began to creak beneath the weight. 

Now the cracks are visible. 

Small. 

Hairline fractures. 

But cracks all the same. 

I wonder how many years they have been there. 

Perhaps they have always existed. 

Perhaps I have only now found the courage to look. 

The year ahead remains unwritten. 

For an editor, that is both comforting and terrifying. 

Blank pages possess an unsettling honesty. 

They promise nothing. 

They forgive nothing. 

They simply wait. 

I suppose that is all any new year has ever done. 

January 3, 1934 

I finally killed Harold Benton and his fucking noise last night. I finally couldn’t take his noise much longer. He kept entering my office without knocking. He still borrows my pencils with every intention of returning them, though they seldom find their way back to the proper drawer. He still insists that every silence is an invitation for conversation. 

Yet I no longer find myself responding with the patience I once managed to summon. 

That troubles me more than his behavior. 

It is an uncomfortable realization when another person's ordinary habits begin to expose shortcomings in your own character. 

Benton has not changed. 

I have. 

So today I closed my office door. 

I delegated more of our conversations to brief memoranda instead of long discussions. 

When he invited me to supper after work, I thanked him and declined. 

He looked disappointed for only a moment before smiling and saying, "Another time, Chief." 

There may never be another time. 

Not because I dislike him. 

Because distance is sometimes kinder than resentment. 

Friendships do not always end with arguments. 

Sometimes they simply fade beneath the weight of two people becoming different versions of themselves. 

January 8, 1934 

Elena has become a permanent resident of my thoughts. 

Not in the dramatic fashion described by poets. 

More quietly than that. 

I have begun measuring my days by whether or not I have seen her. 

If I do, the day feels complete. 

If I do not, something seems to have been forgotten, though I cannot say what. 

This afternoon I drove to Haymarket with no greater ambition than to spend an hour in her company. 

I found her in the town library rather than the café. 

She was seated cross-legged on the floor between two shelves, completely absorbed in helping three young children choose books. She treated each recommendation with remarkable seriousness, asking what adventures they enjoyed, what frightened them, and whether they preferred stories with happy endings or sad ones. 

One little girl chose a book simply because it had a robin on the cover. 

Elena smiled. 

"Sometimes that's the best reason." 

The children left with their books tucked proudly beneath their arms. 

Only then did she notice me. 

"You've been standing there for quite a while," she said. 

"I didn't wish to interrupt." 

"You weren't." 

"You seemed busy." 

"I was." 

She smiled. 

"But not too busy for you." 

It is astonishing how easily she says things that would sound rehearsed coming from anyone else. 

We spent the afternoon walking through town. 

She greeted nearly everyone we passed. 

The baker. 

The postmaster. 

Mrs. Whitaker, whose husband has been ill for months. 

Even the stray dog that follows the milk wagon received a cheerful greeting. 

She remembers names. 

Birthdays. 

Favorite flowers. 

The little details that most people surrender to forgetfulness. 

I asked how she managed it. 

She shrugged. 

"People like being remembered." 

Such a simple observation. 

Yet one I have somehow overlooked for years. 

Before sunset she showed me the notebook I had seen in the café weeks earlier. 

Every page contained sketches. 

Storefronts. 

Church steeples. 

Children building snowmen. 

An elderly couple holding hands on a park bench. 

There were no grand monuments. 

No famous landscapes. 

Only ordinary moments. 

"They'll disappear if someone doesn't notice them," she said. 

"I suppose I don't want them to." 

I looked through every page. 

Not because the drawings were extraordinary. 

Because they revealed the sort of person she is. 

Most people search for remarkable things. 

Elena searches for ordinary things worth remembering. 

Perhaps that is why I find peace beside her. 

She has a way of convincing me that a quiet afternoon, a shared cup of coffee, or the sound of church bells drifting over snow-covered rooftops are not interruptions to life. 

They are life. 

I cannot remember the last time anyone changed the way I looked at the world. 

I only know... 

She has. 

Elena laughed. 

Mother... 

I can't remember which voice came first. 

⎻⎻⎻⎻⎻⎻⎻⎻⎻⎻⎻⎻

Fragments. 

Not words. 

Not yet. 

Just... 

Whispers. 

Somewhere behind my thoughts. 

Gone the moment I listen. 

Returning the moment I don't. 

Perhaps it is only the house settling. 

Or perhaps... 

Not. 

⎻⎻⎻⎻⎻⎻⎻⎻⎻⎻⎻⎻⎻⎻

I have begun making careless mistakes in the smallest, most ordinary tasks. Things that once required no thought now demand my full attention, and even then I find myself stopping halfway through, uncertain of what I meant to do. 

I am even messing up with my hunts. I was sloppy with… 

Final Entry 

I heard the knock long before anyone spoke. 

Three deliberate knocks. 

Not hurried. 

Not angry. 

Certain. 

For years I believed certainty belonged to me. 

I was mistaken. 

The house was impossibly quiet. 

The clock still ticked. 

The kettle still whistled. 

The newspaper from this morning still rested on the table exactly where I had left it. 

Remarkable. 

How ordinary a room can appear when an ordinary life has finally come to an end. 

Another knock. 

Then my name. 

Not shouted. 

Simply spoken. 

I looked around the room and found pieces of myself scattered everywhere. 

The typewriter. 

My father's pocketknife. 

Mother's photograph. 

The notebook Elena had once forgotten on the chair, its pages filled with sketches of people who would never know they had been remembered. 

I had spent years trying to become several different men. 

The editor. 

The son. 

The gentleman. 

The man who deserved Elena's affection. 

None of them survived the truth. 

Outside, I heard another voice. 

Elena. 

I closed my eyes. 

For one impossible moment I imagined I was back in that old kitchen. 

Tea steaming on the table. 

Afternoon sunlight across the floor. 

My mother brushing the hair from my forehead. 

"Smile, honey." 

Then Elena. 

"Smile, honey." 

The memories became one. 

I could no longer tell where one life ended and another began. 

I finally understood what had haunted me all these years. 

It was never the past. 

It was the distance between the person I wished to be and the person I had chosen to become. 

The knocking stopped. 

Silence. 

Then the sheriff spoke through the door. 

"There doesn't have to be another lie." 

Not another fight. 

Not another excuse. 

A lie. 

That was the word he chose. 

And somehow... 

it was the only one that mattered. 

I sat at my desk. 

Opened this diary one last time. 

Read the first sentence. 

If you are reading this, then either I'm dead, or someone finally opened the drawer I told them never to touch. 

When I wrote those words, I believed this book would explain me. 

Now I know it cannot. 

A diary can preserve memories. 

It cannot rewrite a life. 

If you have read this far, then you know me better than anyone ever did. 

You also know that understanding a person is not the same as forgiving them. 

Remember that. 

It may be the only truthful thing I have written. 

