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Vinita Park.
We’re flying over it. Not at airplane height, not at sparrow height. Maybe
at the altitude of a red-tailed hawk, or a vulture. It’s late in the afternoon, close to
sunset. Long shadows fill in the spaces between houses so that it’s hard to be sure
exactly what we’re seeing. There is no telling Vinita Park apart from the sea of
inner St. Louis suburbs around it; it’s tiny and it boasts no landmarks, no
distinguishing features whatever. It contains one actual park, and an industrial
“park” several times larger than the green one. From the air there is no visible
difference between Vinita Park and Vinita Terrace, Hanley Hills, Bel-Nor or
Normandy. No boundary between it and University City to its south or Overland
to its west – although on the other side of I-170, known as the Innerbelt, Overland
becomes greener. On that side there is Lake Sherwood, which may be the
headwaters of the River Des Peres, if it can still be said to have such a thing as a
headwaters. The shadows all but hide the so-called river that runs between
concrete banks and is now the backbone of the St. Louis sewer system. Rush hour
traffic has abated on the Innerbelt; it’s dinnertime. The eye of our awareness dives
steeply; the ground rushes up toward us, the unceasing sound of city grows
louder as we descend. When we reach the treetops, shrill cicadas can be heard.
Our awareness circles for a few moments above single-family houses,
duplexes, low apartment buildings. Not at random, we choose an apartment
building.
We are inside a first-floor apartment. White walls, furniture that looks like
it came from yard sales. Facing a picture window without moldings sits a plaid
sofa in muted shades of tan. A couple of unmatched easy chairs, a coffee table.
Beneath the window, a medium-large TV; on the wall, a poster: a snapshot history
of major league baseball. We try to read the personality of the apartment’s
inhabitant from the furnishings of the living room, but aside from this poster, we
come up empty. The other leg of this L-shaped space is a kitchen; at the kitchen
table a white man is finishing dinner, alone. He’s wearing a white T-shirt, dark
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blue pants, heavy black shoes – the uniform pants and shoes of a policeman. He
looks to be in his mid-thirties; his dark hair has a few flecks of gray in it, his
hairline is receding but he isn’t balding on top. He looks physically strong, as
befits his job. What is inside him? We want to share his inner life, to peer into his
heart, become one with his experience, but our floating awareness cannot go there.
What does it take to break the barrier between our awareness and this man’s, or
anyone’s? It’s an overreaching, unreasonable ambition, and yet for some reason –
even knowing what we know about how separate human beings are – it is what
we can’t help but want.
*
We’re beside the River Des Peres on the western edge of Vinita Park,
where it comes out from its tunnel under the Innerbelt. Its sloping banks, even its
bottom, are mostly concrete. Old concrete, breaking up, with weeds and saplings
growing through the cracks in it. In places, the concrete gives way to dirt and
rocks. The water is getting low now that the weather is heating up; it flows under
a disused railroad bridge, rusted iron held up by old black timbers. A thick rope
hangs from the bridge, ending a few feet above the water, making us wonder
uneasily what its purpose could have been. Our disembodied point of view skims
along the surface of the murky water, slips through tangled thickets, notices a
muskrat (but the muskrat cannot notice us). A snapping turtle is planted on a halfsubmerged log, immobile, glaring through heavy-lidded turtle eyes, an
impregnable fortress. The banks become steeper, are vertical concrete walls in
places, invaded and overhung by plant life that is self-planted, never tended, only
occasionally beaten back, forming a chaotic boundary dividing this – what can we
call this? – certainly not nature – from the streets and backyards above.
A baseball diamond in a city park, a day later. Chain-link backstop,
aluminum bleachers. A few dozen people are watching a Babe Ruth League game
between two teams whose uniforms call them the Yankees and the Twins. A food
truck called Tim’s Pizza is parked behind the bleachers. Two cops are watching
the game from a cop car idling at the curb next to right field. The Yankees are at
bat; they have runners on first and third. We see the Twins outfielders signaling
each other: two outs. The batter for the Yankees is a black kid with a bean-shaped
head, dark bright-black skin. His eyes, shining with intelligence as he watches the
pitcher, and his stance at the plate tell us at a glance that this kid knows how to
play ball. Players yell out from the bench, “C’mon, Rickyyyy!” “Drive him in,
Ricky!”
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Ricky takes a called third strike on an outside pitch. Outraged, he turns on
the umpire and yells “What the hell, man! No way!” The Yankees’ coach, the man
we saw eating dinner alone in his apartment, starts down the line from third base,
holding his hands up to tell Ricky to cool it, but Ricky throws his batting helmet
down so hard it bounces, and the umpire ejects him from the game. Coach takes
him by the elbow, pulls him away. “Show some respect,” he says.
“That wasn’t no fuckin’ strike,” Ricky mutters, shaking his head.
“I know. But getting thrown out isn’t helping the team, either.”
Head down, Ricky takes a seat on the bench. The Yankees take the field;
the coach sends in a different center fielder to take Ricky’s place. He waves his
arms to tell the outfield to play deep; the Twins must have a good hitter coming
up. As the Yankees’ pitcher finishes warming up, the coach quietly says to Ricky,
“What’s the matter with you today?”
We wait with him for Ricky’s reply, but nothing comes.
Later the coach gives Ricky a ride home from the game – it’s apparent that
they both take this for granted – and when they pull up in front of an old frame
apartment building with peeling white paint, Ricky just sits there not making a
move to get out. He hasn’t said a word since he got in the car. “What is it?” the
coach says.
“Mama got herself a new boyfriend,” Ricky says without looking at him.
“So?”
“Terry, you know what that piece of shit did? He slapped Ladybug right in
the face ‘cause she talked back to him.”
“He hit your little sister?”
“If I see that dude at our place again,” Ricky says, “you’ll be arresting my
ass for fucking him up with a kitchen knife.”
“Is that just talk, or you mean it?”
“I fuckin’ mean it, man.”
“You know I can’t let you do that.”
Ricky sits in the passenger seat giving the street a burning stare, refusing to
look at Terry, but he still doesn’t move to get out of the car. The ball is in Terry’s
court but we can see he’s not sure what to do with it. “Let’s go get something to
eat,” Terry says.
“Whatever,” Ricky mutters. Terry puts the car in gear.
Terry’s apartment. Ricky and Terry enter, Terry carrying a takeout bag that
says “Lam’s Garden.” Ricky looks around and says, “You live here by yourself? I
figured you’d be married, Chief.”
“How come?”
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“How come? You just that old, that’s all.”
“Thanks a million.”
“You ain’t just a cop, you a lieutenant. I thought you must have, like, twothree kids.”
“If I do, nobody ever told me about it,” Terry says. Then he looks like he
wishes he hadn’t said that. “No, I don’t have any kids. I was married for a while
when I was younger. It didn’t work out.”
Ricky grunts; Terry turns on the TV. The Cardinals pre-game show is on.
Night. The blinds are closed on the picture window, but light from the
streetlight outside leaks past them, enough illumination for us to see Ricky, still in
his clothes, sleeping on the tan plaid couch.
6:30 a.m. Terry emerges from the bedroom in his boxers. He has a morning
erection. He sees Ricky sleeping there; he goes back in, comes out with his uniform
pants and a T-shirt on. He turns on the radio in the kitchen and starts making
coffee; Ricky mutters, turns over with his face toward the couch, mutters again,
rolls onto his back and opens his eyes. They dart around the room. He sits up and
scratches his head, rubs his eyes. He looks embarrassed. Without looking at Terry,
he slides his feet into his untied sneakers and stands up, starts moving toward the
door as if he could slip out without being noticed.
“What are you doing?” Terry says.
“I gotta go,” Ricky mumbles.
“No you don’t. It’s a quarter to seven.” Ricky doesn’t appear to be fully
awake. “Go take a shower.”
“Huh?”
“You heard me, go take a shower. Then eat something. Then go to school.”
Ricky looks at Terry as if he has just been told to jump out the window.
“What,” Terry states unequivocally. “Go on.”
Ricky shakes his head as if he’s dealing with a crazy man. Crazy white man
who happens to be a cop and owns a gun. “A’ight, if you say so.” He goes in the
bathroom and locks the door; we can hear the water start to run. Terry, in the
kitchen, is thinking about something intently.
*
The past is different in kind. When we jump to the past, as we’re about to
do now, we get to speak as though we know how it really was. It’s standard
operating procedure: this is how we get through every day. We always believe we
know what happened. Right now our awareness, in search of story, piggybacks on
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Terry’s memories and the way they make sense to him. Somehow a voice inside –
whatever “inside” means – puts them into words; what comes out, wherever it
comes from, may not be all that reliable, but it sounds like the closest we’re going
to get to the truth.
*
Terry grew up in South St. Louis, in a building not too different from the
one where Ricky lives. His mom died when he was thirteen; she was a Christian
Scientist, and when she got breast cancer, the power of prayer was not enough.
That left him alone with his dad, Ray Newcombe, who only stopped hitting Terry
when he couldn’t get away with it anymore. But at least he gave a shit what Terry
did; Terry was all he had. Which might have been why Terry grew up to be a cop
and not a knucklehead. Not that he appreciated it at the time.
As a teenager, Terry had to work in his dad’s radiator shop in the
summers, the worst time, suffocating in the St. Louis heat compounded by the
steaming antifreeze leaking out of busted hoses. He spent the hottest months of
high school, and half of college at UMSL, cutting his knuckles on the fins of
radiators, his fingers crusted with gasket cement, his hands black with engine dirt.
It was a job no one could like. His dad hated the business too. There were exactly
three things left in life, according to Ray: he had a son, he wasn’t in debt, and he
was white. Everything else, including the God who had sat by indifferently and
watched his wife die, was pretty much cat shit. All black people, according to Ray,
were deadbeats and whiners until proven otherwise. He didn’t want Terry
hanging around with them, but Terry’s best friend in high school was a guy
named Luis whose mom was Salvadoran and whose dad was black. Sometimes
just the mention of his name would lead to them yelling at each other. After he got
out of the house for good, Terry resolved he wasn’t going to argue with his father
about race anymore. It was pointless, it would go nowhere and drive them farther
apart, but then the argument would happen anyway and they’d both walk away
mad.
*
The hallway of a rundown apartment building. Old, thin carpet on the
floor whose pattern has almost entirely worn away. Greenish wallpaper. The
hallway smells like old cooking, old carpet and cigarette smoke, plus a certain tang
in the air that we can’t identify. All we know about the mystery smell is that it’s
depressing. Then we recognize it: roaches. Behind some closed apartment door a
TV is on. Terry, in uniform, is standing in the open doorway of an apartment; a
5
Vinita Park, by Lowry Pei

V I N I T A

P A R K

black woman, about his own age, is berating him with hands on her hips. “Just
what he been doing all night in some white man’s apartment? What do you think
that look like to me?”
“Ricky told me what happened yesterday between your boyfriend and his
little sister. Said if he saw that guy he was going to cut him. I’d have to put him in
jail. Of course, I’d charge the boyfriend too, based on what Ricky told me. That
what you want?”
“No,” the woman says sullenly. “But how do I know you haven’t been
waiting all along till you could get him over to your place and do whatever it is
you want?”
“You should be thanking me, Mrs. Spears. Not insulting me.”
She pointedly refuses to look him in the eye or make any response.
“Your life is your business. Up to a point. That point is when it drags in
your kids.”
She thinks for a while. We can see that she’s angry and, we guess,
ashamed. “You going to try to take Ricky away from me? Get DSS to take my
kids?”
“Not if I don’t have to.”
“I should be calling them about you and him. How do I know if I can trust
you?” she says.
“Ask Ricky,” Terry says. “And you can for sure trust that if I ever hear
about any domestic violence here, I’m reporting it to DSS in a minute.”
“He won’t be coming back around.”
“Good.”
“Don’t never forget, Ricky is my son. If you – ” Terry watches her, and we
watch along with him as her bravado collapses in on itself. Whatever she may
have been planning to accuse him of or threaten him with, her voice deserts her.
“I don’t want to see Ricky get in trouble,” he says. “I’m willing to go to
some lengths to prevent that.”
“He’s my son,” she says again.
“Thanks for your time, Mrs. Spears.”
She shuts the door with a resentful bang.
*
Six years ago, when Terry was twenty-nine, his wife Vicky left him after
four years of marriage. She was three years younger; two weeks after she turned
twenty-six, something happened inside her, he never understood what. Terry’s
memories of that day are a baffling stew in which some of the ingredients are as
fresh as the day they were picked, and others have been cooked beyond
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recognition. Some of the most vivid memories seem almost trivial, and it’s possible
that some of the most important are missing. There’s no way for us to be sure.
They were finishing dinner when Vicky told him that she was going to
leave. The exact words she spoke at that critical moment are lost; maybe
remembering them proved too painful. But he’s sure that he said, “Wait, what?
What are you talking about? Did I do something I don’t know about?” He thought
maybe she was threatening him, though it wasn’t like her. Better to imagine that
than to take her at her word.
“You didn’t do anything,” she said, fiddling with the ends of her hair and
not looking at him.
“Well, what do you mean, then?”
“I mean I’m leaving.”
He had a glass of beer in his hand, which he had been about to drink from
at the moment she told him she was leaving; this he remembers with perfect
clarity, down to the taste of the beer. Deliberately, he took the time to sip from it,
as if acting like nothing had changed would make it so. Then he set down the
glass. What could it possibly be? “Come on, there’s gotta be a reason to say
something like that. What’s wrong? Something must be,” he said. He thought that
once it had a name, he could change it.
She read his mind, as always. “You always believe you can fix stuff, don’t
you, Terry? There isn’t anything wrong, there isn’t anything to fix. I’m leaving,
that’s all.”
“That’s all? What do you mean, that’s all? This is where we live. This is our
life, right here.”
She shook her head. “Sorry,” she said flatly.
Terry watched her get up, empty the remaining tangle of spaghetti on her
plate into the trash, and put her plate in the sink. She turned to leave the kitchen. It
wasn’t possible. He felt the bottom fall out of his stomach. “Wait,” he said. “You
can’t just, like . . .”
She turned back to face him. “I can,” she said. Most memories wear away
when you return to them over and over, but this moment stays irreparably clear.
He remembers the way his heart felt when he saw her face. Ruthless, unbending
resolve: nothing you say or do will move me, ever again.
It was an ambush. She had made sure that he wouldn’t see it coming,
wouldn’t have a chance to prepare himself or come up with a strategy to stop her,
and now the last moment of their life together was already behind him. “I’ve been
in love with you for six years,” he said, and he heard himself sound lame.
Standing beside the sink, she regarded him with a level gaze. “Really?” she
said.
Terry was lost, words would not come.
7
Vinita Park, by Lowry Pei

V I N I T A

P A R K

“Okay, maybe you have,” she said. “It’s not for me to judge.”
He managed to say “What happened?”
“I looked around, I saw everything here, it had nothing to do with me. It
wasn’t bad or good, it was just . . . tofu. I don’t eat tofu.”
“You met somebody else,” Terry said.
“No. But I’ll say I did, if that would make it easier for you.”
“Jesus Christ.” He was having a hard time breathing.
“No, it wasn’t him, either.”
“Is it because I’m a cop?”
“Terry. Listen to what I’m saying. You can’t fix this. Why don’t you just go
to a motel for tonight and when you come back, my stuff will be out of here. I
don’t care about the furniture, you can have it.”
“I don’t care about the fucking furniture either,” Terry said. “I care about
you.”
“You’ll get over it,” she said, turning away again to leave the kitchen.
“Probably sooner than you think.”
A half-glass of beer was still on the table in front of Terry. He could hear
her opening drawers in the bedroom. Was she already starting to pack? He picked
up the glass, drank from it, only a swallow, put it down. He watched himself put it
down, watched his hand rest on the tabletop next to the glass, and it was as if he
and that hand were only coincidentally associated with one another. This is
another moment he remembers indelibly, trivial as it seems. And if his own hand
was only an oddly shaped curled thing resting there strangely in front of his eyes,
how much farther removed from him was the rest of the kitchen, to say nothing of
the bedroom, to say nothing of Vicky herself, whose vagina had once been wet
with desire for him. Even at that moment it was already impossible to imagine
that she had wanted him. The removal of her was retroactive, right back to the
very beginning, and what had given his life its shape for years was a blank.
His life was not a life after all. Was that it? It wasn’t life, it was tofu.
Some colossal misunderstanding, some basic mistake.
She said he would get over it sooner than he thought, but what did she
know about him, if he knew nothing about her?
Terry kept thinking he would get up and go into the bedroom and speak to
her, but it felt as if she had taken a pair of tongs and lowered him into a glass box
twice his height. No way he could climb its cool, slippery walls.
Through the thick glass he saw her come back into the kitchen and look in
the cabinets, pull out pots and pans and stack them on the counter. She meant to
take them with her, he realized. “Wait,” he said, but didn’t know what to add.
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She seemed mildly surprised that he was still there. Mildly
inconvenienced. “Really, it’ll be better for you if you don’t watch me do this,” she
said.
She had her hair up in a ponytail and was wearing an old sweatshirt that
turned her body shapeless, but more than that, he realized, she had switched off
the light within herself. He had not known that was possible; the vibration of that
light’s color, unique to her, had always reached him, at all times of day or night,
from the first time he saw her. Now it was off, she was closed to him. She must
have been making a decision every day to allow him to see her, and now that
decision was unmade.
Had it been too much to ask?
She was right, it was unbearable to watch her go through the drawers and
divide the utensils, so many for him, so many for her. Yet he could not get up and
leave the apartment. Terry had lost many times, in many ways, but one thing he
did not do was give up. If his marriage was ending in this silent, unanswerable
way, he would have to see it through, whatever the damage seeing it might leave
behind.

