
Prologue
 February 29, 1952

Signalman 3rd Class Ronald Dawson—Ronnie Boy to his 
dead shipmates—made his way up the aisle of  the bus and 

eased himself  into the torn seat behind the driver.
“I need to get off  here,” he said.
The driver looked at him in the rearview mirror. Ronald 

knew the man was sizing him up—passengers weren’t supposed 
to get off  between towns. But maybe the uniform would make a 
difference. That’s all the driver was likely to see.

“You got any baggage to pull out?”
Ronald thought about the question. Everything he owned 

lay stuffed inside the canvas seaman’s bag in the compartment 
underneath the bus.

“No sir,” he said. “Nothing.”
The driver let out a small snort, as if  he’d just lost an argu-

ment, and steered the bus onto the shoulder. “I’ve got a kid 
brother in Korea,” he said as he pulled the lever that folded the 
door aside.

A brother in Korea. That was appropriate. Rules were be-
ing broken, exceptions were being made. His dead shipmates 
were clearing a path for him now.
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“Better get where you’re going,” the driver said as Ronald 
stepped out into the dazzling sunlight. Ronald squinted back 
at the driver, who was now just a shadow perched behind the 
wheel. “They’re calling for thunderstorms.”

Ronald didn’t care about thunderstorms, but he scanned the 
sky anyway to be polite. Sure enough, a steep bank of  clouds 
was already rolling in from the northwest end of  the county.

“Thanks,” he said.
The driver closed the door, and Ronald watched as the 

bus pulled back onto the crumbling blacktop and disappeared 
around a bend. An eddy of  dust swirled across his shoes, soften-
ing their gleam.

He was alone again, more or less. He took a slow breath. 
The approaching clouds were dark and greenish, almost like 
the sea.

Don’t watch the sky, Ronnie Boy, said his dead shipmates. That’s 
not your job.

They were right, as always.
The hike to his grandfather’s old cabin was a difficult one, 

not only for the steepness of  the terrain but for the unfamiliar-
ity, which he hadn’t expected. The deer trails he’d followed as 
a boy had all melted back into the landscape. Maybe the herds 
had thinned out over the years—or just shifted away, moving 
to more remote ground now that every crossroad in the county 
had sprouted a noisy filling station or a neon-framed steak-
house. In any case, the old paths were gone.

Or maybe he was wrong about that. Maybe the deer were 
still there, threading their same old route up the mountain, and 
he was the one who had changed, the one who could no longer 
find his way among the sharp outcroppings of  rock and fallen 
trees and the brown tangle of  last year’s vines. He’d grown 
used to the sea, with its overwhelming sky and its own faint and 
temporary trails, so broad and flat, sometimes dissolving right 
before his eyes. He never worried about finding his way over 
the water—the ship itself  took care of  that, giving everyone on 
board a common direction. But here on land, each step was 
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once again his own, a terrible uncertainty, and for long stretches 
of  the climb he suspected he was lost. But the voices kept push-
ing him forward, driving him up the rugged slope through wave 
after wave of  budding undergrowth.

When at last he broke through to the crest of  the ridge, he 
was exhausted. But that was all right. He had little left to do.

The cabin was gone now, save for the blackened stone pil-
ings of  the foundation and a few charred boards jutting like 
bones from the pit. Lightning, he imagined, or maybe vandals. 
Years ago, from the look of  it. Most of  the ash had washed away.

“I know,” Ronald said, before his dead shipmates could 
chide him. “It’s none of  my concern.” He had no claim on this 
land. The TVA had seized the property before he left for the 
navy. The law of  eminent domain, they’d called it. And they’d paid 
only enough for him to bury his grandfather, whose heart had 
burst over the loss.

But that’s what governments did, after all: sacrifice the few 
for the sake of  the many. The country needed hydroelectric 
power. Dams were being built all along the Tennessee River 
and its tributaries, and soon the entire valley of  his childhood 
would be flooded. The old roads and country stores and even 
the forests themselves would all be under water.

He took it as one more sign. Water would follow him wher-
ever he tried to go, even into the past. There was no point try-
ing to escape it.

He walked to the overhang and stared across the valley as 
the roiling gray-green sky lowered itself  over the opposite ridge. 
The storm would be on him in a few minutes.