A week later, Terry and his partner Wardell Blanton were in Randolph’s
place on Olive Street Road, a bar where cops didn’t have to feel like the enemy.
Randolph, like Wardell, was black; he had a gray mustache like a clothes brush
and gray-speckled hair. He always wore a vest and tie behind the bar, and could
have passed for a preacher. His #1 interest in life was World War II aviation.
“Something isn’t right,” Wardell said after they had been there twenty
minutes. “I can smell it. You been a half a step behind all day.”
Okay, Terry thought, this is what partners are for. He took a swallow out
of his Scotch. “Vicky left.”
Wardell could see Terry’s image reflected in the mirror behind the bar, but
he turned to look at him directly. “Say again?”
“Vicky left.”
“Wait a minute. Hold on. Left, as in, left you? Like out the door, not comin’
back?”
“Exactly.”
“I’m the one that’s behind now. You gotta catch me up. What the hell
happened?”
Terry shook his head and said nothing.
“You don’t want to say, that’s all right.”
“Tofu,” Terry said.
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Wardell watched him in the mirror behind the bar, wondering if he had
misheard. “Tofu,” he repeated.
“That’s what she said. She looked around, everything was tofu, she doesn’t
eat tofu, she’s leaving. Packed up her stuff, took half the pots and pans, and left.”
“No warning.”
“Correct.”
“She take your car, too?”
“Yeah, whatever, she took the car. A couple of days later it was parked on
the street out front, but who cares? It’s a fuckin’ car.”
The car keys turned out to be in the mailbox. No note. He searched the car
for anything that might convey a message, a clue, but there was nothing. Not even
the usual wadded Kleenexes with lipstick on them, no gum wrappers, no elastic
hair ties, no dropped receipts. She had never once cleaned up that stuff in the
whole time they’d had the car; apparently to her it was invisible. The random
evidence of her daily life accumulated until he took the car to a car wash and
vacuumed it out. If anything, its absence was the message: it wasn’t her car
anymore. When he realized he wasn’t going to find anything at all, he wished it
was possible for him to cry again. But he had already cried once over her leaving,
and once, he knew, was all he was going to get.
“Jesus,” Wardell said. “When did this happen?”
“Sunday night.”
“You been carryin’ this around all week and you didn’t tell me?” Wardell
said, his voice climbing several notes up a scale. “Come on, man.”
Terry knew: when you’re not a hundred percent, your partner’s got to
know. You owe it to him.
“That’s it? Just tofu?”
Terry nodded. “End of message,” he said.
More or less addressing the surface of the bar, Wardell said, “Bad enough
to leave, but to leave and say nothing . . . there’s so much you never know about
people.”
“People? She was my wife.”
“I’m sorry, man.”
*

Our awareness, instead of flying up into the sky of the physical world, rises
into the sky of time; it traverses days, instead of miles, in one glance.
Albert, the boyfriend, turns all apologetic and regardless of what Dorothea
Spears told Terry, she doesn’t kick him out of her life.
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“I don’t be sleepin’ anyplace he does,” Ricky says to his mom, and that
means more nights on Terry’s couch. When he’s at Terry’s place, he answers
questions with three words and doesn’t even look Terry in the eye all that much,
just sits in front of the TV and says as little as possible. But at least he keeps being
there. We can see where else he might be: along the River Des Peres at night, some
kids hang out and smoke pot -- or something -- and talk about how they are going
to rob this or that motherfucker and fuck him up real bad. Maybe it’s just talk, and
maybe it’s not.
Terry keeps leaning on Ricky about going to school: “Two-thirds of life is
showing up,” he says. “You’re too smart not to be learning something.” Ricky
actually does some homework now and then, maybe because he gets bored with
watching TV, or maybe because Terry will notice if he does it. We’re pretty sure he
cares what Terry thinks of him, even though he does his best to hide that.
From a piece of paper Ricky leaves lying around, Terry finds out that there
are supposed to be parent conferences. At first when he says they’re going back to
the high school in the evening, Ricky can’t believe he’s serious.
Ricky’s English classroom at U. City High. Like a thousand other
classrooms in school districts that aren’t rich, but aren’t dead broke either. There’s
still an overhead projector on a rolling cart in the back of the room, which no one
has used in ten years and no one will ever use again. On the teacher’s desk a
folded piece of posterboard displays the words “Grade 11 English / Keira
Donovan.” Terry and Ricky sit down with her. She has ginger hair and freckles so
big they could almost be called spots. She’s young, but her age is hard to guess.
Somewhere between twenty-five and thirty-five. She looks tired but up to the task.
She’s not a rookie teacher. Terry, we notice, can’t stop staring at her, and we can
tell she notices too; it looks like his attention halfway flatters her, and halfway
pisses her off.
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Keira Donovan’s classroom a few days later. It’s Thursday; the last bell of
the school day has rung. In the distance, voices of kids can be heard, calling to
each other in the halls. The building itself is breathing out, releasing the tensions of
the day. Keira is searching for something among piles of papers, swearing quietly
as she fails to find it. She has a satchel full of papers on her desk; we conclude that
she is about to leave for the day. Terry appears in the door of the classroom, in full
uniform, gun and all. “Terry Newcombe,” he says. “I don’t know if you remember
me.”
“Oh crap. Did a student of mine get shot?”
“No, nothing like that.”
“I’m late for a meeting, I’ve got to go, what’s this about? Is it about Ricky?
He was in class fifth period, he seemed the same as he always does.”
“No,” he says, “I wanted to see if . . .” He doesn’t finish the sentence.
Keira gives him a teacher-type look, as if she’s waiting on a student to
answer an easy question. “Spit it out,” she says.
“Would you want to go out with me sometime?”
She tilts her head to the side, pulls at her earlobe, looks up at him
skeptically. “I don’t know. What kind of a guy are you, anyway?”
“I’m a cop, I coach Babe Ruth League.”
“And I’m an English teacher,” she says.
“I know.”
“That wasn’t what I asked you.”
Terry looks flummoxed. “Look, fine. Whatever.” He holds up a hand,
clearly he’s about to turn on his heel and go.
“No, I don’t mean that, I just meant I don’t know you, you know, are you,
like, dangerous to go out with?”
Now he looks hurt. “Miss Donovan, my job is to protect the public, not to
endanger them.” His face becomes more cop-like, as if he’s having second
thoughts about the whole thing.
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“Keira,” she says.
“Keira,” he repeats a bit awkwardly.
“Listen Terry, I’m late for this damn workshop and believe me, I’d rather
go out and have a beer. But I can’t right now.”
“There’s always tomorrow,” he says.
“I wonder what the district policy manual would have to say about this.”
“It’s not against the law. I checked.”
“Nice try,” she says, but she smiles slightly.
“Is that a yes?”
We can tell he’s not going to give up, and so, it appears, can she. “I guess.
Yeah. So here.” She writes down her number. “Call me about five-thirty, okay?”
“It’ll happen,” he says. “See you tomorrow.” He turns and heads off down
the hall. Keira watches him for a moment, then her gaze lowers to the floor. She
blinks a few times, not moving.

Keira, like everyone, has things she always remembers, but never talks
about. One night in college, she was in bed with a boy she was dating, and in the
middle of sex he put his hands around her throat and started to gently choke her,
tightening slowly and watching her respond. No one had ever done anything like
that, it had never occurred to her to ask. It sent an invincible rush to her head that
made her realize she was going to come, and she couldn’t bear to be seen in that
total a surrender. She threw him blindly off her and off the bed, his head hit the
radiator and he yelled in pain, curled into himself on the floor holding his head.
She pulled the blanket off the bed and wrapped it around her, grabbed her clothes
up from the chair where she had dropped them, and locked herself in the
bathroom. She could hear him outside. “Keira, what the fuck, what happened, I
didn’t . . .” What? Mean to? Of course he meant to.
She got her clothes on and saw herself in the mirror. There was something
awful about the look in her eye – feral. A good thing, he wouldn’t try to stop her
while she was looking like that. She unlocked the door and darted out, on guard,
but he was standing holding onto his head, naked and pathetic. How could she
ever have wanted this guy? “Did I hurt you?” he said.
“Don’t talk to me. Don’t ever talk to me.” She picked up her coat and in a
second was outside, in the cold, hurrying away. Never speak to him again. Never
forgive him, why? Because she liked it so much, and he somehow knew she
would. Because she scared herself, and he had seen a part of her she didn’t even
know was there.
After that she pretended she didn’t know him. It was juvenile and weak,
but it was the best she could do. Only in the middle of the night would she admit
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to herself that she wanted to call him up, to say Can we try that again? You have
to be careful, very very careful, if you promise me that, then . . . but she would
never do that. Not go that way. It was too dangerous, there was no knowing
where it would stop.
Except that was exactly why she wanted to. She was half-afraid of him for
showing her that, and that only made her want him more, but he was not allowed
to know that, he never did. Which was stupid of her, she realized when it was too
late; she should have enjoyed him as much as she wanted. He was not a dangerous
person.
Until she met Daniel, she was lucky but she didn’t know it. She had gotten
away with putting herself in reckless situations until she believed she was
somehow exempt from danger. She had never been with someone genuinely
violent; the first time Daniel started hitting her she almost managed to tell herself
something else was happening, something different without a name, not him
slamming her against the refrigerator and holding her there while he slapped her
across the face, throwing her to the floor where she curled in on herself. He threw
a plate of half-eaten food that hit her in the back and broke on the floor. He kicked
the pieces against the base of the cabinets, explosively, and left the room. Later,
after she cleaned up the kitchen, she found him in the bathroom, sitting on the
edge of the tub fully dressed, staring at the tile floor.
“Get up,” she said. “I have to take a shower.” He couldn’t look at her as he
left.
She locked the door, took a shower, craned her neck to look at her back in
the mirror. There was a bruise where the edge of the thrown plate had hit. Her
face looked a little swollen. Only a little. Nobody would be able to tell for sure.
It was over. It would never happen again.
She put her robe on and left the steamy bathroom, found him on the couch
still staring at his feet. She sat down next to him.
“I – ” That was all he could get out before he started to cry.
“Don’t,” she said, and put her hand on Daniel’s shoulder. He shook his
head and sobbed. After a while he put his hand on hers.
They never said another word about it.
Their secret was so secret, she kept it even from herself. Their sex was like
nothing she had ever experienced; it was as if she could be him fucking her at the
same moment that she was herself being fucked by him, at once the one who
surrendered and the one who took. There was no boundary now that she had
forgiven the unforgivable. He was desperately in love with her, would do
anything for her, except stop hitting her for good.
She taught her kids on autopilot, feeling as if she was outside her own
body. Went straight home, didn’t go out with the other teachers anymore on
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Fridays after school, was never fully present except when she was with him. Lived
her life in a half-frozen ecstasy of dread and anticipation, unextinguishable desire
and fear. She could not resist the temptation to give more than everything, to trust
when she knew she could not, to open her hand and let even self-preservation fall
away as if it were nothing.
After she called the police and got a restraining order and reached a safe
house, she had to build a new self from what felt like nothing. There was one
stubborn spark in her that would not go out, and through weeks of crushed-out
days she fed that one spark with the tinder of her few good minutes. Finally when
a flame caught and didn’t wink out again, she knew there was a new part of her,
but at first she didn’t know what it could do. A piece of it was anger of a kind she
had never felt before. Like Shiva the Destroyer. She wanted to wreck things with
her own two hands, to hit harder than she had ever hit anything. And not only
Daniel, but the world, or herself, for wanting what she should never have let
herself have.
But along with the anger came new knowledge; after she escaped with her
life, she realized that people’s hearts were transparent to her in a new way. Did
they know, or did they not know, that beyond a certain age, innocence was a lie?
Did they think they could bullshit other people just because they bullshitted
themselves 24-7? Whoever she encountered could not hide from her some secret
quality of their being. It has become her way of life, this knowledge. Some people
can trust, and therefore they can be trusted. Some cannot. Some know that other
people are the centers of worlds, and some do not have that very first clue. There
are things about people that can change only over many years and after a great
deal of pain, or that can never change at all. Without having to think, she knows
these things.
Keira is a door left ajar for us. Through her we can sometimes glimpse an
inner life unfolding on the forward edge of the present moment. A wonderful
privilege. Somehow her ability to know what is never spoken has made her the
one who is available in a different way.
*
Terry’s apartment. Terry and Keira are kissing on his couch, the same
couch Ricky has slept on quite a few times by now. His big hand fits the incurve of
her waist. We can see how she relaxes into this and lets herself stay there, held by
the weight of his grasp, no part of her pulling away. To our eyes, her body plainly
says “I’m willing.” Surely Terry must know this, mustn’t he? His hand slides up
and covers her breast, and she covers it with hers, stopping him? No, or yes, but
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stopping him exactly there, holding his hand still there, as if she is letting his touch
sink in. “Mmm,” she hums, and pulls away from the kiss, looks up at him with
impish eyes. Is she teasing him? Or just happy? She still doesn’t move his hand
away as she looks him in the eye. “Good,” she says, as if she had tasted something
she was cooking and approved.
She turns away from him and leans back against him. “Hold me this way,”
she says, letting her head rest against him, and he circles her with his arms. “Are
you comfortable like this?” she says.
“Way more than that,” he says. He cups her breasts with both hands; she
doesn’t move them away. They stay like that for a while, just breathing. Keira’s
eyes close; his do not.
“I should go pretty soon,” she says without opening her eyes.
A hiatus. What will he say?
“You could stay.” The words hang in the air, waiting on an answer.
“Thank you,” she says, as if he had made the offer to be polite. “I think this
is as intimate as I want to be with you right now,” she says.
“Oh.” Disappointment is plain on his face. “I mean, okay.”
She disentangles herself from his arms and turns to face him, kneeling on
the couch. “You’re sweet, Terry. For a cop, anyway.”
“Thanks a million.”
“I’m gonna go.” She leans forward and kisses him, lightly, and then she’s
on her feet. Terry follows her to the door; he manages to get one more quick kiss,
and then the door has closed behind her and he is standing frozen in place alone.
If he went to the window right now and pulled back the closed curtains, he
could watch her walk away, get into her car, drive off to her own apartment that
he has not seen; but he doesn’t. Terry lives on the first floor, and she’s parked
almost directly in front of his place. Maybe he doesn’t want her to look back and
see him watching her. He takes a deep breath, walks into his kitchen, opens the
fridge and takes out a beer. Twists off the cap and drops it into the trash under the
sink. Then he goes around the apartment and turns off the lights, one by one; in
the dark, he sits down on the couch where they were together a few minutes ago.
Silence, except for the sound it makes when he puts his beer bottle down on the
coffee table from time to time. We can’t see what he’s thinking about, of course,
but he has to be thinking about her.
*
The next afternoon. We are with Keira as she presses the doorbell of an
apartment on one of the side streets off Grand Avenue, near Tower Grove Park.
The name next to the button is Michael Weissman: an art teacher in the U. City
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schools. He was her lover; is he still? We know what she’s telling herself, as an
excuse to be here – she needs to know what she’ll be giving up if she decides to
sleep with Terry. Because she’ll have to give up Michael, won’t she? If she can.
The truth is a lot simpler than that. She hasn’t seen Michael in weeks, she
hasn’t broken up with him, she wants him – Terry or no Terry – and it’s a free
country. And she knows he always wants her.
Michael is smaller and trimmer than Terry. He has curly hair. We guess
that he might be a good dancer. The apartment smells like linseed oil; paintings he
has done are leaning against the walls. Thelonious Monk is on his stereo when she
walks in; the tune that’s playing is “Well You Needn’t.”
Within half an hour, she is in bed with him. Michael is on his back and she
is astride him, riding him, owning him deep inside her, her blue eyes closing, her
breath coming fast.
Keira knew from the moment she walked in that she didn’t need any
reminding. Nothing has changed between her and Michael. Her body knows
everything about how to be with his. She spends the night, and early in the
morning they make love for the third time. After not having sex for weeks she is
tender, almost sore, she almost asks him to stop and then she knows she couldn’t
bear it if he did stop, she comes, she clings to him, both of them panting.
“Darling,” he says into her neck. “God, Keira.” He only calls her “darling” in the
moments after he has made her come.
“Yes,” she says. In the moment, it is with all her heart; and there is only the
moment.
They lie together for a while; now and then they kiss briefly, little sips of
gratified desire. She feels whole, perfect. There is no room in either of them for any
greater completion, and therefore she can get up, and get dressed, and say she’s
going, and Michael can let her go without trying to make her say when she’ll see
him again, and she can drive away at peace. Off to her own life, her own decisions,
unencumbered.
But of course before the day is over, the feeling of freedom wears off.
*
Terry and Keira are sitting in an Italian restaurant in Clayton – a more
expensive restaurant than we would have imagined him going to. This has the
look of a Night Out. Terry is clearly making an effort, he gives a damn. Don't blow
it, Terry, by being cheap.
“How old were you when you got married?” she says.
“Twenty-five. And she was twenty-two.”
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Keira examines his face. It’s obvious he doesn’t know what to say. “Do you
not want to talk about it?” she says.
“Oh. No, it's okay. It just -- I don't know -- maybe we were too young.”
“Why'd you do it?”
That seems to stop him in his tracks. He fixes her with a heavy, almost
stern look.
“Sorry, is that a rude question?”
His face softens, he laughs faintly, as if at himself. “I guess I was in love
with her. Isn't that the standard answer?”
“I'm not always a fan of the standard answer,” Keira says. Is she arguing
with him, is she flirting with him, what exactly does she want from him? Terry
looks like he's in over his head in this conversation, but not as if he doesn't want to
be here.
“Has it ever crossed your mind to get married?” he says.
“Me? No. God, no.”
“It's that appealing, huh?”
She shrugs, her eyes dance a little, she has a mischievous smirk on her face,
we are certain she's interested in him. “So what happened?” she says.
“I never knew. I still don’t.” Keira absorbs that in silence, unsurprised, as if
to say, Well, of course. He eats a bite of veal parmigiana, takes a sip of his beer.
“You can't make somebody stay with you if they've made up their mind to leave.
She never said why. She never said much of anything. It was like, I'm leaving, and
then she pretty much got up and left.”
“And that was that? She never said what made her do it?”
“Honestly, it was pretty much like the whole thing never happened. One
day we were married, the next day she didn't know me, so why the fuck would
she need to tell me anything, you know?”
“Oh,” Keira says quietly. They're both silent for a bit. “Kindness was not
her strong suit, I guess.”
“People change,” Terry says.
Keira looks away from him, with the ghost of a smile on her face, her
downcast eyes full of unspoken memories. “Or not,” she says.
*
Kiera’s bedroom, two weeks later. Her apartment is older than Terry’s,
with hardwood floors and dark-varnished moldings around the windows and
doors. On the wall there is a poster of a Matisse (still life with goldfish) and
another of a couple kissing on the street in Paris. She is in her underwear, getting
ready to go out with Terry; she pulls blouses out of her closet and holds them up
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in front of her, regarding herself in a full-length mirror. Finally she chooses one
that is silky and lavender.
*
For a long time after Vicky left, Terry lived in the state of disconnection
that had come over him in the kitchen the night she said she was leaving. He saw
himself act, he heard himself speak, but it was as if he, Terry, were hovering over
his body’s right shoulder, about four inches to the right of his head. Terry didn’t
tell his voice to speak or his hands to move or his feet to walk; they just did their
job without requiring his intervention. He worked his shifts on the St. Louis
County police force, many of them uneventful but a few pockmarked with
eruptions of violence, or near-violence that he was able to prevent. There may
have been danger at times, but if there was, Terry didn’t feel it. His fellow officers
were impressed with how calm he was when they had to flush out a couple of
drug dealers from an abandoned house in Kinloch and take them into custody; but
what could those guys do to him, after all? Shoot him? As far as Terry was
concerned, that would not be important. One of the suspects called him a “jive-ass
white pig” with genuine hatred, but being hated was routine. What could he
expect? He was a white cop going into an all-black town to make an arrest. He
didn’t hope for anything better, in that part of his life or any other. Vicky had
taken hope with her when she left.
Much later, after they had finished writing up their report on the arrests,
Terry and Wardell went to Randolph’s place. “Gentlemen,” he said to them when
they sat down at the bar. “Another tough day of kicking ass and taking names, I
see.”
“Scotch on the rocks,” Terry said.
“The same,” Wardell said. “Dewar’s.”
“What else is there?” Randolph said, reaching for the bottle. He poured
and they drank, their movements almost synchronized. They had been partners
for two and a half years.
“What do you know that’s good?” Terry said to Randolph.
“Nothin’. You know a kid got shot today, right? By a cop?”
“Where?”
“In Jennings.”
“Shit,” Terry said.
“Kid’s in the hospital,” Randolph said. “Better hope he don’t die.”
“The shooter?” Wardell asked.
“Rookie. Asian guy. First year on the force.”
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Wardell winced. Terry was sure they were all thinking the same thing. At
least he’s not white.
“That makes me tired,” Wardell said. “And I was already tired.”
“Just watch your backs, that’s all,” Randolph said, and went to look after
another customer.
“What does he think we’re doing out there?” Terry said. But they knew
Randolph’s son had been a cop, had been shot in the line of duty and had to retire
from the force on disability. Nerve damage left him with chronic pain, it was just
lucky he didn’t end up in a wheelchair.
“All we’re doing is cutting grass,” Wardell said. Terry looked at him and
waited. “It’s always going to grow back, doesn’t matter how many times we cut it.
Then this happens and we’re fucked. Everything’s ten times harder.”
Terry took a sip of his Scotch and thought. Wardell was right, of course.
“I’d like to get my hands on the asshole who invented crack.”
“Suppose you did, it wouldn’t uninvent the stuff. We’re still gonna be
lawnmowers.”
“Groundskeepers,” Terry said.
“Sisyphus,” Wardell said.
Randolph came back and started washing glasses at the sink in front of
them. “Did the kid have a weapon on him?” Wardell asked.
“Don’t know yet.”
“Is he black?”
Randolph looked from one cop to the other. “What do you think?” he said.
“Shit,” Terry said again.
*
There are women who like cops a lot, and every once in a while, at a party
or in a bar, one of them would come on to Terry, and he would be attracted to her,
and they’d have a night, or some nights, of sex – a temporary high that would
dissipate, that would leave no residue of feeling except vague gratitude, or maybe
relief.
*
Terry and Keira are kissing on the sofa in her apartment. Her furniture is
newer than his, contemporary style; it’s not yard sale furniture. Closed venetian
blinds cover the windows; no one can look in and see the two of them, but we, as a
floating point of awareness, are there and we disturb them not at all. No matter
how we might try, we will never make our presence known to them. As they kiss,
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Terry unbuttons the top buttons of the lavender blouse and slides his hand inside,
touches her through her bra and then slides his hand under the thin stretchy
material covering her breast. She arches her back slightly. Then she takes hold of
his hand and gently extracts it from her bra. Looking him in the eye and then
away, she sits up straighter, smiles as if secretly, to herself. She disengages herself
from his embrace and stands up, holds out her hand for his. “Shall we?” she says.
He nods, looking as if he can’t trust himself to speak. She leads him to her
bedroom; as she closes the door we slip inside with them. She faces him and says,
“Now try that again.”
As they kiss, Terry unbuttons her blouse all the way; she is undoing his
shirt too. He seems hardly to be breathing as he undresses her, as if he’s afraid
she’ll stop him if she notices what’s happening. When she has stepped out of her
panties and is entirely naked, she unbuckles his belt; in a moment his pants are
around his ankles. He still has his shoes on and his feet are shackled by his fallen
pants. She is kissing him as he pulls off his shirt; his hard-on strains at the tight
white underpants that she pulls down. She touches his hard penis with the
fingertips of both hands. He bends over and struggles to untie his shoes. She
laughs at him, swats his ass, drapes herself over his back, makes a farting noise
with her mouth against his skin. Then she relents, slides off him, and they are face
to face naked. Their faces are serious, watchful. Effortlessly he picks her up and
lays her on the bed. “Oh,” she says. “It’s like that.”
“Yes,” he says. “It’s exactly like this.” She watches as he parts her legs,
kneels between them, caressing her, devouring her with his eyes. She takes hold of
his hard penis and rubs the head of it against the lips of her vagina; she’s studying
his face with a look of caution and curiosity. He appears lost in bliss. Why does he
not enter her? He must be prolonging the moment of seeing her like that, open to
him, inviting him in.
He enters her slowly, as deeply as he can.
We have to stop watching this. It’s becoming unbearable; we see
everything, but we know nothing. Whatever they are experiencing is closed to us,
and we are left face to face with how alone we are.
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Terry’s feeling of disconnection from himself finally wore off the night he
almost did get shot. It was three years after Vicky left him. He had joined the
Vinita Park P.D. He left the St. Louis County force because Wardell was accused
by Internal Affairs of taking bribes to not notice the guys who sold single
cigarettes in their area. But Wardell wasn’t taking bribes; he just decided not to
notice. When his supervisor brought it up to him, he said, “If we don’t have better
things to do than collar some guy for selling a loosie to a homeless person, we
shouldn’t even be out there.” For this Wardell got pushed out of the department,
and when that happened, Terry quit.
Six months into his first year with the Vinita Park P.D., a little after
midnight, Terry was driving by a convenience store on Page. Something made a
blip on his cop radar, he wasn’t sure what. The lights were on as usual, he didn’t
see the night man behind the counter at the register, but that didn’t mean
anything; he could have been out of view for any number of reasons. He could
have been taking a leak, he could have been stocking the cooler. But there were
two cars parked in front. It didn’t seem like the time to leave the register
unattended. Nobody was visible in the store. Terry pulled his cruiser into the lot.
He didn’t like it, he didn’t exactly not like it either; something just didn’t smell
right, and he’d been a cop long enough to trust that. The electric eye set off two
piercing dings when he opened the door, loud, right next to his ear. It took a
second for the sound to stop echoing in his head and then he heard voices from
the back, choked voices, as if people were struggling with each other. Too deep
into their altercation to hear the bell that the door set off. Terry kept quiet as he
moved closer. There was a narrow door to the left of the cooler, it was ajar and that
was where the sound was coming from. Somebody was getting punched, it
sounded like a head was hitting against the floor. “Police!” Terry yelled, and
pushed the door open, onto two teenage kids trying to shove the night man into
the bathroom. “Freeze! Put your hands up!” His right hand was on his holster but
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he didn’t have his gun out when one of the kids came up pointing a 9mm at his
face. It was Terry who froze for an instant, and then he was outside himself. The
kid looked about fifteen. “What do you think you’re doing?” Terry said.
“You ain’t bustin’ us tonight,” the kid said.
“Really. What are you gonna do, shoot me? You plan to go to jail for the
rest of your life? Give me a break.”
The other kid was trying to hide his face, the night man was slowly
standing up, holding his side, both of them were watching the kid’s hand that held
the gun. Terry was pretty sure the kid was high on something. He should have
called for backup. It would be fucking annoying to get shot because he was
overconfident.
“Look, this is ridiculous. Put that thing down before you get in even worse
trouble.”
“Fuck you, white man, I got the upper hand here and I ain’t givin’ it up.”
“Wrong answer,” Terry said. “Put the gun on the floor.”
“You don’t tell me what to do,” the kid said, and pulled the trigger. But he
must not have known how to shoot a pistol; it kicked upwards and fired a bullet
over Terry’s head, into the ceiling of the cooler, and at the same moment that he
didn’t die, Terry dove forward onto the kid and tackled him to the ground, rolled
him over on his stomach and twisted his arm behind his back. The gun skittered
into the corner of the room. The other kid started to bolt, the night man stuck out
his foot and tripped him, but the kid scrabbled forward and then was on his feet
again and running out of the store. Terry kept the boy beneath him immobilized,
put the handcuffs on one wrist and then the other. “You’re under arrest,” he said.
The kid was still making threats that came out as whimpering noises. Terry got on
the radio. Armed robbery suspect at large near Page and Midland. Might be on
foot.
The night man leaned against the wall and groaned, “Holy shit that hurts.”
“Did they drive up in a car?” Terry said.
“No.”
Suspect fled on foot, Terry told the radio.
“I gotta give you credit,” the night man said. “You got balls.”
“Sometimes you don’t have a choice,” Terry said. But he had practically
walked into an ambush. It would have been so fucking irritating to die knowing it
was his own fault for sloppy police work. The kid, now, was straight-up crying.
Terry had seen that before; the kid would probably rather have died than be seen
there on the floor shedding hot tears, but there it was. At least he hadn’t succeeded
in shooting a cop. As it was, the charge would probably be attempted murder.
“You have the right to remain silent,” Terry said, propping the kid against
the wall like a sack of potatoes.
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There was no joy in what would happen to the kid in handcuffs, but there
was this: Terry wasn’t lying there dead with a bullet through his head, and for the
first time in a long time he really wanted to stay alive.
*
Keira’s bedroom, two weeks later. Keira is lying on top of Terry; they have
just made love and now they are quietly breathing together. Her eyes are closed
and her nose is against his collarbone. She says, “How old were you the first
time?”
Terry opens his eyes and looks at the ceiling. “Seventeen,” he says.
“What was her name?”
“Lisa McConnell.”
“Ooh. If you say it like that I’m going to get jealous. Do you still know
her?”
“She has four kids now and weighs like two hundred.”
“Good,” Keira says. “The more the better.”
“What about you?”
Keira lifts herself up enough to kiss him, briefly. “I beat you. I was fifteen.”
Terry grunts. An eyebrow flickers. How does he feel about knowing that?
Not comfortable, we’d be willing to bet.
“My boyfriend would never have had the nerve, but I told him I wanted
to.”
“Lucky bastard.”
“Well, I didn’t know you at the time. Too bad.”
“I’ll say.”
They are quiet for a while. Keira rolls off of Terry, goes to the bathroom.
Sound of her peeing, water running. She turns on the light, looks at herself in the
mirror. “You like me when my hair is like this?” she says. Her ginger hair is
springing off in all directions.
“So much, you have no clue.”
She comes back and lies down next to him so that the whole length of her
body is touching his. “I don’t know, I think I might,” she says. He puts his hand
on her breast in a proprietary way. His hands are big and she isn’t. We’re sure that
he could break her arm without half trying, but she looks as though she feels
totally safe with him.
“Anyway, I broke up with him,” Keira says. “He was a sweet guy, he
treated me like a princess, I was so stupid. I thought I was too cool for him.”
We try to read Terry’s thoughts on his face, but he keeps them to himself.
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“So I kind of threw myself at this kid who was a senior, he was two years
older than me . . . I don’t tell this to everybody,” she says. “It’s too embarrassing.”
“It’s okay,” he says, but to us he doesn’t look very okay.
“Really what got him off was to make me this insignificant little piece of
crap who never did anything he didn’t say I could. Like talk to another guy, or
have an idea. It was so sick.”
Terry tries to turn his head and look at her, but she is too close for that. It’s
as if she doesn’t want him to see her face when she tells him this.
“One night he took me over to this other girl’s house, she was a senior too,
her name was Ashley, he claimed she wanted to meet me. That was, like,
completely impossible. She was way too cool to even talk to somebody like me. Or
admit that I existed, or anything. So he said she wanted to meet me and I said
‘Why?’ And she said ‘Yeah, why?’ Not to me, to him. Like I wasn’t even there.
‘Why her?’ she said. Brett says, ‘She knows we had a thing,’ as if I was too stupid
to understand anything unless he spelled it out for me.”
Terry looks more uncomfortable.
“She finally really looks at me and says ‘Did you think you were his
girlfriend? Did you really think that?’ I wanted to disappear, just dry up and blow
away. Then she says, ‘Come on, show me how you got him interested. Let me see
you make out with him, maybe I’ll learn something.’ I was just . . . paralyzed. I felt
like I was this bug or something and she was about to step on me. He was just
watching me, he didn’t look one bit surprised, then he grabbed hold of me and he
tried to pull my top off over my head. They had the whole thing planned. I was
their evening’s entertainment. Humiliate Keira totally and completely.”
“Jesus,” Terry mutters, holding her.
“We were like wrestling all over the floor, they were trying to pull my
clothes off, both of them. I don’t know what they would have done if they’d
succeeded. I don’t think they even thought that far ahead. Anyway somebody hit
Ashley right in the nose, and I hope to God it was me, and I got away because that
distracted him. I ran out of there so fast. Then I had to walk home and it was a
long way and I didn’t have my coat. I had to make up a story about how I lost it
and my parents got mad at me about that.”
They are silent for a while.
“That’s how dumb I was when I was a kid,” she says.
“No. That was how evil those other kids were.”
They are both silent, thinking. Terry’s fingers gently comb out the tangles
in her hair. Then he pulls her on top of him and holds her tightly in his arms.
*
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Terry in his police cruiser, driving by a pizza joint. He sees Ricky coming
out with a couple of other kids; he beeps the horn, raises a hand in Ricky’s
direction without slowing down. “Yo, dog!” Ricky calls out. The other kids stare at
him with What the fuck? looks on their faces. Terry stops; Ricky runs up to the car
window. “Make the siren do that barking thing, man.”
“What, you want everybody in the place to freak out?”
“No, really. I told them you would.”
“Ricky, man, I’m on patrol.”
“You the Lieutenant, give yourself two seconds off. Your officers in there
all day anyway.”
“Yeah? Take their names next time you see them.”
“Please, Terry, come on, man.”
Terry hits the siren in a way that makes it give out unearthly high-pitched
yelps. It sounds like something is biting the tail off a mechanical German
shepherd. Ricky holds up his hand palm forward, offering to high-five him.
“Thanks, man.”
Terry just shakes his head. “I should write myself up for doing shit like
this,” he says, but can’t quite keep a smile from showing. Ricky grins and runs
back to his friends; Terry resumes being Lieutenant Newcombe and drives on.
*
After Wardell left the St. Louis County P.D., he joined the U. City force. He
probably could have moved up in rank by hooking on with a smaller department,
the way Terry had, but he didn’t care about that. Less than a year into his new job,
Wardell and his partner on the U. City force, Victor Beckman, were patrolling in
northeast U. City, near the border with Wellston, on an afternoon in early June
when a call came over the radio about a disturbance outside the Popeye’s at the
intersection of Pennsylvania and Page. They were the closest unit; it took maybe a
minute to get there and find a small crowd outside Popeye’s, obviously upset
about something.
Victor was driving; Wardell got out of the car as soon as they came to a
stop. The people in the parking lot were African-American, and both cops knew
that Wardell would go over better given the situation, because Victor was white.
“What’s the problem here?” Wardell said.
“Dude tried to hit this girl here with a machete!”
“No, it was somethin’ else, a crowbar or somethin’.”
“Who cares what it was, that fucker crazy.”
“Ma’am, are you injured?” Wardell asked. She looked about twenty, hefty,
a big strong girl Wardell thought he wouldn’t want to start a fight with.
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“I got out the way,” she said. “Just barely.”
“What started the altercation?”
“Nothin’. We was just on our way in here and this dude came up and took
a swing at me with somethin’, my girlfriend yell ‘Look out’ and that’s what save
me. He took off ‘fore anyone could grab him.”
“Did you do something to provoke this?”
“Absolutely nothin’, officer.”
“Anybody know him? Ever seen him before?”
“Never.”
“No way.”
“Description?”
“Wearin’ some kind of weird T-shirt, got a bunch of Chinese on it.”
“Cartoon animals.”
“Smiley face.”
“Like a little kid would wear.”
“Pinkish.”
“Is he Asian or what?”
“Black.”
“How old?”
“A grown man.”
“A grown crazy motherfucker.”
“What direction did he go in?”
They pointed to the dinky used car place across the street, the kind that
made you wonder who would trust anything on their lot.
“Through there.”
“Back behind there someplace. In those trees.”
Behind the car lot was a concrete barrier of some kind, with a railing on the
top of it. And trees. Had to be something that railing was supposed to keep people
from falling into. A ditch of some sort. Hiding place, maybe.
Wardell leaned into the cruiser. “You got the map up?”
“Yeah.”
“They say he went over there behind the used car lot. What’s back there,
anyway?”
“Says ‘Tributary of the River Des Peres’. Worth a look, don’t you think?”
“I’ll go the way they say he did, and you circle around that way, come
toward me from the other direction.”
“Go north?”
“Yeah, but don’t go far. We’ll meet in the middle.”
Victor took off in the cruiser and Wardell crossed the street, looked over
the railing. The bottom of the tributary was flat concrete, eight or ten feet down.
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Anyway they said he went into the trees. They didn’t see him go over the barrier.
But that didn’t prove much. Wardell saw that there was no space to walk behind
the brick building of the used car place; the wall of the building met the vertical
concrete of the ditch. Maybe the guy did jump down. To Wardell that looked like a
great way to break an ankle. He ran back to the street, across the ditch on the
sidewalk, up the other side through another parking lot. No fence at the back. He
was in the trees and undergrowth, breaking sticks underfoot, pushing branches
away from his face. Then he stopped, tried to quiet his breathing, and listened.
Tires, engines, a plane overhead, a car radio passing, but no sounds like the ones
he had been making, no evidence of someone crashing through the plant life,
away from him. Anything or nothing could be happening. The suspect could be
hiding in the culvert under Page Blvd. He could be walking along the bottom of
the ditch, quietly; if he had started doing that right away he could be out of the
immediate area by now. This could be a total waste of time. He could be twenty
feet away and not moving, waiting for Wardell to give up and go away. The guy
was armed with something, but it wasn’t a gun. He attacked a woman for no
reason, according to her and witnesses, then took off running. Probably scared the
crap out of himself when he realized how close he came to getting caught – no.
That was probably a hundred times too reasonable to be what he really thought.
Still Wardell, in the tangled thicket, tried to imagine his way into the mind of the
guy he was chasing.
First thought, best thought. If he jumped down and then looked for a place
to hide, the obvious answer would be the culvert. Worth a try. Wardell worked his
way through a screen of vines, branches, spindly trunks of saplings and got to the
edge of the ditch. It wasn’t vertical concrete at this point, more like slabs stacked
up at an angle. They had separated and cracked and become uneven over time;
plants were growing between them. He picked his way down the concrete using
the cracks as footholds and got to the bottom of the ditch. It was in deep shadow;
there was only a little water along the middle of it. Just past where Wardell had
come down, he saw, the concrete on the banks ended and they became less steep,
almost natural-looking. That was the direction Victor should be coming from,
around a bend. The other way, the mouth of the culvert under Page was maybe
fifty yards away.
Wardell headed for the culvert. His eyes adjusted to the deep shade at the
bottom of the ditch; now the sunlight up above seemed burningly bright. It was
cooler at the bottom, quieter, a separate space alongside the upper world, but not
of it. There was green moss in places along the bottom, probably slippery,
something to watch out for. Could be snakes, too. Ahead of him the culvert was
truly dark, with brightness at its other end. A damp, skunky smell breathed out of
it. Why the hell did he not have his flashlight with him? Because he got out of the
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car in the middle of the afternoon. Wardell’s hand hovered over his gun, but no,
that was the last thing he wanted to do. If he had to resort to pulling his gun, that
would mean he had already let something spiral out of control.
At the entrance to the culvert he stopped and let his vision accommodate;
as far as he could see, it was empty. His radio crackled at his right shoulder.
“Coming your way,” Victor said. “I don’t see you yet, over.”
“I’m at the culvert under Page. North end of it. Nobody’s home, over.”
Truth was, he had no idea where the guy went and this was probably a
wild goose chase. Wardell turned around to head back toward his partner, and as
he turned he caught a flash of pink out the corner of his eye. Left side, upstream,
disappearing into a thicket. Maybe where Wardell had climbed down, the guy was
climbing out of the ditch.
“He’s between us,” Wardell said into his radio, and ran forward, watching
out for mossy patches. There was a sound of breaking sticks and then a man in a
pink T-shirt lost his grip and slid down the concrete, to the bottom twenty yards
ahead. “Police!” Wardell yelled. “Stay where you are!”
The man turned to face him. He was wiry, strong-looking. Not a kid. In his
hand he had something long and red, the thing somebody had called a machete. It
was a wrecking bar. Broad metal, sharp on both ends, heavy, an excellent tool to
do damage with. Its owner looked almost happy to see Wardell, certainly not one
bit intimidated. Like this was a meeting he had been looking forward to. “Sir!”
Wardell said. “Put that tool down, now!”
Nothing changed.
“I need you to put that down, on the ground, now. Then we need to ask
you some questions. If necessary, we will take you into custody on suspicion of
assault with a deadly weapon. Put it down now.”
Wardell’s hand was on his holster, his fingers on the strap that he would
need to free so that in the same motion he could pull his gun. Don’t make this
situation worse: would he yell that to the man in front of him, or to himself?
Without a word, the suspect charged at him, fast, nimble, holding the
wrecking bar out to the side like a tennis racket, no, like a sidearm pitcher going
into his motion, about to release his fastball right at Wardell’s head. Wardell was
back-pedalling, behind the guy Victor was running toward them, yelling at the
man to freeze. Wardell tried to sidestep and his foot slipped on a slick spot, he was
falling and as he fell envisioned himself rolling to the side, out of the attacker’s
path, sticking out a foot to trip him, but instead the suspect fell almost on top of
him. His face hit the concrete, the wrecking bar clattered out of his grasp. A cut on
his forehead started to bleed. His eyes looked into Wardell’s, lost in confusion:
Who are you? they seemed to be saying. How did we get here?
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Running footsteps, Victor’s, Wardell looked up and the picture came
together: Victor had his gun out; Victor had shot him.
“Are you okay?” Victor panted.
“Yes.” Wardell got to his feet; Victor was kneeling over the suspect. “Oh
shit,” he was saying under his breath. “Oh shit. Sir! Look at me! Sir!” The man on
the ground looked up at Victor, vaguely and only for a moment before his gaze
wandered away, up to the sky.
“Call the EMT’s,” Victor said. “Shit, look at me. You’re gonna be okay,
buddy. They’re on their way, just hang in there. What’s your name? Tell me your
name.”
The man on the ground stared, focused, said “Who are you?”
“Officer Victor Beckman, U. City police.”
To the dispatcher Wardell was saying, “There’s a parking lot just west of
Pennsylvania, north side of Page, tell them to come in there. He’s down in a
drainage ditch, they’re gonna need a stretcher, I’ll show them where to go.”
The injured man tried to sit up, his neck muscles strained, he clenched his
teeth with the effort but he couldn’t rise. Victor’s hand on his chest held him down
with ease. “Don’t move. They’ll be here in a minute.”
“There’s something wrong with me,” the man said. “There’s something
wrong. Look and see. I need a corpsman here.”
“What?” Victor said. “What does he want?”
“He wants a medic. In the Marines, they call them corpsmen.”
“Pal, the medics are on their way. You hear that siren?”
“No.”
“They’re coming right away,” Victor said, looking up at Wardell as if he
could make it happen. There was no siren. Cicadas were loud in the trees. The
man on the ground was breathing heavily, maybe trying to contain the pain he
was beginning to feel? Wardell had no idea what he was going through. If it hurt,
maybe that was good; maybe it meant he wasn’t going into shock and slipping
away from them.
There was a siren, after all, coming closer; Wardell clambered up the bank,
bulled his way through branches, out onto the parking lot.
Down in the ditch, Victor was alone with the suspect and with each
moment the situation sank in deeper. Shot a man in the line of duty. It was
justified, it had to be justified – didn’t it? – because the guy had been about to
assault Wardell with intent to do great bodily harm. Did he even know yet that he
had been shot? “Sir,” Victor said quietly but distinctly, “you’re under arrest. You
have the right to remain silent. Anything you say will be used against you in
court. You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford one – ”
“I need a corpsman.”
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“They’re coming now.”
“Don’t bullshit me.”
“Didn’t you hear the siren? Hang in there. Stay with it, you hear me? You
have the right to have an attorney present during questioning.”
The man on the ground focused on Victor for a moment. “What for?”
“If you’re indigent, the court will appoint an attorney to represent you at
no cost.”
“Why?”
Victor had no answer for that. He and the man on the ground watched
each other, as if waiting for some kind of truth to show itself between them.
“Do you understand your rights as I have explained them?”
The man made no reply. As Victor watched him, he seemed to be thinking
of other, far larger things. Behind Victor, with difficulty, the EMT’s were climbing
down into the tributary of the River Des Peres.
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4
A classroom at U. City High at the end of a school day, empty except for
two kids, Ricky and a girl named Rhonda, who’s in Keira Donovan’s English class
with him. The two of them are leaning on the windowsill side by side, looking out
the window and talking about a story they read for Miss D’s class earlier today. It
was about a bunch of little black kids from a neighborhood probably like Vinita
Park, who go to a fancy toy store where everything costs too much to even think
about buying. Like it makes no sense that stuff like that even exists.
“They should have stolen something,” Rhonda says. “If I wrote that story,
they would have.”
“Really?” Ricky says. “Be a whole different story, then.”
“So? It’d be my story, wouldn’t it?”
He still looks like he doesn’t think it should go that way. Then he’s just
looking at her, her eyes, her mouth, gauging what she is saying to him without
words, and then he leans toward her and kisses her. She lets him kiss her; she
more than lets him kiss her. Rhonda doesn’t pull back, she even presses toward
him slightly, as if she is more used to kissing than Ricky is, as if she’s already
written this scene in her head. His hand tentatively goes to her waist, rests there as
if she might move it away, but she doesn’t. Rhonda breaks the kiss and looks
around, behind them, at the open door of the classroom. No one is watching them
except us. Rhonda has wavy hair; she’s wearing a thin sweater that stretches
tightly over her breasts. Ricky’s hand starts to move up as if to touch her there, but
he doesn’t try it, he puts his hand to her cheek and turns her face toward him so he
can kiss her again. He has an erection; we can see it visibly pushing at his pants,
and Rhonda glances down and sees it too. She gives him a sassy look right in the
eye and says, “Really? What do you think you’re gonna do right now?”
Ricky looks sheepish, happy, proud.
*
Keira Donovan’s English class. The students are seated alphabetically, and
since Rhonda’s last name is McIntyre she’s in the center of the room, which seems
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fitting because she appears to be the alpha girl, the one whose eye all the boys are
hoping to catch, the one Miss D calls on counting on her to have done the reading.
Ricky is near the back because his last name is Weatherford; from back there he
can watch Rhonda all he wants. Every once in a while, she casually looks over her
shoulder in his direction, making it appear that she’s not deliberately looking at
him. But of course it is for his benefit; we can see that much. The class is reading a
poem by Gwendolyn Brooks called “To Be in Love,” and Keira has Rhonda read
the beginning of it out loud.
To be in love
Is to touch things with a lighter hand.
In yourself you stretch, you are well.
You look at things
Through his eyes.
A cardinal is red.
A sky is blue.
Suddenly you know he knows too.
Some of the boys seem to be pretending they can’t hear this; some of the girls are
perhaps trying not to giggle. A kid named D’Angelo ostentatiously groans,
earning a glare from Miss D. No one wants to reveal what’s happening on the
inside, to let the truth of their feelings get loose in the dangerous arena of the
classroom. Has anyone else figured out Ricky and Rhonda’s secret? That isn’t
clear. But now that we know it, we can see the silent happiness that’s glowing
inside of Ricky.
*
Keira’s apartment. It’s late afternoon on a Saturday. It’s a warm day, the
windows are open, the venetian blinds are down and their slats are adjusted to the
horizontal so that light and air can find their way in, but the room is shaded from
direct sun. Keira, in white shorts and a long-sleeved turquoise T-shirt, is lying on
the couch; she has her head propped up on a pillow and is reading a book with a
blue-and-white cover. We hover closer and see that it’s My Brilliant Friend, by
Elena Ferrante. She is about halfway through. We leave her to read in peace, not
that we could disturb her if we tried; the floating point of our awareness passes
into her kitchen, where the refrigerator is quietly humming and the door that leads
to the back porch is open. Some kids’ voices can be heard calling out something,
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repeating a phrase that we can’t quite make out – part of a game? In the distance a
siren rises up out of the background of city sounds, floats over them, traveling
through space and making us imagine the expanse of the city, block after block
beyond this one. Closer at hand, a dog barks.
Inside the apartment, from the living room, we can hear the faint perky
marimba of a cellphone ring. “Hi,” Keira says. “Okay. I’ll be down in a sec.”
She sits up, slips on the sandals that are waiting next to the sofa, runs her
fingers back through her hair. She goes into the bathroom, regards herself in the
mirror, brushes her teeth for half a minute, freshens up her lipstick, sighs at her
reflection as if it isn’t all that wonderful but it will have to do. Then she clicks off
the light and in a moment is out of the apartment. She locks the door behind her,
then hurries down the stairs as if she suddenly remembers that she said she would
be down in just a second.
Outside, Terry is waiting in his car, a silver Dodge Dart a couple of years
old. The windows are down and the Cardinals game is on the radio. Keira opens
the passenger door, gets in and slides over toward him, kisses him across the
center console. “I am so ready for a glass of wine,” she says.
Terry smiles. “You want it, you got it.”