At his feet he could make out the last traces of  the danger 
line—that thick yellow stripe his grandfather had painted across 
the rock shelf  so many years ago. Ronald had been forbidden 
to cross that line. Beyond it the smooth ledge tilted downward, 
and a clumsy step could send a boy sliding off  into space, into 
a hundred-foot drop to the rocky creek bed below.

But he’d never been good at following orders, even then, 
and though his grandfather never knew it, Ronald had crossed 
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that painted line the day he turned thirteen. Not boldly, be-
cause in truth he’d always had a crippling fear of  heights. But 
he’d crossed it nevertheless, creeping down the incline on his 
hands and knees, daring himself  forward, inching toward that 
terrifying edge until at last, shaking and prickling with sweat, he 
could look straight down the cliff  and imagine what might be. 
Because, frightened as he was, he still wanted to know what it 
would be like to cross that next line, that final line, the one that 
could not be uncrossed. Dizziness had swamped him then, and 
he almost took the plunge.

Of  course, he’d recovered himself, and, shaken by whatever 
devil had tempted him to crowd the edge, to push that point 
of  no return, he’d scrambled back to safety across his grandfa-
ther’s yellow line. He never crossed it again.

Until now.
You’re not a sailor anymore, his dead shipmates reminded him. 

The sneer in their voices was unbearable.
He sighed and took off  his shoes. The toes were scuffed 

from the climb, which disturbed him. He liked having a good 
shine on his shoes. The old man had always admired what-
ever was well-pressed and polished. Too bad he never got to see 
Ronald in uniform.

He spat on the shoes and buffed them with the end of  his 
neckerchief  until the gleam was again so deep and clear he 
could see himself  in the glossy blackness—the long pale face, 
white buzz-cut hair. His features were distorted, but that was 
just as well. Ronald hadn’t been able to look himself  in the face 
for more than a year now.

One year and twenty-seven days, to be exact. One year and 
twenty-seven days since his mind had wandered while he was 
standing watch. Since he had failed to sound the alarm. Not 
that it was all that easy to spot mines bobbing in dark water. But 
he’d been trained—he knew what to look for. People had count-
ed on him to keep them safe. And he’d wanted to—of  course 
he’d wanted to—but he’d never been much good at holding his 
focus. The waters were calm and the horizon was clear, and 
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somewhere in the long stretch of  the evening, his mind just 
drifted away. He found himself  daydreaming about what he 
might do after the war, about maybe finding a girl and a piece 
of  land someplace—not in the Tennessee mountains but near 
the shore, where he could always look out at the ocean, which 
had become the place he loved the most. Maybe he could set 
himself  up with some kind of  excursion boat in Florida and 
take tourists on fishing trips or sightseeing tours. He could ar-
range a business loan to get started—he’d be a war veteran, 
after all, a man to be respected, the kind of  man bankers would 
always be willing to bank on.

The first he knew of  the mine was when it exploded against 
the hull. And that was that. Eight men dead, six wounded. The 
USS Partridge taking on water, then listing lazily to the starboard 
side, then sinking to the bottom of  Wonsan Harbor.

Strange that all he’d lost was his cap.
Well. That and everything else.
He tucked his socks inside his shoes and set them gently on 

the yellow line. His neckerchief  and bell-bottoms flapped in the 
rising wind. He took off  the rest of  his clothes, folding the uni-
form as neatly as he could. Not crisp enough to pass inspection, 
but respectful, at least. He placed the clothes beside his shoes, but 
the wind was wilder now, and before he’d even straightened up, 
his uniform tumbled away up the incline, the white suit billowing 
and flopping along the stony ground like some drunken ghost.

No matter. The navy was just one more ruined cabin to 
him now, one more abandoned piece of  ground. He’d stood on 
the dry deck of  the rescue ship watching the fresh crew search 
for bodies they would never find. His commanding officer, Lt. 
Clark, was among the lost. Ronald assumed that was why he 
was never brought up on charges—no officer to file a report. 
But whatever the reason, from that moment until his redeploy-
ment to the States a year later, no one ever said a word about 
his failure. No one suggested a court martial. No one accused 
him of  dereliction of  duty. No one said anything to him at all. It 
was as if  he had disappeared with his dead shipmates.