The interior of an Italian restaurant, a neighborhood joint like a thousand
other neighborhood joints. Plastic ferns in green plastic hemispherical pots hang
from hooks that have been screwed into the ceiling through holes in the old
decorative pressed tin from God knows how long ago. A century? It’s possible.
There are some pictures of the Acropolis on the walls, leading us to believe that
this Italian restaurant is run by Greeks. A chalkboard with daily specials. Strawcovered wine bottles on the ends of the high counter where the waitresses put
slips bearing orders on a rotating rack for the cooks to pick up. Music is playing:
Frank Sinatra singing “Come Fly With Me.” Terry and Keira are halfway through
their dinners.
“So how did you get to be the Lieutenant?” Keira says.
Terry looks like something’s funny. “The LT before me wasn’t exactly the
sharpest knife in the drawer.”
“So when they saw you it was like, hey . . .”
“No, he had an affair with the dispatcher. Shavonda. It didn’t exactly fall in
the category of ‘serve and protect.’ She was about twenty years younger than him,
I don’t know why the hell she even looked at him, but anyway she did. He was
married, had two kids, obviously he just completely lost it. Left his wife. Then
Shavonda dumped him, I mean, like, what the hell did he expect? Anybody would
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have known that was going to happen from the git-go. The Chief finally had to fire
him.”
“He sounds like a total loser,” Keira says.
“He lost, all right. It was his own damn fault, he fucked up big time. Here
he was a middle-aged ex-cop, total disgrace, no department was gonna hire him.
His own kids wouldn’t give him the time of day. He wasn’t smart enough to be a
P.I. Ended up a security guard. It was either that or eat his gun.”
Keira looks as if a bad smell has invaded the restaurant. “‘Eat his gun’?”
“Suicide,” Terry says.
“Those were his options?”
“People do it,” Terry says. “If they have a gun and they can’t see any other
way out.”
There’s an awkward silence while Keira, apparently, tries to digest that.
She’s definitely thinking about something, and it isn’t sitting well with her. “Have
you ever . . .” she says, but doesn’t go on.
Terry’s face is serious, wary. “What?”
“Seen that?”
He looks away. “Yes. But maybe it’s better if we don’t talk about that right
now.”
“Okay,” Keira says. She’s studying his face like she is maybe going to learn
something important. She wants to ask him another question – and probably he
knows it – but neither of them speaks whatever is in their hearts.
*
The interior of Ricky’s mother’s apartment. It has old floral wallpaper
that’s peeling in parts, darkened by many years of hands touching it around the
light switches and doorframes. The paint on the moldings and windowsills is
peeling a little too. The room we’re in is both a kitchen and living room, it seems,
with barely a distinction between the two; the kitchen table sits behind a beat-up
couch that occupies the center of the space. Ricky’s mother is out with Albert, the
boyfriend; Ricky’s little sisters, Ladybug and Nessie, are in bed in the room they
share. Presumably sleeping. Quiet, anyway. They know better than to come out.
Ricky and Rhonda are lying on the couch together, naked except for the socks that
Ricky has not bothered to take off. Both of them are beautiful and they seem to
know it. They have made love and Ricky, hard again already, is caressing her,
touching every part of her he desires; she lies with her arms stretched lazily up
above her head, letting him, watching him, waiting. They’ve done this two other
times, before tonight. Ricky seems lost in wonder, amazement, even disbelief,
while Rhonda is more in possession of herself, like she knows what will happen
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before he does, knows that she will let him part her legs and come inside her
again.
*
A Little League game in a park a few blocks from Ricky’s apartment. It’s
hot, but the ten-year-olds seem unfazed by the heat, yelling at the batter to swing,
yelling out which base to throw it to – but if the throw even gets there, it hardly
ever arrives in time. We realize, by watching the kids play, how much of baseball
is about preventing runs. It’s a good thing there is a mercy rule, otherwise the
game might go on forever.
A maroon Nissan Maxima with blacked-out rear windows drives up to the
curb next to the baseball diamond. It has a trunk full of subwoofers pumping out a
bass line that everyone can feel in their chest and their gut; gnashing gangsta rap
drowns out the cries of kids. The coaches glance over and look annoyed, then they
turn their gazes away and conspicuously, they don’t look back. This is someone
they are not going to mess with. The Maxima’s driver gets out and strolls over to
Tim’s truck that is waiting for kids and their parents to buy limp slices of pizza
and Bomb Pops. “Hey,” the driver says to Tim at the window. “Wassup. How you
doin’?”
“I’m hangin’, T-Bear. I’m hangin’,” Tim says. “You want anything?”
“Naw, I’m good. Listen, when they get done, give them a soda, or an ice
cream or whatever, on me.” He hands over a few twenties without counting them.
This transaction doesn’t seem to surprise Tim. “You feelin’ flush today,
huh, T,” he says.
“It’s all good,” T-Bear replies. “All good.”
“You good for business, that’s for damn sure.”
T-Bear holds up his hand and Tim gives him five; T-Bear turns away
toward his idling, thumping car.
“Hey, T! You don’t need to give me this much, take some of it back.”
But T-Bear only waves his hand, waving the money away. No big deal, his
wave seems to say, plenty more where that came from. Slowly he drives away, his
booming sound fading off into the distance. Only when it’s gone do the coaches
look back at where he was parked.

In the maroon Maxima, T-Bear cruises the streets of Vinita Park and the
neighboring parts of U. City. Over and over, he passes slowly up and down the
same blocks, seemingly with no particular place to go; he never strays beyond
some invisible boundary that seems to mark the outer edges of his known world.
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People wave to him, or they ignore him, but everyone seems to notice him, and
now and then someone unobtrusively flags him down. It takes us a while even to
realize that he doesn’t just now and then decide to pull over to the curb. The
passenger side window rolls down, maybe revealing someone in the car with TBear. Maybe somebody opens the back door and the guy who flagged him down
gets into the back seat, behind the blacked-out windows. If other people are there
on the sidewalk when this happens, they pretend not to notice. A minute later that
guy gets out and walks away, not looking back once, melting back into the notnoticers. Give us three guesses to figure out T-Bear’s line of work, and we’ll get it
on the first try.
*
The interior of T-Bear’s apartment. His building looks like nothing special
from the outside, but inside his apartment it’s a different world, glass and chrome,
track lighting, a giant flat-screen television playing some action movie with the
sound off, in HD. Silently, black helicopters fire missiles over a burning city until
one crashes into the top of a tower and explodes. T-Bear is having a party. His
high-end stereo with the shiny black McIntosh amplifiers is playing Erykah Badu,
Amy Winehouse, Lauryn Hill. Everyone’s smoking up: T-Bear’s crew, in new
white T-shirts and baggy pants; a few women in their twenties, in tight black
dresses with perfectly waved hair, or hair subtly frosted in metallic colors, women
in high heels who have good legs and make the most of them with short skirts.
There’s one person in this scene who doesn’t fit: Rhonda. She’s wearing torn jeans
and a leopard-print tank top, and she’s sixteen years old, but T-Bear acts as if she’s
like any other woman at his party: he offers her a line. We have to wonder: has she
ever done cocaine before? She accepts, but it’s hard to tell if she knows what she’s
doing, or not. Some of the other women are giving each other looks about her. A
few minutes pass, and Rhonda wanders into the kitchen, in search of something to
drink other than Stoli Orange. One of the black minidress women follows her
there. “How old are you?” she says without preamble.
Rhonda looks her over warily and doesn’t answer. “Why?” she says finally.
“Not that T-Bear would care about a little thing like statutory rape,” the
woman says. “Breaking the law ain’t slowed him down yet. That’s pretty much all
he ever does.”
Rhonda doesn’t reply.
“You’re way too young and too fresh to be here. And I ain’t sayin’ that
because I’m jealous. Everybody out there jealous of me. I’m tryin’ to help you out.
You best leave here while you still can.”
“While I can? What’s that supposed to mean?”
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“Girl, if you don’t know, don’t find out. I’m as serious as a heart attack
right now.”
Rhonda looks like this sets her back on her heels for a moment.
“Just go. You could walk out the back right this minute,” the woman says,
tilting her head in the direction of the kitchen door. “Then you never been here.
And don’t never come back.”
“I can handle myself,” Rhonda says. “I’m not as young as I look.”
The other woman purses her lips and shakes her head ever so slightly as
she examines Rhonda’s face. “Didn’t take much, did it? The cocaine talkin’
already. Don’t say I didn’t try to tell you.”
One of T-Bear’s homeboys, a big guy called Shrimp, leans in the kitchen
door. “Two beautiful women missin’ out on the fun,” he states. The words are
flirtatious, but his voice isn’t; it sounds like a notification that their being in the
kitchen alone, talking in private, is not acceptable.
The woman in the black dress glances into the eyes of Rhonda, then turns
and exits the kitchen, with Shrimp following after. He looks over his shoulder at
her. “Y’all ain’t gonna just hang out here by yourself.”
“Course not,” Rhonda says with a toss of her head, and re-enters the living
room. More lines are being snorted up, the music is a little louder.
An hour later – a very repetitious hour, from our disembodied point of
view – Rhonda goes to the bathroom, and when she comes out, there’s T-Bear in
the hallway, bowing to her like he is her Prince Charming, asking her to dance,
and then he really does dance with her in the hall, holding her and turning her
gently, kissing her just once, sliding his hand up under her leopard-print tank top
and fondling her breast just for a moment. She accepts the kiss and the caress
stiffly, looking half afraid. “Baby, you’re so gorgeous,” he murmurs to her. Some
of the others can see this happening, but they pretend not to. The woman who
spoke to her in the kitchen turns her back on the scene.
*
The main office at U. City High. Keira is talking to the guidance counselor
for the 11th grade, Willie Stapleton. A banner high up on the wall reads “Home of
the Lions.”
“Listen, I’m glad I caught you,” Keira says.
“Caught me? Who said I got to go home?”
“Tell me about it.”
“Do you know Rhonda McIntyre?”
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“Um . . . yeah . . . I haven’t seen her in a while, though. I talked to her back
in the fall. Starting to think about college, right? She seems like she’s got it
together.”
“Yeah, well, she disappeared from my class about a week ago, and I
haven’t seen her since.”
“Great,” Willie says, looking tired.
“Yeah. Well, could you see if she’s going to anybody’s class? Maybe
try to get in touch with her family? Her mom always comes on parents’ night, I
know she cares. Rhonda doesn’t seem like a kid who would just drop out.”
“I’ll try,” Willie says. “Sometimes it’s the ones you least expect.”
*
Keira’s English class, in progress. A seat in the center of the room,
Rhonda’s seat, is empty. From the back row, Ricky watches the empty space, his
face dark with anger or longing.
*
After Wardell and Terry stopped working together, they still met up at
Randolph’s sometimes when they were off duty on the same night. On this
particular night, which was a couple of years before he met Ricky and then Keira,
Terry knew that Wardell had something on his mind; he knew, also, that if he
waited long enough, it would come out. Maybe after the second drink.
“The other day,” Wardell said finally, “I went over to the other side.”
“What, you’re a crook now? Does this mean I’m gonna have to arrest you?”
“No. Not that – being a crook, that's still on this side. I went over to the
other side.”
“What other side is there?”
“See, that's the problem. You can't explain this thing, it just is.”
Terry inspected his friend at close range. Okay. He waited for Wardell to
go on, but he didn't say more. “When did this happen?”
“About a week ago. Actually, I think it might have happened once before,
about six months ago. But I didn't believe it. I wasn't sure it was real until it
happened again.”
“But you can't explain it.”
“Check.”
“Okay, don't. Just tell me what happened.”
It took Wardell a while to get going, but once he did, he didn't stop. “I was
right near the corner of Page and Woodson. It was about one in the morning.
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There wasn't any traffic. Nobody at all on the road. No pedestrians. I didn't even
hear a truck in the distance. It's never that quiet, you know? But it was. Some
reason or other, I walked out to the middle of Woodson Rd. and I stood on the
double yellow line. There was a stoplight on the corner, and I could see another
one a couple blocks away. They're timed. You know. The one next to me turned
green, some time passed, the next one down turned green. Then this one yellow;
then the next one, yellow. Red; red. They kept cycling. I kept standing there. There
weren’t any cars going by. I realized that if I kept standing there, it would just
keep on this way, green-yellow-red, and a car would never come. Never. It was
about me standing there on that spot. I was on the perfect spot. The only one like
it. As long as I stood there, it would just be green-yellow-red forever. And I
could've, too. I didn't have to move from there. Ever. I know, it can't be, but right
then it could. It was like when your shoes are too tight and too hot all day and
then you finally take them off and you realize, Jesus, those things are
uncomfortable. It was like that, only I felt like, man, I've been living my whole
damn life inside a shoe, a smelly one, a tight black shoe, but I never knew it.”
“You’re a cop,” Terry said. “What choice do you have?”
“Exactly,” Wardell said. “That’s the question.”
They sat for a while contemplating their drinks. Finally Terry said, “So, this
shoe . . .”
“You know what I kept thinking? I don’t need this. I don't need anything.
No, that's wrong. I wasn't even thinking. I knew it. I didn't need anything. Do you
know what that feels like?”
“Hell no,” Terry said. All he could think was how much he needed that he
didn't have.
“Yeah,” Wardell said. “That's the thing. I can't remember what it felt like
either. Cause now I'm me again. But it did happen, that's all I know. I really didn't
need anything. Like, anything. Live or die, breathe or don't breathe, eat or don't
eat. Family or no family. Happy or sad. Anything. All the same.”
“Jesus. It sounds fuckin' terrifying.”
“It was perfect.”
“How'd you get back? To this side?”
“After the sun came up, it wore off. I didn't want to come back, but it
wasn’t my call.”
“But what if it didn't wear off?”
Wardell nodded a few times, as if he were alone with his thoughts. “If it
didn’t wear off . . . All this stuff around us, it’s not as real as you think.”
That made no sense to Terry. “It’s fuckin’ real enough when a kid almost
shoots you,” he said.
“Shit, I can’t argue with that.”
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More silence. Terry's drink was nearly empty.
“You didn't need anything?”
“Swear to God.”
Terry signaled Randolph for another Scotch. He needed another drink, he
needed to get laid, no, he needed a girlfriend and a fucking life, instead of being
stranded on the desert island of cop, single, no family to speak of, and what the
hell was he looking forward to? More of the same with him getting older every
year. Before he knew it he’d be middle-aged, of all fucking things.
“I might have to stop,” Wardell said.
What did that mean? “Stop what?” Terry said, half-annoyed.
“Police work.”
“No.” The word popped out before Terry even had a thought. Just no.
Wardell could not quit. Even though they weren’t partners on the street anymore,
they were still in it together, in all the shit civilians didn’t have to handle. If
Wardell drifted off into so-called normal life, Terry would be left needing one
more thing he didn't have. “You are not turning in your badge, period.”
“I really might have to,” Wardell said. “You know I hate carrying a gun. I
always have, but it's gotten worse. A lot worse, since Victor shot that guy.”
“I thought you said everything was all the same.”
“Yeah. But that's not.”
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The interior of Terry’s car; Ricky is in the passenger seat. They’re driving
back from practice at the diamond in Heman Park where the Babe Ruth League
teams play. Block after block, stoplight after stoplight, Ricky maintains a burning
silence; Terry seems to be trying to wait him out. Finally he says, “Okay, look. It’s
no secret something’s eating you. Everybody knows it. You even missed the cutoff
man when we were doing outfield drills. Ricky, you never miss the cutoff man.
What the hell is it?”
Ricky appears to be wrestling with himself, struggling with whether to let
the words out. “You know who Rhonda McIntyre is?”
“Yeah. Miss D told me she likes you.”
“Man . . .” Ricky mutters, slumping deeper into the seat. He’s looking at his
feet. “Yeah, right.”
“No?” Terry says. “Negative?”
“Fuck, man!” Ricky bursts out. “Yeah, she liked me, all right, she was my
girl, and then you know what? All of a sudden she disappear from school and
where you think she is? Spendin’ all her time layin’ up in T-Bear’s crib, doin’ coke
and watchin’ TV all day and . . . you know. Don’t make me say it.”
“Damn,” Terry says softly. “That’s bad like ten different ways. I’m sorry.”
“How the fuck could she do that, man? She’s a smart girl.”
“Smart people do stupid things sometimes,” Terry says. “She’s young,
Ricky. Sometimes people have to learn the hard way.”
“Why?”
Terry doesn’t know the answer, or if he does, he doesn’t say.
“Lemme ax you somethin’,” Ricky says, challenging Terry with a look.
“You in love with Miss D?”
Terry stares forward at the road; he squints as if something out there is
hard to see.
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“You are, ain’t you?”
“Yes,” Terry says. It seems to be a hard thing for him to admit.
“How the hell would you feel if she did something like this to you?”
*
Terry’s Yankees are having practice; one of his pitchers is throwing batting
practice to the rest of the team. Ricky fouls one off and his face scrunches up in a
sudden grimace. He doesn’t make a sound, but he drops the bat and walks away,
holding his wrist. Terry follows him; “Let me see that,” he says. Ricky’s right
hand, his throwing hand, is bruised and swelled up and the knuckles are deeply
scraped. “All right, what happened,” Terry says. He obviously knows it wasn’t
anything good.
“Some shit went down.”
“I know that.”
Ricky shakes his head. He doesn’t want to look Terry in the eye. “T-Bear
happened,” he says.
“Oh. Great.”
“Coach!” a kid yells. “Can you hit us some balls in the infield?”
“Wait a minute,” Terry calls. “Guys!” he yells toward home plate. “Would
you stop trying to hit home runs all the time? Move the runner, okay? Work on
your hit and run.” He turns his back to the field and walks Ricky away from the
diamond. “Okay, what. Just tell me. I’ll pretend I’m not a cop.”
“I ain’t the one breakin’ the law.”
“Glad to hear it.”
“Fuckin’ Albert came over,” Ricky says. “And I don’t talk to him. Like, I
don’t be talkin’ to him no matter what, ever. Then my mom gets on my case and
tells me I’m bein’ an asshole, and I was so pissed, man, I didn’t even know where I
was goin’, I just ran outta there. I get like two blocks away and who’s walkin’ up
the street right in my face, T-Bear and Rhonda. And she’s on fuckin’ Neptune she
so high, she smile at me and she’s all ‘Oh Ricky, how you doin’, I ain’t seen you in
whatever,’ and that motherfucker starin’ at me all hard-ass like he own her now
and I better not even dare talk to her. I said, ‘Does he make you pay for that shit
with money, or does he just take it out of you in bed?’”
“You said that? Give me a break.”
“T-Bear says, Next time you better cross the street. I said yeah, cause I
don’t want to slip on some shit.”
“Jesus, Ricky. Did you have to ask for it?”
“I ain’t sayin’ I kicked his ass, but he didn’t kick mine either.”
“No? Something definitely happened to your hand.”
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“She screamin’ all the time, grabbin’ him and hangin’ onto his arm, he act
like he only back off cause she want him to. He’s not as bad as he think.”
“He’s bad enough,” Terry says. “He would have gone away for armed
robbery, except he and his friends are real good at witness intimidation. How do
you know he wasn’t carrying? He could have shot you.”
“What, at five in the afternoon with people around?”
“You think people like T-Bear have good judgment?”
Ricky doesn’t answer.
“You can’t fix this, Ricky.”
“Fuck that, man. If you saw Miss D was messin’ up, would you just say too
bad, it ain’t my problem? That what you’re tellin’ me?”
Terry thinks about that. He looks a bit uncomfortable. “Okay, you can’t just
walk away. But you don’t have to go get yourself on a collision course with T-Bear
either.”
“I gotta do somethin’,” Ricky says.
“Like . . . ?”
Ricky shrugs.
“This isn’t a movie,” Terry says. “Just remember that, okay?”
*
The same baseball diamond. It’s the second round of the Babe Ruth League
playoffs. The stands are pretty full, Tim’s pizza truck is nearby, the electric
scoreboard is in use. Terry’s Yankees are trailing the Reds, 2-1, in the top of the
ninth, and they’re batting. Terry is coaching third base; Ricky is on second, there
are no outs. From the bench the Yankees are yelling “Come on, Easy! Knock him
in! The pitcher’s out of gas! He’s got nothin’.” The umpire holds up both index
fingers: the count is a ball and a strike. The Reds’ catcher puts down #1, fastball.
Easy calls time, then digs in. The pitcher winds and he grooves one, down the
middle, Easy hits a fly ball to center and the Yankees and their fans explode. It’s
catchable, we can see that at once; the question is, is it deep enough for Ricky to
score from second? The ball hits the center fielder’s glove and Ricky takes off.
Terry is going for it all the way, windmilling like mad, yelling to Ricky and
slapping him on the shoulder as he goes by and yes, there’s no way the throw will
be in time, Ricky slides and the catcher is only half-blocking the plate, not close to
good enough to stop him and just like that, Ricky is popping up from his slide and
the catcher is standing there with the ball in his mitt, too late, disgustedly
throwing his mask to the side. Tie game. New ballgame. The Yankees are yelling
even louder from the bench; the umpire is standing in front of Ricky, blocking his
way to the bench where high fives are waiting for him, saying something to Ricky,
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pointing back toward third. He slid, he scored, the ump didn’t call him out, what
is this about? We don’t know. Terry’s running toward home plate and Ricky turns
to him with a face of outrage and disbelief. “What’s going on, ump?” Terry says.
He gets between Ricky and the umpire, pushes Ricky aside. Doesn’t want him to
get ejected, of course.
“The runner stays at third,” the umpire says. “You made contact with him
while he was on the base path.”
“What?” It’s plain as day on Terry’s face that what he wants to say, or yell,
is “What the fuck?”
“A coach can’t make contact with a runner on the basepaths. Runner stays
at third. One out.”
Terry’s jaw is clamped, his face turns red. “Since when, ump? It happens
every day! Guy hits a home run, he slaps the coach’s hand as he goes by, how the
hell many times have you seen that? They don’t fuckin’ go back to third!”
The umpire’s face hardens. “Coach, that’s the rule in this league.” Then he
pulls out his whisk broom and makes a show of ignoring both of them, cleaning
off home plate.
Ricky looks at Terry. A terrible look that says You let us down. I got us
back in this game and you fucked it up for us.
“Get back to third,” Terry says, grinding out the words and not quite
looking Ricky in the eye.
Ricky jogs back to third, head down. We can see that Terry wants to say
something else to the umpire, but restrains himself at the last moment. Back to the
coach’s box. The batter is looking at him for a sign. He motions Ricky over toward
him and with no expression on his face, Ricky comes closer. Like there’s nothing
between them, like he doesn’t even know Terry’s name. “My bad,” Terry mutters
in his ear. “Safety squeeze.” He gives the signs, the batter taps his spikes with his
bat to show he understands.
The first pitch is high. Maybe the Reds suspect that the Yankees will try the
squeeze play and are determined to make it as hard as possible to get the bunt
down. But they won’t give up the walk on purpose, anybody knows that; sooner
or later they’ll have to pitch to the batter, and if he can get it down in the right part
of the diamond, Ricky with his speed is bound to score. Both teams are yelling,
their friends and families are yelling, the Reds smell a win. Behind Terry, a horn
honks from the street long and loud, but he ignores it and keeps his focus on the
pitcher who’s eyeing Ricky and scuffing at the mound with his spikes.
Ricky looks over when he hears the horn, and we look with him, we see it:
a maroon Maxima with darkened windows. T-Bear’s car. Rhonda is in the
passenger seat but she isn’t looking toward the diamond, she’s yelling something
angry at T-Bear as he leans on the horn and stares straight at Ricky. T-Bear isn’t
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cheering him on. Ricky stares back for a moment, then turns his focus back to the
pitcher.
Pitcher has the sign. He winds, he delivers, and as soon as the ball leaves
his hand Ricky breaks for home, head down, as fast as he can go. Terry is
screaming “Not yet!” but Ricky isn’t waiting to see if the batter gets the bunt down
successfully, he isn’t waiting for anything. For an instant the batter’s eye flicks
toward Ricky instead of the baseball coming toward him, and in that same instant
the ball is past him, it’s in the catcher’s mitt, and this time the catcher is square in
the basepath and by a mile, Ricky’s out.
The Reds are yelling their heads off, one out away from a win. Terry stands
in the coach’s box, hands at his side, and says in a low voice, “What the fuck.”
Ricky stands up, brushes himself off a little, and walks away from home plate,
toward the backstop. We can tell from the way he moves that he’s not going to
stop, he’s got a whole other destination in mind. The pitcher is digging in again.
One more out is all the Reds need for the win. Terry isn’t paying attention; he’s
watching Ricky pass by the bench, where the other kids say something to him, but
he doesn’t seem to notice and he doesn’t slow down. He goes through the opening
in the fence. Off the field. He isn’t stopping for anything, it looks like. No, he
pauses just outside the fence. Keira’s standing there, and he says something to her,
something very short, and then he keeps going. We can see Keira call to Ricky, try
to get his attention, but Ricky keeps walking and now he’s behind the bleachers,
another pitch is on the way, the batter swings and pops it up, an easy fly ball to the
second baseman and it’s over. Just like that, the season ends for Terry’s team. The
umpire is walking off already, carrying his mask, and the Yankees and their
families are yelling insults at him but he doesn’t look up, he keeps trudging
toward his car. The Reds are jumping up and down in one big yelling clump at
home plate.
It looks like Terry is on automatic pilot as he moves toward the Reds’
coach, his hand coming up, extending. They shake. “Good game.”
“Tough way for it to end,” the Reds’ coach says. Terry nods but he doesn’t
reply; he keeps going, past the happy Reds (shouldn’t he shake hands with them?
he doesn’t), past his own team (shouldn’t he stop and talk to them? he doesn’t), to
where Keira is standing.
“Where’d Ricky go?” he says.
“I don’t know.”
“What’d he say to you?
“He said to tell you he was sorry.”
“Shit.”
“What happened out there?”
“What happened? I fucked up is what happened.”
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“What do you mean? It’s not your fault,” Keira says.
“How can it not be my fault? I made contact with Ricky on the basepath.
That’s why he had to go back to third. The rules are the rules.”
“Well, are they always right?”
Terry waves that question away as if he can’t even go there. “I gotta talk to
the team.”
“Wait a minute. Who cares if you made contact? What difference does it
make? He was safe, he scored the run.”
“The rule book cares, that’s who. And I’m supposed to know it inside and
out. I’m the goddamn coach. I should be able to recite it standing on my head in a
fuckin’ snowdrift.”
Keira looks taken aback. “Really, Terry . . .”
“I gotta talk to the team.”

The back patio of a bar and grill in Florissant. It’s a hot evening and most
people are inside, in the air conditioning; Terry and Keira are outside, where the
aroma of hamburgers grilling perfumes the air. They’re picking at the french fries
that are left on their plates. We notice, but no one else does, that the outdoor
speakers are playing “Another Brick in the Wall.” Terry has a beer in front of him;
Keira is drinking white wine. She has been telling him about her week at school,
but she doesn’t have any more to say about that right now, and they’re quietly
absorbed in their own thoughts. They seem to be comfortable this way, for the
moment.
“Did I tell you what Ricky said to me about Rhonda McIntyre?” Terry says.
“No, what?”
“Says she’s gotten tangled up with this guy T-Bear. He deals coke, he’s
always around, we’ve arrested him a few times. He’s a dangerous S.O.B. but we’ve
never been able to get him off the street for long. Nobody’ll testify against him.”
“So Rhonda . . .”
“According to Ricky, she’s at T-Bear’s place all day long.”
“Jesus.” Keira looks stricken.
“I know.”
“What the hell is she doing? I thought she was Ricky’s girlfriend,” Keira
says.
“Probably thinks she’s immortal and nothing really bad can ever happen to
her, right? I mean, she’s how old? Seventeen?”
“Sixteen, I think.”
The grim look on Terry’s face intensifies. “Someday I’m gonna put that guy
under the jail. In it ain’t bad enough for people like him.”
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“Better hurry up,” Keira says.
They are both silent again for a few beats.
“Was he trying to steal home?” Keira says.
Terry sits back in his chair and shakes his head, looks up at the sky before
he responds. “I don’t know. It was supposed to be a safety squeeze. You don’t just
take off like that. It doesn’t make any sense. It was like he got thrown out on
purpose.”
Keira swirls a french fry in the ketchup on her plate and eats it. “Must be
why he said he was sorry.”
“Yeah, but why’d he do it in the first place?”
“You’re worried about him, aren’t you?”
“Yes.”
“Where do you think he is right now?” Keira says.
*
A month after he went to the other side, Wardell resigned from the U. City
police force. Too many things about what had happened the day his partner shot
the suspect were unbearable to him. The worst, probably, was that by hesitating to
pull his gun he had put Victor in the position of having to do it for him. It had
happened because Victor was trying to protect Wardell, who if it came to that
should have been able to protect himself. The bullet had hit the suspect’s spine
and left him paralyzed from the waist down; that, too, was the worst. Whatever
happened to him in court, he had already received a life sentence to a punishment
that was sanctioned by no law; there couldn’t be justice in that. Victor had to go
through an investigation by Internal Affairs, and even though they concluded that
the use of his weapon had been justified under department policy, the newspapers
were all over him as yet another white cop who shot a black man with impunity.
Victor was getting demonized while Wardell knew just how hard the whole thing
was for him. The public wanted to be protected, they put you on the street to do
their dirty work, they wanted results but when you really got your hands dirty, on
their behalf, they turned on you. Meanwhile Wardell got off unscathed, so to
speak, and that too was unbearable; there had to be consequences for him, to
balance the scales in his mind, and the only way he could even start to bring that
about was to resign.
When he told Terry, as they sat at Randolph’s bar, Terry was silent for a
solid minute. “But it wasn’t your fault,” he said finally.
Wardell took a long breath and let it out. “That’s not so clear to me,” he
said.
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“Man, you’re exactly who should be a cop. You’re not a goddamn cowboy
out there, you go about it the right way. People trust you.”
“You know what? People should trust Victor too. But do you think they
will? Shit, do you think he will? That’s where it really gets bad. It’s eating him up,
and who cares? Nobody.”
“You know if you quit bein’ a cop, somebody else is gonna have to take up
right where you left off.”
“I know. I fuckin’ hate that too. There’s no way out.”
“So don’t quit.”
“It’s too late. I have to.”
Terry had some complicated thoughts about whether he was getting eaten
up by his job and just didn’t know it. But he didn’t know how to put them into
words. “Do you think I should?”
“You? Quit policing?” Wardell said. “Never crossed my mind. I’m just
trying to do what’s right for me.”
“So what makes it right for me to keep on going?”
Wardell thought for a while. “You’re gonna have to be the one to answer
that,” he finally said.
*
A dim cul-de-sac of modest houses along the River Des Peres. It’s dark and
the streetlights aren’t all working. Ricky is walking down the sidewalk; he’s been
walking most of the time since he left the baseball diamond, up one block and
down another. We’ve figured out that he’s looking for something, and it must be
Rhonda. She’s always with T-Bear, and everybody knows T-Bear never leaves his
home turf.
Inside T-Bear’s idling car, T-Bear and Rhonda are smoking some weed.
Ricky’s half a block away, and we’re sure he recognizes the car. He isn’t
going to forget it after what happened at the ballpark.
He comes closer. He sees that the passenger window is down and a girl is
sitting in the passenger seat. We know it’s Rhonda; does he? He doesn’t speed up,
he doesn’t slow down, the distance between him and the car closes.
Rhonda notices him, her eyes fall on him and then move away; we can tell
she’s trying to pretend she hasn’t seen. She says nothing, but she has to be aware
of his presence.
“What the hell you doin’ here? Get the hell out of here before I put a cap in
your ass,” T-Bear roars from within the car’s dark interior.
Ricky comes a step closer to the car. Now he’s a couple of car lengths away.
T-Bear says, “You crazy or somethin’? What you think you’re doin’, boy?”
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Ricky ignores him. “Hey, Rhonda,” he calls quietly, as if she’s sitting on a
bench by herself and he just happened to walk by at a little distance.
He’s so calm, it’s as if there is no danger at all.
“Hey Ricky,” she squeezes out in a tiny voice. She doesn’t turn toward
him, but her eyes are on his.
“You been in that car long enough,” Ricky says. “It ain’t good for you.
Time to get out.”
“Fuck this,” T-Bear mutters under his breath, puts the car in gear, and
accelerates without mercy. The maroon Maxima shoots over the curb and hits
Ricky before he can move to get away; he flies through the air and lands limp at
the base of a tree. The car is speeding away and we go with it; it can’t outrun our
awareness. Rhonda twists in her seat, trying to see behind them and make out
what happened to Ricky. The car keeps accelerating. She’s whimpering now, she
covers her face with her hands.
“Stop that noise,” T-Bear says. “I gotta think.” She doesn’t stop crying. “I
said stop it,” he repeats. He grabs her upper arm and squeezes it until a short
scream leaks out between her clenched teeth, then lets go.
Rhonda is silent. She puts her hand over the place on her arm that he
squeezed, as if her slender fingers could protect it.
“We gotta get him out of there. Somebody gon find him soon. Too soon.”
T-Bear turns and heads back toward where he hit Ricky.
“What are you gonna do?”
“Be quiet. I’m thinkin’.”
Ricky is lying crumpled against the base of a tree. He looks like a small
heap of old clothes, or one of those scarecrow figures people make for Hallowe’en.
T-Bear picks him up and slings him into the back seat of the Maxima while
Rhonda hunches lower and lower, as if trying to become invisible, to disappear.
But she can’t help it, she has to turn and look into the back seat.
Ricky’s clothes are torn in places, his cheek is scraped and seeping blood
that suddenly shows red when they pass under a streetlight. He’s breathing.
“T, he’s alive,” she says in hardly more than a whisper.
“Yeah,” T-Bear says indifferently.
“I said he’s alive.” Louder this time.
“I heard you. I know he is.”
“We gotta do something, we can’t just sit here and let him die in the back
seat.”
“Oh yeah?” T-Bear says. “Listen. You all in now. You on T-Bear’s team for
real now. You wanted it, you got it.”
“Can’t we just drop him outside an emergency room or something?”
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“No we fuckin’ cannot. We gon drop him, but it ain’t gon be where
anybody sees him for a while.”
“Jesus, T, he’s a kid, that’s all he is, are you gonna kill him twice?”
T-Bear turns off Olive onto Woodson Road and says nothing.
“I can’t do this,” Rhonda says.
“You already did,” he says. Rhonda pulls her knees against her chest, like
she’s trying to make herself into the tiniest package she can. She’s shivering now.
The car stops, T-Bear turns off its headlights and gets out, but she never looks up.
He opens a chain-link gate into an area of bare dirt at the base of the Innerbelt’s
embankment. It’s empty except for a semi-trailer that looks as if it has been
abandoned there, and the legs of a tall billboard, lit up far overhead for the
highway drivers to see. T-Bear gets back in the car and drives slowly forward over
the rocky, uneven ground. Down below, where they are, the darkness is thick;
with his headlights off he picks his way carefully. Still Rhonda does not look up.
T-Bear stops when he can’t go any farther. He is at the point where the
River Des Peres comes out of its culvert under I-170. Cars rush by overhead,
unseen, unseeing. He opens the back door and pulls Ricky out of the back seat.
Rhonda raises her head and sees him dragging Ricky across the rocks toward the
water.
She jumps out of the car and runs after him, trips and falls, skins her hands
on gravel but gets up and runs again. In the dark she almost falls a second time
when the ground suddenly slopes downward. T-Bear is pulling Ricky down
toward the blackness of the stream. “Don’t, T, don’t, please,” she wails, and he
drops Ricky and grabs her.
“What you doin’ yellin’ out my name at a time like this?” he demands in a
deadly whisper. “Don’t be a damn fool. You part of all this. And you know what
happen to people who fuck with me. Don’t you.”
Rhonda nods.
“Say it.”
“Yeah.”
“Now you really know. So don’t be thinkin’ you ever gonna tell anybody
anything about tonight.”
“No, T, I promise, you know I won’t.”
“Don’t tell me what I fuckin’ know. Don’t fuckin’ promise, either. Promise
ain’t worth shit. People will promise you anything, but they don’t keep it. You no
different than anybody else. But you are gonna keep this quiet. You know why?”
Rhonda stares at him, frozen.
“Because if you don’t, somethin’ ugly gon happen to you. To your little
sweet face,” he says in a sudden terrifying falsetto. “And nobody gon be wantin’
you anymore. You hear me?”
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Rhonda recoils, she visibly shrinks a little.
“Do you hear me.”
“I hear you.”
T-Bear turns away but doesn’t let go of her; he pushes Ricky down the
slope with his foot, toward the water. “Go. We ain’t never been here. You don’t
even know where this is.”
“It’s the God’s truth, I don’t,” she says.
“Good,” T-Bear says.

He drives to an obscure street and pulls over where there’s no sidewalk
and a thick stand of undergrowth, weedy trees no one planted, an impenetrable
tangle of vines. “Now I’m gon get out the car, and you are staying right there.”
We watch Rhonda, waiting to see if she’ll jump out and run. It appears that
she knows better; she doesn’t move as T-Bear pops the trunk, gets something out
of it; we can hear fiddling and tapping from the back of the car. Then he comes
around the front and he has the license plate in his hand; he takes the front one off
too, disappears into the darkness of leaves and branches. How does he slide in
there where there is no room for a person to be? We hear rustling and then
nothing. What if he doesn’t come back, will she dare to run, how long should she
wait? He could be out there watching to see if she’ll try it . . . he gets back in the
car, looks over at her.
“Good girl,” he says. “Don’t worry, T-Bear ain’t gon do anything to mess
up something as pretty as you. I was just tryin’ to make a point. Okay, baby?” He
puts his hand on her thigh, high up. She’s wearing hot pants. Rhonda looks away,
out the window, as if out at a world she is forever leaving behind.
T-Bear is driving again. “Man, I’m thirsty. Give me a taste of that good
stuff,” he says. Rhonda reaches behind the driver’s seat and finds a bottle of Grey
Goose, unscrews the top and passes it to him. “Damn,” he says. “Can’t beat it.” He
hands it back to her; she holds it passively in her lap. “Ain’t you gon have some?”
She seems to think for a moment, then takes a swig, caps the bottle and puts it
back behind the seat.
“Where are we going?” she says. They’ve left the area that T-Bear
ceaselessly patrols in search of people looking to score. She makes it sound almost
like an idle question on a normal night.
“We’re gon say goodbye to this car,” T-Bear says. “I kinda hate to, but you
know, you gotta do what you gotta do.”
“What do you mean?”
“She’s gon catch on fire. And when you got almost a whole tank of gas,
you know you gon have you a hell of a fire. Burn everything up. Don’t be matchin’
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no paint colors after that, or dents or whatever. All you got left is one old wreck,
can’t even sell it to the junkyard. It’s easy. One match is all it takes.” He holds up a
matchbook in his left hand.
They enter Forest Park, drive on curving roads between dark expanses of
grass and trees. It’s quiet except for the shrilling of insects, humid, hot, still. What
is she thinking, what is she feeling?
The St. Louis sewers are the largest in the world, twenty-nine feet across,
tunnels large enough to drive a train through. The River Des Peres enters the
sewers through majestic arches; its flat concrete bottom is as wide as a street.
T-Bear twists the wheel, the car jumps the curb, he drives across some
grass, between two trees – “Hang on,” he says, and the car skitters precariously
down the sloping concrete bank, half driving and half sliding. Rhonda is bracing
herself against the dashboard, wailing “Oh God oh fuck, you’re gonna kill us,” but
the car somehow doesn’t flip and they’re on the bottom, heading toward the
tunnel, into it, straight into the blackness. The headlights push only briefly into the
dimness before the darkness ahead overwhelms them. This must be the place
where he means to do it; we can’t help thinking his plan may include saying
goodbye to Rhonda too. She witnessed everything, after all. She has her hands
over her face. The car is slowing down but hasn’t stopped when she takes her
hands away from her face and reaches into the back seat, snatches up the Grey
Goose bottle, and brings it down on T-Bear’s head as hard as she can. When it hits
and shatters, T-Bear’s foot reflexively hits the brake and the car stops. His head
drops against the steering wheel; he doesn’t move. He groans a little. The cold
smell of vodka fills the car. She’s holding the broken neck of the bottle in her hand
and with a look of desperation she shoves it into the side of his neck, squeezing
her eyes shut as it penetrates his flesh. Blood begins to well up even before she can
pull away her hand, and when she opens her eyes it’s flowing freely. Rhonda
jumps out of the car and slams the door behind her and we’re sure she’ll run for it,
but she stops. She’s still holding the broken bottle neck; it drops with a faint clatter
from her hand. She snatches the driver’s door open, and there in the pocket on the
door are the matches, there below his dangling left hand is the lever that pops the
gas cap. She closes the door, she lights the match and drops it in, and then she
runs.
We want, more than anything, to leave with her, but we stay behind.
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6
With a faint whump! a flame comes into being, pouring from the open gas
tank of the car. It grows, it purrs, it hisses, it roars; it lights up the masonry of the
world’s largest sewer. The car is what police reports call “fully engulfed in
flames,” and T-Bear is still inside. We don’t want to see this, but we have to. TBear is in there – is he conscious? Please let him not be conscious. T-Bear, or his
body, is writhing inside the flames, jerking, convulsing in agony. He must not be
aware, or he would try to open the door. Or so we would like to believe. His
clothes burn away, turn to shriveled ashes whirling in a tornado of fire. His skin,
lit by the flames, is red, then the black of cinders, then it splits open, revealing pink
flesh, and then that too burns to red and to black. And still we can’t look away.
His face is a mask that is peeling back, revealing his teeth. There is no more
movement. The autonomy of aliveness has left him. His body is roasting like a pig
on a spit, like a marshmallow held over a fire until it starts to flame. It is hardly
recognizable as human now. If only we did not know that minutes ago this body
was alive and whole, if only we could look at this charred detritus and think
“What is that?” But there is no use in our acting innocent. We know. We have
witnessed the most terrible suffering while not ourselves having the ability to
suffer. We have done nothing to stop it. Our powerlessness is no excuse.
Too late, we turn our gaze away from the flames, but we’re still aware of
their heat and the sound they make as they consume everything that will burn,
sucking up the air around them. We’re on edge with the awareness of how terrible
it would be to inhabit a body here, not to be a floating point of awareness but
breathing and choking on the black smoke of gasoline and paint, rubber and
motor oil, the burnt fats of T-Bear’s body, the vaporized liquids that used to keep
him alive – we should not even have allowed ourselves to have that thought, it
was dangerous, it was suicidal to think that, but now it’s too late to take it back.
We are no longer exempt.
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We find ourselves in a human body that is collapsing as we enter it, to the
dank floor of the tunnel, a body that can’t move, paralyzed, cheek against the
urine-soaked dirt, breathing in the toxic air, walked on by the feet of mice, rats,
crawled on by insects, spiders, centipedes . . . spiky insect feet in our ears, our
eyes, our mouth, invading this body through every open orifice . . . we’re being
sewn into a cocoon of a million sticky filaments. Mold is growing out of our skin.
Eggs are being laid in us, to hatch and burrow farther in, to eat us alive from the
inside, unable to move anything but the mind. Condemned to helpless awareness,
unabated, unable to cease, no prospect of its dimming, abasement without end.
Is this punishment commensurate with our guilt? Was it this terrible, what
we have done?
Footsteps approach. Heavy footsteps. They’re Terry’s. He’s next to this
repulsive object we have become, this UFO of the underworld. He prods with his
foot. Now he must know there is something solid inside. We can imagine how he
wants and does not want to know what this thing is. He shines his flashlight on
the outside of the webbing, and we know he must not want to see. But he has to;
he’s a cop, and what’s more, he is who he is. We can hear his feet shifting on the
grit of the tunnel floor. Tentatively he touches the sticky filaments, cautiously he
pulls them aside, and now his finger touches us.
He feels something happen to him that he can’t explain, and we feel it
along with him. We have entered him, we are inside him at last, it is our presence
that he feels but cannot identify. With another shock, we feel what’s in his heart.
Everything has changed, the barrier is broken.
He can’t stop, he has to keep pulling the filaments back, tugging the cocoon
open, because there is a person in there. Alive or dead? He has to find out. It’s a
man, lying on his front, with his face turned away from Terry. If he’s alive he has
to get him out of the tunnel. It’ll be hard, because he’s big, and it’s a long way to
carry someone to get from here to the outside air. But if the man is alive he’ll have
to do it.
The man is breathing. Terry lays his hand on the body’s back, feels it rise
and fall slightly. “Okay,” he mutters. He touches the neck; the skin is warm,
there’s a pulse, and now the man is stirring, trying to move. Terry pulls away
more of the cocoon, in a hurry now to give him air to breathe. He rolls the body
over on its back. His scalp prickles with horror, he rocks back on his heels.
The man on the ground, the ruined and defiled one, is himself.
The other Terry rolls onto his hands and knees. He ignores the Terry we
are now part of. Slowly the other gets to his feet. He’s dressed in Terry’s uniform
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minus the hat. For a moment he wobbles, trying to get his balance; he wipes
something away from his mouth and spits on the ground. Then he steadies himself
and slowly begins walking deeper into the darkness. Behind Terry, the car has
almost burned out; but Terry isn’t even aware of the burning car anymore, only of
an orange light coming from behind him that he doesn’t try to account for. All his
attention is on the other, who is on his way now, in and deeper in. Terry cannot let
him go there alone, cannot turn his back and dismiss from his mind this . . . what?
Something in his own image that is headed into the unknown, the hopeless. By the
light of his flashlight Terry follows it, sick at heart. Something that cannot be
abandoned and cannot be rescued. He is so done with it all. He has lost, he has
failed just as he always knew he would, there is nothing left for him to do, nothing
left of him to do it. He is the worthless one. The remainder, empty. What can he do
but follow into the black. There is no more.
Is it always this way with him? We had no idea that somewhere deep
inside the Terry we were watching as he lived his life, there was all of this buried.
We should have understood, we should have guessed: this must have been what it
was like, the night Vicky left him.
And where is he going?
Terry’s flashlight illuminates the ground, still mostly dry even this far in. It
smells of old turds that have long ago rotted away. He can hear the sounds of
smaller feet around his own footsteps and those of the other Terry he is following.
Turds and mold, and the sour smell of death. What’s stopping him from dying
here? He might; there are no guarantees. And if he does, who will miss him, to
whom will his passing matter? Would Keira actually care for more than a day or
two? Maybe it’s time. Lie down here, let the insects take him.
He raises the beam of his flashlight, trains it on the other Terry, but he can
read nothing in the other’s posture, in its steady gait. It isn’t stopping, it isn’t
hesitating, it is going forward into the dark. Then Terry looks beyond, to the
outermost reaches of the flashlight’s weakening beam, and sees someone else. The
person the other Terry is following: a woman. Definitely a woman. But this is all
he can tell about her, she is so faintly differentiated from the grainy dark that
vibrates before his eyes in his effort to see what can’t be seen. She is moving at a
steady pace, fearless, into the abyss, and the other Terry is following her without
hesitation, and Terry realizes they are not going to stop. If he keeps following
them the trek will never end, he will never return to the upper world, never return
to the light. And he could do it; it would not be hard at all. So much easier to keep
going, to keep following them, sick to death at heart, than to stop at any given
moment – and every moment is like every other, so how could there be a decisive
one? So much easier to keep going than to turn his back on them and head back to
the world he came from. The world he thought he lived in, until now.
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*
Terry, in his own bed next to Keira, is awakened by his phone pulling him
out of what feels like a nightmare. For an instant, as it rings, he feels as though he
remembers the pitch-black world he is being dragged out of, but the more the
image tries to solidify in his mind, the less there is anything solid in it. Each ring of
the phone wipes more of it away. The only thing he’s sure of is a terrible feeling in
his body as if something is irrevocably wrong and this unknown thing is killing
him, that he is as good as dead, that there is no hope and there never was.
He recognizes the number: the station. Who else would call at this hour?
"Lieutenant Newcombe."
"Sinkiewicz." His detective, the lead officer on the night shift. "Got a call
earlier from Willis. He's off duty, but he was going by the entrance to the
metropolitan sewer and he spotted a car on fire. In the tunnel."
"Who does shit like this?" Terry mutters. It's happened before. Every few
years somebody gets this bright idea.
“Lieutenant, there was a guy inside the car. It’s gonna take a while to ID
him. He’s pretty well burned up. I need you to take a look at the scene.”
Please no, Terry thinks. It can’t be Ricky. Whoever it is, it’s not Ricky. Keira
is pulling a pillow over her head as he hangs up; he swings his legs over the edge,
sits on the bed in the dark. His thoughts are racing, and we are still privy to them.
Why didn’t he chase after Ricky, why did he just let him walk away?
“What was that?” Keira mumbles behind him.
“Detective Sinkiewicz. Somebody set a stolen car on fire.”
She mutters something he can’t hear.
“I gotta go,” he says.
“Why?” He doesn’t want to tell her there is a dead man in the car, he
doesn’t answer the question, all he says is “I gotta go,” once again. He bends down
and puts his face next to hers where he can breathe in the intimate smell of her
hair, and says, “Sorry it woke you up, sweetheart.”
“Be careful,” Keira says, burrowing into the pillow.
*
It must have been spectacular when it was on fire, Terry thinks. Flames
lighting up the opening, cop cars from multiple departments, fire trucks,
everybody’s radio barking out something urgent. A bad place to put out a fire, far
from the street and then they had to run the hoses back into a sewer full of
probably poisonous fumes. Now the car is a black hulk and an acrid smell of
smoke in an echoing space barely lit by a cruiser’s headlights. They’ve gotten the
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body out and taken it to the morgue. The closer Terry gets to the burned-out
wreck, the more he has a bad feeling of déjà vu. It feels personal, way too close to
home, as if he himself almost died in something like that, an experience that surely
no one could ever forget, yet it’s as if he only now begins to have the faintest
stirrings of remembering it. In his gut he dreads approaching the wreck, as if it
could lash out and crush him in some unknown way.
The car is recognizable as a car, but it’s hard to tell more. It’s sitting flat on
the ground, the tires are burned away, it has no color anymore and the parts that
aren’t metal have buckled or melted. But it has a nameplate on the trunk: Nissan.
The name Terry doesn’t want to see. Whoever did this took off the license plates
first. Hardly a surprise. The VIN number on the dash is burned up, but they’ll get
the number off the engine or something and find the registration.
“Officer Willis.”
“Lieutenant.”
“Did you get a good look at it or not?” Terry says. “I mean when you first
got here.”
“Not that good. I couldn’t get too close,” Willis says. “The air was really
bad in here.”
“Do you know what color it was?”
“I think it might have been red. Or purple. The light was weird.”
“Shit,” Terry says, and turns and starts walking away.
Willis and Sinkiewicz look at each other. It’s obvious what they’re
thinking: Where’s the Lieutenant going?
Terry gets in his cruiser and starts it up. He knows what the VIN number
will prove: this was T-Bear’s car. He has to find Ricky.
Terry knocks on Dorothea Spears’s apartment door, and at first the only
sound he hears from within is a softly yammering TV. Does she leave it on all
night too? He closes his eyes, all out of patience, out of everything, profoundly
disheartened. But he is not allowed to stop being who he is, doing what he does.
He knocks again, harder. A door down the hall opens, some guy sees him and
instantly closes it. “What you want?” she yells angrily from inside. “Who’s
knockin’ on my door!”
“Police. Officer Newcombe,” he shouts, louder than he intended to.
The TV sound goes off and Dorothea opens the door, on the chain. She
eyes him, in his uniform, at her door at 2 a.m.
“No,” she says and closes it.
There is a silence. Now Terry has himself in hand, because he has to. “Mrs.
Spears,” he says, not as loud.
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“No,” she says, behind the door. He waits for her to realize she has no
choice. When she opens it again, she looks smaller and older. “Whatever it is, say
it,” she says.
“Is Ricky here?”
“Oh Lord,” she says. “God help me. No, I ain’t seen him. What is it? What’s
going on, you tell me right now, I’m his mother, I have a right to know.”
“I don’t know what’s going on, Mrs. Spears. But a man got killed tonight
and it might have some connection to an altercation he was involved in recently.
I’m not saying Ricky did anything. I need to talk to him. I need to find him as soon
as possible.”
She looks down at the floor. “I don’t know where Ricky is,” she says, but
her voice is a low wail that does not seem to be addressed to him. Maybe, we
think, it is meant for the ear of God.
“If you see him or hear from him, call us at once,” Terry says to Dorothea
Spears, but she does not appear to notice, as if she has already sunk within a
private hell; all she does is quietly, precisely close the door.

Three a.m. Terry is at the police station. If he went home, he wouldn’t be
able to sleep anyway. He pictures Keira sleeping there; they were supposed to
have had a Saturday night and Sunday morning together, for themselves. Is this
what she wants her life to be like? No. Or so he fears. The bad feeling is still there
in the pit of his stomach; it won’t go away, and he’s afraid it has something to do
with her. Has she gotten up and left for good, has he felt that as soon as it
happened, without knowing what caused the feeling?
All he can do is his job. Sinkiewicz called him in because he, too, suspected
it was T-Bear’s car. Wanted to see if Terry would confirm it. He keeps on circling
the same racetrack in his thoughts. Who burned the car and why? T-Bear could
have done it himself, to get rid of somebody he offed after a deal went bad. A lot
of people would have reasons to torch T-Bear’s car with or without him inside, but
if there’s anything Terry knows about him, it’s that the fucker knows how to take
care of himself. It wouldn’t have been easy for someone to pull off. Closer to
suicidal. If that was T-Bear in the car, burning him alive was some serious fucking
revenge. Maybe someone did it thinking “It’s him or me.” He doesn’t want to
believe Ricky would be capable of something like that, but how can he rule it out?
That would be Murder One.
Or the body in the car could be Ricky.
Sinkiewicz is still writing his report. The radio crackles and the voice of a
patrol officer named Antonelli enters the room. “ . . . young black male, severe
injuries, in the River Des Peres by I-170 and Woodson Road.”
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Terry’s stomach drops down an elevator shaft, like when he almost got
shot at the convenience store. This time he’s got backup, but it won’t do him any
good if what he fears is true. Sinkiewicz looks over at him. “Leave that,” Terry
says. “Let’s go.”
If today at the baseball diamond turns out to have been the last time he’ll
ever see Ricky alive, he’ll never forgive himself for letting him walk away. The kid
they found doesn’t have to be Ricky, it doesn’t have to be any kid he knows, but
the closer they get to the scene, the more the emptiness gapes inside him. They
pass under a railroad overpass. Just before Woodson Road goes under the
Innerbelt Expressway, a cruiser is sitting blocking the way into a gravel-paved
empty lot, where an old semi-trailer has sat for years with no one knowing who it
belongs to. The officer in the cruiser waves them past. They drive under a
billboard. More cruisers with blue lights rotating. Other, bigger police
departments have responded too. Terry can hear a siren approaching fast, an
ambulance, undoubtedly coming to where he is. Move it, he thinks. A camera flash
goes off, a radio squawks. Somewhere nearby a dog won’t stop barking. Below the
steep embankment of the Innerbelt Expressway there is a deeper part of the River
Des Peres where stagnant water still stands when other parts are dry. The body is
on the concrete slope of the riverside, a black kid in a hoodie, he can see that as he
approaches and that proves nothing. Then somebody shines a flashlight and we
can see, along with Terry, that it’s Ricky. “Give me the light,” he says. He crouches
over Ricky and examines him closely, with anger and despair that keeps growing
until he has to put one hand on the ground to keep his balance. Ricky’s skin is not
its true shiny black, but grayish and dull. He’s breathing, but more than that is
impossible to say. He has a scrape on the side of his face which bled. It must have
hurt like hell. Scraping on concrete. His clothes are torn up on one side. His hands,
Terry sees, do not have defensive wounds. At least now he knows that Ricky
didn’t burn to death. Above them the ambulance siren winds itself down as the
EMT’s jump out. Terry hears the loud rattle of the diesel, smells its bitter exhaust;
they’re opening the rear doors. Hastily he unzips Ricky’s soaking sweatshirt that
smells of the river and opens it, puts his hands on him. Ricky’s belly is swollen; it
has to be internal bleeding. He has been thrown against something, hard.
More flashlights. The EMT’s are there with their stretcher. “Is he alive?”
one of them says.
“Yes.”
“Then move out of the way.” Terry stands up with difficulty, unsteady on
the sloping, broken concrete. The EMT’s kneel over Ricky, stabilizing his head and
neck, muttering to each other about his vital signs.
“Want me to bag him?” one says to the other.
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“No. He’s breathing on his own. But be ready to.”
In concert they get Ricky onto the stretcher, carry him up the embankment,
slide him into the ambulance. One EMT goes in the back with him and the other
slams the doors, jumps into the driver’s seat. As he’s turning around he is already
on the radio; the ambulance bumps roughly across the vacant lot, the siren comes
on and it hits the street and accelerates, hard. They aren’t kidding around. The
wail of the siren trails off as they pick up speed heading south. Barnes Hospital,
Level 1 trauma center. That’s where they’ll go.
“Did you I.D. him?” Sinkiewicz asks.
Terry breathes in and out before he answers. “His name is Ricky
Weatherford. His age is sixteen or seventeen. He lives on Eads Avenue just off of
North and South Road.”
“Oh. He’s on your team, right?”
“He’s my center fielder. I drive him home after practice.” Terry wants to
add that the home he drives Ricky to, sometimes, is his own, but he stops himself.
Sinkiewicz doesn’t need to know that.
“Where did you find him?” Terry says to Antonelli.
“Right down below, in the water. Kinda half in, half out.”
“I know he was in the fucking water, he’s soaking wet.”
No reply. Terry tells himself to check his attitude. He has no right to be
chewing anybody out.
“How’d you know he was there?”
“Somebody saw him and posted it on the tip line. Didn’t give a name.”
“Was he shot?” Every kid that’s carrying an illegal piece, Terry thinks,
every motherfucker that sold it to them, they are going to do hard time.
“We didn’t find any shell casings, Lieutenant. There wasn’t much blood
around him. If he was laying there bleeding out we’d have seen more. You saw
him. It looked like maybe he got dragged on the street.”
It hurts Terry to think about that. “Hit and run?”
“Could be.”
Could be, hell. It’s no coincidence Willis found that car on fire. The
stupidest thug on the street would know enough to destroy the evidence,
especially if he thought Ricky was dead. And T-Bear isn’t stupid.
But who was in the car?

This time when Dorothea Spears opens the door, Terry guesses she already
knows the news won’t be good. He has told many parents similar news before,
and he knows how to get through it, but this time is not like others. He has to wait
a moment to get his voice ready. “We found Ricky, Mrs. Spears.”
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“Oh my God,” she moans, and her eyes close in a momentary prayer.
“Where is he, what happened to him, tell me.”
“He’s injured. He’s suffered some kind of blunt trauma. My officers found
him in the River Des Peres, next to the Innerbelt. He’s been transported to Barnes
Hospital, he’s in the ER there.”
“How bad is it?”
“I don’t know. It’s serious. You should get there as soon as you can.”
“Is he going to make it? Tell me the truth.”
“I don’t know, Mrs. Spears. I wish I did.”
She looks Terry in the eye and says, “I thought you said you were going to
keep him out of trouble.”
Terry has no reply for that.
“Didn’t you.”
“Yes, ma’am, I did.”
She turns away and in the same motion closes the door in his face.

Terry drives back to the scene. Only two cruisers there now, and one is just
leaving. The remaining one still has its blue lights on. Maybe he won’t sleep at all
until he finds T-Bear and makes him pay, in ways he never imagined. But that’s
the wrong way for a cop to think. The law is not personal, enforcement is not
personal.
Sinkiewicz is getting into the remaining cruiser with Antonelli and his
partner. Terry signals him to roll down the window. “When you finish your
report, put it on my desk.”
“No problem, Lieutenant,” Sinkiewicz says.
Terry is the last cop on the scene. He stands inside the yellow tape and
looks around at the embankment, the weed trees whose thick June leaves mostly
hide a spot that people seldom notice anyway. Whoever came down here and
found Ricky was doing something he didn’t want to tell the police about. The river
is full of things that people want to get rid of, whatever runs down off the
expressway or leaks from garages and dumpsters, oil that drips from all the oil
pans with bad gaskets, antifreeze, toxic chemicals from body shops. Every time it
rains hard, sewage finds its way in. Terry climbs down the concrete slope, reaches
water at the bottom; he picks up a stick and feels down into it. A foot and a half
deep, at most. He should have asked them to show him precisely what position
they found Ricky in. But they’ll be thorough with the report because they can tell
this one gets to him. He is the second in command of the department, in charge of
the officers on the street, his job is the safety of the public. He all but promised
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Ricky’s mother that he would keep Ricky safe, he definitely promised himself, and
he has failed.
Terry looks around the scene with his flashlight in case he might pick up
anything they missed. There are some marks that might have been left when Ricky
was dragged down the slope, but there are so many marks and stains that they
could be anything.
There’s nothing more he can do here. Bile is backing up in his throat,
burning him from the inside. The night is still black; it feels like it has been too
long to be just one night, as if the earth got stuck and cannot rotate back to the
light. He gets in his cruiser. Where will he go now? There’s no way he’ll sleep. He
wouldn’t do any good at the station. They don’t need him to sit there and watch
them write reports. Does anybody need him for anything?
Something is pulling at him, something he has to do before he can even
think about rest.
*
Terry is back at the tunnel, the first crime scene of the night, the worse one
where someone definitely and horribly died. He lifts the yellow police tape at the
mouth of the tunnel and walks in, flashlight in hand. It’s beyond dark. The wreck
is still there, the air is still tainted. St. Louis P.D. will want to process the scene in
the daylight, or as much of the daylight as can reach into the tunnel, before they
put the wreck on a flatbed and haul it away. Terry leaves some distance between
himself and the burned hulk, trying not to disturb the scene any more than it
already has been. And admit it: he feels something a whole lot like fear when he
gets close to it. But there’s more here, something worse. What’s pulling him is
somewhere farther in and it is not benign. Is there somebody else dead in there?
That’s the way it feels. Or like there’s nothing in there but death, including his
own. And if that’s what it is, why can’t he stop going toward it?
Terry points his flashlight forward and keeps walking. The wreck is behind
him; he sweeps the flashlight’s beam from side to side of the metropolitan sewer.
The floor of it is scattered with rubble, or perhaps ancient turds. He kicks a piece
of the detritus and it’s hard, maybe a fragment of masonry that fell from the
arched ceiling. It rattles briefly along the floor and then the only sound is his own
footsteps, trudging forward into the darkness. Why does he not stop? He has bad
visions of something hanging down from the tunnel’s ceiling, something like a
web or net waiting to catch him, long and clinging, easily torn yet infinite in
amount, impossible to escape from. The more he would tear away, the more there
would be to struggle with. It’s like he’s deliberately walking into a trap. Like he
has an appointment with something in this black blankness, and the something
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will end his life, but he has to keep this appointment, he has no choice – why?
Unknown. It is the rule, that’s all, it is what’s expected of him. He wasn’t given a
choice. This discipline he must observe; without it there would be only disorder.
Even with it there are no guarantees. There is no safety in the end. There is no
safety, period. Doesn’t he know that better than anyone, after all that he’s seen?
Why bother then with discipline?
No one is watching.
But he himself is watching.
What is he made of?
He sees it through, that is the rule, that is not negotiable.
Even when seeing it through to the end is the end?
Yes.
Terry raises the ante: he turns the flashlight off. Can he keep stepping
forward?
What is he made of?
Blankness descends. It’s as if something traveling silently at tremendous
speed has hit him in the head, like when a batter hits the ball exactly right and
feels nothing but an effortless click as the ball jumps off his bat, heading over the
fence.
Terry is on hands and knees on the floor of the tunnel, grit under his hands
in the darkness, grit under his knees biting into them. How did he get here?
Will something come back and finish the job? Fall on his back with
irresistible weight, force him flat to the ground and hold him there while it
devours him?
Where is the flashlight?
He’s on his own. No one knows where he is, no backup is on the way. He
feels around him for the flashlight, at first next to his right hand, the hand he was
holding it in. Then next to his left. Nothing but more rubble. He sits back on his
heels and feels all around him on the ground. No flashlight.
Terry stands up. Think carefully, methodically. Make a plan. He must keep
careful track of his movements as he searches. First: which way is he facing? Into
the tunnel or out?
He doesn’t know.
Terry looks ahead of him, behind him, all ways are equally dark. He holds
up his hand in front of his face to see if it will make any difference in the density of
darkness, and it does, but only if it is a couple of inches away. Beyond that,
nothing is visible.
Even if he had the flashlight, would he know which way was in and which
was out?
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Something is there with him, something that knocked him to his knees, it
can do whatever it wants at any time. He feels with his feet for the flashlight, a few
feet in each direction, comes up with nothing, is aware only that he is even more
hopelessly turned around. His sense of direction is irrevocably gone.
He holds still, almost holds his breath, and listens as intently as he ever has
in his life, willing there to be some clue. There is faint rustling somewhere – rats
perhaps. Within the walls of the tunnel every sound echoes and its distance, even
its direction, is unclear. There is, perhaps, the faintest possible sound of water
trickling. No hint of the city out there, no distant siren, no engine accelerating, no
sound of a train. Maybe St. Louis is no longer there, maybe he has already left the
world without knowing it, maybe there is no outside anymore, only this. Maybe
it’s over now, right now, already through.
His body is filled with a heavy ache, something beyond tiredness, a feeling
that his joints are about to stop supporting him, that disintegration is starting in
the marrow of his bones and will spread out from there until he is only a heap of
dry powder, like what they give you back after the person you love has been
cremated. If his life is not to end on this spot, he must move.
If you can’t see, there’s only one solution: close your eyes. See without
seeing. Proceed: step. Accept not knowing where the step leads. He is this body,
this mind, closed in on itself, closed off from the world. He is a submarine, silent
under the sea. Step forward.
He wills the first step three times before he is able to take it.
He steps again.
And again.
He knows he’ll see nothing if he opens his eyes, but he can’t help doing it.
No change. He closes his eyes once more.
Terry, a darkness inside a darkness, steps forward, if only because not
stepping forward makes even less sense.
Will he hit the side wall of the tunnel? If he does, will he then turn to his
left, or his right? No telling. If the moment comes, he’ll turn.
He keeps stepping, feeling as though he is the submarine diving. The
weight of more tons of dark water pressing down on him with each step. There
must be some point after which surfacing is out of the question; but he has almost
stopped thinking about where this journey is going.
His knee hits something hard, immovable, his body pitches forward, his
eyes fly open and what he has caught himself on, to keep from falling, is the hood
of the burned-out wreck. He recoils as if it could burn him, but it has long since
cooled down. It smells of ashes, the bitter ash, at least in part, of what was a live
human body a few hours ago. The worst memorial. Beyond it, visible now, is the
outside world, a boundless space that opens out before him. The silhouettes of
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trees stand out against a faintly lightening sky; the air, as he steps outside the
police tape, smells of plant life. Sounds rush into his awareness, night insects still
shrilling, bird calls, engines, the distant roar and whistle of a jet flying overhead.
Terry is back in the world.
He bends down and touches the grass. He breathes the uncorrupted air.
He reaches the sidewalk and sits down on a bench. He’s alive. He survived
something without a name, against which he had no defense. It makes no sense
but it happened, he came as close to dying as when the kid almost shot him in the
back room of the convenience store. That could have been explained, everyone
knows a bullet to the head will kill you, but this . . .
He’s invaded by awareness of being alive – alive in himself, not because he
is with Ricky or Keira but alive now, when he is alone with himself. Is this what
Wardell felt when he went to the other side? Either he has never felt exactly this,
or it has been so long since he did that he forgot what it was like. How could this
not be the most familiar feeling in the world, how is it possible to have lived years
without knowing at every moment that he was not dead but living?
*
As Terry approaches his apartment he feels a mounting fear that Keira
won’t be there.
The first thing he sees when he walks in is the old plaid couch where Ricky
has slept many times. He goes into the bathroom, closes the door, puts his hat on
the toilet seat and splashes water on his face over and over. He buries his face in a
towel. I loved Ricky, he thinks. I love him. I let him walk away. What was wrong
with me.
Avoiding the mirror, Terry dries himself off and then he takes off his
uniform shirt, and his gun, and his shoes. God knows what his shoes must have
on them, after his journey into the tunnel of the sewer. He still has the uniform
pants on and a T-shirt.
As silently as he can, he opens the door to the bedroom and looks in. Keira
is there in bed, sleeping. For her it is still last night; yesterday has not yet turned to
this. For a minute at least, he stands in the doorway watching her sleep, feeling
what he knows and she does not. As he examines her, we examine him: a man
who doesn’t know how clear it is on his face that life has been hard on him. A man
not used to feeling hope who now is invaded by hope; it hurts, as if something too
large to fit is forcing its way into his chest, whether he’s ready or not.
It’s barely light out as he sits down on the edge of the bed. Keira wakes up
enough to pull him down next to her, and with an interior leap of our own, we can
slip inside her heart as well. He’s been up all night, she thinks, he must be
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exhausted, why doesn’t he take his clothes off? She imagines they’ll have really
sleepy, sweet sex and then fade out again because it’s Sunday. But he doesn’t feel
right to her; there’s something in the way between them. “What’s going on?” she
says when she can’t hold it in any longer.
He won’t answer, and that puts her on guard. Has he been with someone
else? “There’s something. Tell me.”
“Ricky got hit by a car last night. At least that’s what I think.”
She makes an involuntary sound, not exactly a word, like the sound a
person makes when they miss a stairstep in the dark. “What happened? Is he
okay?”
“I don’t know. When I saw him he was breathing. That’s all I know right
now.”
“Oh, shit.” Keira’s voice is almost too low to hear.
“Yeah.”
They can both feel themselves spiraling deeper into what they were
already in, together.
“It was T-Bear. We can’t prove it yet. But it had to be. That was his car that
got set on fire last night. Okay, fuck. We can’t prove that yet either, but as soon as
we get the VIN number we will.”
“I don’t care about that. What about Ricky?”
“They found him by the River Des Peres below the Innerbelt. Clothes all
torn up, blunt trauma, a lot of abrasions. It’s gotta be hit and run.”
“But where is he now?”
“Barnes Hospital. They admitted him, they wouldn’t tell me anything else.
I’m not next of kin.”
“We have to go see him.”
“I know. But it’s twenty of six.”
“You must be so tired.” She has thought a lot about what it must be like to
do his job, but it has never been this personal before. How does he stand it, really?
Knowing what he does – or not exactly knowing, only standing on the edge of it –
makes her feel like she’s still a rookie at life, and not many things can make her
feel like that. “Why don’t you take your clothes off?”
“I don’t know. Stuff could happen any time.”
“You can’t be on duty 24/7.”
They lie there side by side. She is naked under the sheet; he is still dressed,
on top of it. He holds her wrapped up against him. “I’m the lieutenant, it’s always
my watch.” The arch of her back says how willing she is to be close to him. His
hand holds her there, presses her to him. He feels that this contact, body to body,
is saving him from things he’s had to be part of, has had to see, will have to do . . .
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or maybe it can’t save him. And for how long will it be his privilege to be next to
her this way?
“Shh. Come on. Breathe. Give yourself a break.” This is the first time we’ve
seen her try to coach him like this, and he allows her to do it. Maybe he is even
silently asking her for permission to let down for a minute.
“I’ve got to find fucking T-Bear.”
“Stop.”
They’re quiet for a while, breathing. Who will be the next to speak?
“Somebody else better be there,” he says.
“Where?”
“When I find him. I don’t want to do something stupid.” At first we don’t
understand what he means, then we do. Does Keira? Yes. She remembers asking
him if he was a dangerous person, the day he asked her out. He denied it, but
maybe he is one after all, and maybe he has to be.
She doesn’t know about the incinerated body in the car, and Terry doesn’t
want to tell her. It isn’t fair to her, but he doesn’t want her imagining what his
officers had to see in the performance of their duty. “I’m sorry I pulled you into all
this cop stuff,” Terry says.
“Fuck you,” she says in a quavering voice. “Fuck you for saying that, I care
about you, I care about Ricky, you didn’t pull me into anything, what do you think
I am?”
Keira is trying not to cry and Terry knows it; he holds her and strokes her
hair. They say nothing for a while, and then Terry says, “Baby, I love you so
much.”
Without looking up at him, she nods her head; he can feel it. “I know,” she
murmurs. “I know you do.” She sounds like the knowledge weighs heavily on her
heart.
After a while Terry falls asleep, and Keira stays awake. She knows sleep is
the best thing for him, but she’s lying awkwardly with her arm pinned under her,
and it starts to tingle and go numb and she has to move; that wakes him up. We
can see the memory of what happened come back to him.
“I’m going to get up,” she says. “Try to go back to sleep.”
He watches her from the bed as she gets dressed. Even at a moment like
this, that is something he cannot take his eyes off of. When she is dressed, he turns
over; will he go back to sleep? She closes the bedroom door and makes coffee. She
sighs in a way that says it’s a relief to her to be alone in the kitchen, even though
the kitchen isn’t her own. She is lost in thought, trying to think for a moment as
just herself, not Terry’s girlfriend, not anybody’s anything. Untethered. Or is it too
late to think of herself that way? She isn’t sure she knows what “just herself” even
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is, anymore. For a moment she feels desperate and trapped, as if without meaning
to or noticing, she has become Terry’s wife and now she’ll have to be this version
of Keira forever. What is she doing trying to take care of him? He’s older, he’s the
protector, that was what he told her at the very beginning.
Nothing is irrevocable yet. Is it?
One thing Keira can be sure of is that she has brought decent coffee into
Terry’s life. She’s much more picky about it than he is. She’s standing in the
kitchen drinking the first cup when the bedroom door opens. He comes in and sits
down at the kitchen table. He stares at the tabletop, planted there with crossed
arms, his shoulders hunched. “Can’t sleep,” he says. She puts her hand on his
head and gently messes up his already messed-up hair, and for the first time she
feels close to him without holding some part of herself back. He reaches up and
takes her hand, holds it in his.
“Want some coffee?” she asks. He shakes his head.
“I want to know what happened,” he says.
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In her room, sitting on her bed under a Missy Elliott poster, Rhonda looks
frozen in fear. We find that we’re able to go inside her awareness, and inside she is
trembling so hard she feels like she’ll never sleep again. She is expecting at any
moment to hear a knock on the door and then the word “Police.” Men with guns
and radios, showing their badges, their hands clamping down on her, arms behind
her back, handcuffing her, marching her to their car while her mother screams
behind them. Or even worse: says nothing because she’s been expecting this for
weeks now. She already told Rhonda this was exactly where she was headed.
They had a screaming match; her mother was right. If only, Rhonda thinks, she
had let her mother win – but she had too much fucking pride to do that and now
her life is over, unless there is some kind of miracle. And even if there is one, the
life she used to have is over, because now she’ll always have to live with what she
has done.
Rhonda can’t stop remembering, again and again, what happened in the
tunnel. As she slammed the car door behind her, running from T-Bear, she heard
in her head what he had said, about burning it, and as soon as she heard it again,
she knew that was what she had to do. She had to get the matches. She would
have to open the door to do that – but she was about to get away from him alive,
she couldn’t open the door again and take the risk of him coming to and grabbing
her. But she had to. They’d catch her if she didn’t. Prison would be even worse
than dying right there in the tunnel. She remembers being caught between two
terrors with no good choice. She more than remembers it; she hasn’t stopped
feeling it. She dropped the broken bottle neck, snatched the driver’s door open,
and there were the matches. When she heard the sound of the gasoline igniting
behind her she expected a wall of flame to knock her down and barbecue her on
the spot, but there was only the smell of the burning gas and an orange light,
showing her which way to go. The sound grew louder behind her, the light
brighter, and she reached the corner of the tunnel’s opening and clawed her way
up the concrete slope, into tangled bushes where she lay panting on the dirt. Alive.
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Not dead. She can still feel the sensation of grit against her cheek. The thought that
T-Bear might manage to get out of the car made her pull herself up, fight her way
out of the undergrowth and keep running. Then she was on a sidewalk, there were
streetlights, she had to not be seen running away from that burning car that
somebody was going to notice any second now. Not be seen looking guilty. But
what else, she thinks, could she possibly have looked like, wearing short shorts
and a tank top, scratched up, dirty, bruised, her nails shredded, her hair every
which way, how could somebody look like that and not be guilty of something?
As she sits on her bed she keeps seeing, again and again, how Ricky flew
like twelve feet before he landed. She would have jumped out of T-Bear’s car at
that moment if it hadn’t been moving so fast. She was trapped in it with a man
who would do anything, who didn’t give a shit. Ever. By then she knew that for all
practical purposes she was his fucking property, and he didn’t even give a shit
about owning her anymore. What the fuck had she been thinking when she went
to his place that first time and now she was an accessory to the murder of Ricky
Weatherford just because she wanted to grow up too goddamn soon. Too late to
turn back and there was no way out. There never had been a way out as soon as
she let him fuck her. Did she think he was going to let her just walk away
afterwards? She must have. She could have had a regular life and now she didn’t
have a future. She knew it at that moment in his car, and she knows it now in her
bedroom. She did nothing to stop it when T-Bear killed Ricky. She remembers
Ricky alive and naked, his hard-on so warm and stiff in her hand, how he was so
dying to get inside her, and once he did, she knew he’d do anything for her. So
what did she do? She dumped him, like oh, I got that boy, I got everything he has
so now let me move on, and then she went and stuck her head in a trap and made
sure that she’d end up with nothing at all . . .
Once she was like Ricky’s little sister Ladybug, and that kid turned into
her, sitting here this minute knowing there’s no way out. Rhonda imagines the
horror she would have felt if she had known at age ten what would become of her.
Couldn’t she see it around her, what happened to girls when they grew up? No,
she couldn’t. Or she refused to. If I ever have a kid, she thinks . . . but I never will. I
won’t live long enough, or I’ll be in jail.
He would have killed her, she’s sure of it. He would never have trusted
her, he never trusted anybody, and she would have died right there in that car
with Ricky’s blood on her hands.
Rhonda remembers how she walked and walked, trying to look like she
knew where she was going, trying not to look like the ready-made victim she was.
Already beat down. Remembers how she kept imagining a carful of guys pulling
over and dragging her into the back seat, taking her God knows where to do
whatever they wanted with her, the worst nightmare of all, up until that night.
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Until she stuck that broken glass into T-Bear’s neck and saw blood start to come.
Saw Ricky fly through the air and land in a heap, limp. She had killed a man, she,
Rhonda McIntyre, burned a man alive, didn’t she deserve anything that happened
to her after that? But as she walked in the dark it was as if the bad smell of what
she had done surrounded her, clung to her, and kept the few people she saw from
even seeming to notice her. Like they knew she was bad news. She was walking
through a sleepy neighborhood that never seemed to come to a main street. How
would she ever get home? Finally she reached Delmar Boulevard and realized
where she was. She went into the bathroom of a Jack in the Box and tried to clean
herself up, but afterwards, when she looked in the mirror, it didn’t seem to have
made any difference. She had a five dollar bill in her pocket; she bought a Coke
and started trudging west on Delmar. At a bus stop she looked behind her and a
bus was coming, so she got on it and avoided looking the few passengers in the
eye. She knew something that she didn’t want to know, and like everything else
she now knew, it came too late. You don’t want to kill another human being. Even
if you have to, you don’t want to. It’s revolting and it won’t go away, she is
revolting now, she makes herself sick.
If only Ricky hadn’t gotten in T-Bear’s face again. What did he think was
going to happen? He had to try and act the hero. Anybody else, if T-Bear
threatened them, would have known better than to go looking for him.
More than anything, she wants to tell her mother everything. If she could
just tell her mother, she would be able to bear it. But she can’t tell anyone, ever.
She can only huddle there on her bed, and tremble, and wait for that knock on the
door.
*
U. City High. Keira is in her classroom, hearing the sounds that begin
every day, the tide of students surging into the building, their voices beating
against the tiled walls, their feet shuffling on the old linoleum, doors of classrooms
closing, doors of lockers banging, announcements over the PA lost in the
crescendo. She thinks what she always thinks: the high school is like a town that is
populated every morning and deserted every afternoon. Like any small town, it
has its own insular folkways, its own collective awareness. She guesses that the
kids already know Ricky’s in the hospital. There will be some story about who put
him there. Several stories. All of them will be at least half wrong, but kids will act
as if they know. Most of the school doesn’t know him personally, of course; a story
will go around about this kid from Vinita Park getting hurt bad in some random,
he-should-have-known-better type of way. It’s not that unusual a story at U. City
High. Keira debates with herself whether she should tell them what little she
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knows. But it’s better not to make it obvious that her relationship with Ricky is
different from what it is with any other student.
The bell rings for the class that Ricky should be in. Rhonda isn’t there, but
that doesn’t surprise her. The girl checked out weeks ago and Keira knows why,
but she was Ricky’s girlfriend before that and how does it feel to her now?
“D’Angelo, that’s enough. I’m serious. Take your seat. Enough!”
Something about Keira’s voice gets their attention in a different way from usual,
even D’Angelo’s. They mutter to each other, trade looks. What’s up with Miss D?
“You all need to give me your attention, now. Up here. Deshawn, you too.
Keisha, Pam.”
The door opens and Rhonda walks into the classroom, head down. She
puts a slip of paper on the desk, a tardy slip from the main office that kids have to
get when they come to school late, but she doesn’t look at Keira or at anybody. She
must know everybody’s watching her. In the time she has been missing, the class
has acquired a new normal that she isn’t part of. Just like in any class, everybody
has a seat that’s theirs, and Leander Wallace took hers once it felt like she wasn’t
coming back; now that place in the middle is his, even though it’s not where he
belongs in the alphabet. Not that it matters anymore; Keira has known all their
names for months now. Rhonda goes to the back of the room, the far corner,
dragging herself along as if she’s too tired to pick up her feet. As she goes by, kids
glance directly at her once and then look away, like they see in her something they
don’t want to see or have anything to do with. On most days, with most kids,
Keira would say “Nice to have you back” in a way that meant “Where the hell
have you been?” but on this day she feels that Rhonda couldn’t bear it if she spoke
to her at all. There’s something unnerving about the girl.
“Okay,” she says. “Let’s get started. We’re almost done. Get out your
book.”
Muttering and fishing in backpacks, most of them pull out Great
Expectations. If they ever all came to class with their book, Keira would be sure
they were trying to play some kind of trick on her. She tells some people who have
books to share with the kid next to them, though mostly the kid next to them, who
didn’t bring the book, doesn’t give a damn. Rhonda is an empty desk away from
the next person in the back row, Mickey Sullivan, and Mickey doesn’t have his
book either; but she only sits staring at the floor in front of her anyway. It looks
like getting there has used up everything she is capable of.
*
The Vinita Park police station. Officer Birnbaum hangs up the phone.
“Hey, Lieutenant. You know your old friend T-Bear?”
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“Somebody collared him? Where is he? We need to interrogate that S.O.B.”
“Negative. No can do. It was him in that car that burned.”
Terry doesn’t say anything for a while. He’s back in the tunnel, which he
has told no one about and possibly he never will. But he’s there smelling the
poisoned air, hearing his own footsteps pressing forward in the dark. Keeping his
appointment in the kingdom of death.
So somebody murdered T-Bear. Ricky had a motive, but after T-Bear ran
him down, assuming he was the one who did, Ricky was in no shape to perpetrate
the crime. It was touch and go that he made it at all; the ICU says they think he’s
stable now, but they’ll know better in 24 hours. “They say anything else about
how he died? Like, was he alive when the car was set on fire?”
“They think he was. Can’t be sure.”
“Jesus.” Terry tries to think who, of the wrongdoers he knows about who
are loose on the street, would do such a thing. This is a whole new level of bad.
“There is somebody out there we need to catch,” Terry says.
*
At the end of class, as the students are jostling and bumping their way out
the door, Rhonda tries to avoid Keira’s eyes, but she intercepts her anyway. “We
need to talk about all the work you haven’t turned in,” Keira says.
“I’m sorry, Miss,” Rhonda mumbles. She was a good student until the last
few weeks.
“I don’t know if you’re going to be able to pass this marking period. Final
grades go in next week. I don’t suppose you’ve been reading the book.”
Rhonda shakes her head.
“So do you want to tell me anything about why not?”
Rhonda looks up at her, finally, and the sad and pleading look she gives
Keira bears no resemblance to the Rhonda she’s been used to. Of course, that
Rhonda was never in danger of flunking a class, either.
“Are you okay?” Keira says. Her next class is starting to enter the room. It
appears the girl is trying not to cry. “Listen – come back and talk to me after
seventh period, okay?”
Rhonda nods her head, turns away, shuffles out of the classroom. What is
her deal, Keira thinks, but there’s no time for anything except recalling the next
lesson plan.
At the end of the day Keira isn’t expecting Rhonda to come back, but she
drags her feet into Keira’s room and sits down in an empty desk in the second
row. From somewhere out in the halls there comes the distant sound of a locker
slamming, a voice calling to someone else, unintelligible words. There are no bells,
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no announcements over the PA; the tide of students has receded and the school,
until morning, is an empty estuary no longer beaten by waves. Only the teachers
and administrators are left to gather up the pieces of the day.
Rhonda says nothing after faintly echoing Keira’s “Hi”; she waits,
seemingly in a state of sullen indifference, for what Miss D will say next. It’s
Keira’s move. She continues to organize the papers she’s going to have to grade
this evening, letting Rhonda wait, thinking about what she wants out of the
conversation. “Are you okay?” she says.
“Yeah,” Rhonda says in a low monotone that conveys the opposite.
There’s no point in beating around the bush. “You heard about Ricky?”
“Do you know what happened to him?” Rhonda says.
“The police think he got hit by a car.”
“A kid told me he died.”
Keira looks disgusted. “Who told you that? He’s in the hospital. He’s in
bad shape, but he’s alive.”
“You sure, Miss?”
“I’m sure.”
Rhonda knows, because Ricky told her, that Miss D is dating the cop who
coaches Ricky’s team. She wants, worse than anything, to find out what the police
know about her own piece of the events of Saturday night. She’s afraid to know,
but she has to know. If she can just think straight and not panic. “Do they know
who did it?” she says, unable to meet Keira’s eyes when she speaks.
“Oh. You’re saying you don’t know?”
Rhonda doesn’t answer.
“You’ve been hanging around T-Bear a lot, haven’t you?” After six years of
teaching high school, Keira knows a scared kid when she sees one. Rhonda looks
like she might run out of the room if Keira keeps pushing her.
“I was,” Rhonda mumbles, still not looking at her.
“Something changed?”
“I was so scared of that guy, Miss D. I never should have – you know.”
“That’s right, you shouldn’t have.”
“He did bad stuff to me, he hurt me different ways, stuff that wouldn’t
show, you know what I’m sayin’?”
Keira knows. That brings up memories she doesn’t want to touch, the
things she hasn’t yet been able to tell Terry. All she says is “Yes.”
“T-Bear wouldn’t stop at nothin’. I didn’t know there were people really
like that. And then it was, like, you know, too late.” Rhonda stifles a cough. She
looks exhausted.
“I know what you mean,” Keira says. And if Rhonda has been through
that, she needs whatever help Keira can give her.
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“You do?” Rhonda says, and looks Keira in the eye. A college-educated
white woman like her? How would she know?
Keira nods, meeting her gaze, and knowledge passes between them, as
women, that makes them momentarily equal. They’re aware of trusting each other
with a secret. “Stay away from him, okay? Can you do that? It can be really hard
to get out of something like that. You have to make a complete break. Just – boom,
over. The end.”
Rhonda gives her a look that she can’t read – frightened, but something
else as well. “I hear you,” she says.
“The police think he was the one who hit Ricky.”
“Yeah,” Rhonda says, and then a moment later, “He would.”
*
In the evening, on the phone, Terry tells Keira that T-Bear is dead.
“Well well,” she says. “So somebody did the world a favor.”
He’s used to thinking that way, but he doesn’t like hearing it from her. “It’s
a major crime, you know. To burn somebody to death.”
“Yeah. But still. Is anybody going to miss him?” She thinks, does Rhonda
know he’s dead? She doesn’t want to mention their conversation to Terry. If she
did that, she’d end up having to tell him how she and Rhonda are similar.
*
We’re in Barnes Hospital, in a room where Ricky is lying in bed, hooked up
to an IV and a monitor of some kind. By now, we almost assume, as a matter of
course, that we will be able to pass the barrier separating his mind from the rest of
the world. The power is not slipping away from us, it seems.
Ricky is aware that he’s alive, and that he was hit by a car. He knows he is
in the hospital, a crazy place he hasn’t been before, where there’s always a light on
and somebody, somewhere, is always talking. Usually two or three people.
Various parts of him hurt. He doesn’t want to try to move even slightly because it
always makes something hurt worse. He has a needle stuck in his arm, taped
down to it, they’re giving him something, why don’t they give him something to
make the pain go away? He already asked a nurse this but then he didn’t catch
what she said, or he couldn’t remember. They slid him inside a machine in a room
that was much too cold and told him not to move while they slowly slid him out
again. They’ve done something to him in his stomach, he’s bandaged on his side.
They won’t let him move his left arm. They make him walk to the bathroom even
though it hurts like a bastard. They make him walk in the hall, leaning on a cane
76
Vinita Park, by Lowry Pei

V I N I T A

P A R K

like an old man. He asks what day it is, somebody says Wednesday, but that
doesn’t mean much. Wednesday compared to what? How long has he been here?
There are no landmarks, only day and night, everything else is unfamiliar. Except
he remembers his mom came to see him, with his little sisters. They asked what
happened, he said he got hit by a car, they asked where was he when it hit him.
Mona Drive, he said; the words just popped out. But is that right, is that where he
was? Nothing seems a hundred percent right. Terry comes to see him, Miss
Donovan comes to see him. Terry tells him where they found him, he asks Ricky
about getting hit by the car too. Who was driving it, Terry says. Do you know who
was driving? Ricky thinks he knows, but somehow it won’t come out, the way
Mona Drive came out. It’s like his brain knows the name, but is keeping it a secret
from him. Terry wants to know the name, Ricky wants to give it to him, but he
can’t seem to. Do you know why somebody hit you? Terry says. Was it an
accident?
Was it an accident. That is so interesting to think about, he has to think for
a long time. Something about that is so close he can almost touch it and yet he
can’t, and the effort to think about it is putting him to sleep. Was it an accident?
Terry says again. We should go, Miss D says. Let him get some rest. No, I’m
awake, Ricky thinks; in fact he seems more awake than he has been for a while,
and he’s driving a car. It isn’t the car that hit him, it’s another car, and he’s driving
it but he doesn’t know where. And it’s really quiet. There is no one on the street. In
his dream nothing is hurting him.
*
Rhonda goes over her conversation with Keira a dozen times a day, trying
to figure out what she told her and didn’t tell her, what the cops now know
because she was stupid enough to talk to her. It doesn’t occur to her that Keira
might keep it to herself. Every day, and especially every night, she imagines them
coming for her, and she wants to give up and blurt it out just to get it over with, to
end the unbearable waiting.
On Thursday after school Rhonda gets up what’s left of her courage and
takes the bus down to Barnes Hospital. We know she’s intimidated by everything
there, but she manages to find out what room Ricky is in. She stands outside the
door of the hospital room for several minutes, trying to work up the nerve to walk
in. She’s afraid to see what he looks like. She wants to run away, she wants him to
be asleep so she won’t have to look him in the eye, but she can’t leave after having
gotten this far. Her heart is going too fast and her chest hurts. Finally she puts her
head down and crosses the threshhold. When she looks up she sees an old white
man in the bed, sitting up. The white man looks at her without curiosity, as if
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unexplained people walk past him all the time, and turns his attention back to a
TV up near the ceiling. Is this the wrong room? Then she realizes there’s another
bed on the other side of the curtain. She’ll have to go past it, and if it isn’t the
wrong room, she’ll see Ricky and what happened to him, all the damage that was
her fault.
He looks the wrong color. That’s the first thing and it scares her. He’s
grayish and he has a tube sticking into him, a machine next to him doing
something, blue plastic cups on a table that sticks out over his bed. There is a fat
bandage wrapping one of his shoulders and more bandage on his head, like a
turban. There’s a scab on the side of his face and he’s opening his eyes to look at
her, but he looks so tired that she isn’t sure if he even knows who she is. “Jesus,
Ricky,” she says. Mostly she hates herself, and she’s afraid he might die right there
in front of her.
“Huh,” Ricky says.
“It’s me, Rhonda,” she says. Is he going to tell her to get the fuck out of his
room? She wouldn’t blame him.
Ricky thinks about that statement, taking his time, carefully. This is
Rhonda. Rhonda is this. Okay. “I got hit by a car,” he says.
For some reason he doesn’t understand, this makes Rhonda start to cry.
She sits down on the chair by the bed.
“You heard about it, right?” he says.
She hides her face with her hands and goes on crying, which doesn’t make
any sense to Ricky. It isn’t, like, his funeral or anything. “I’m so sorry,” she says,
but the way she’s crying, it’s hard to make out the words, and he has to play them
over again in his mind a few times before he gets them. But he doesn’t get them.
Why is she sorry? Seems like she cares about what happened to him a whole lot
more than he recalls. Then a picture congeals in his mind: T-Bear in his car,
honking the horn at him while he was standing on third base, Rhonda in the car
yelling at T-Bear, all this frozen in time but clear, finally. Everything organizes
around that frozen moment; his existence right now in the hospital room
reconnects to his previous life.
Rhonda is watching him now, sniffling. “What happened?” Ricky says.
“You don’t know?”
“I got hit by a car. I know. Before that.”
If I don’t tell him, Rhonda thinks wildly, maybe he’ll never know, maybe
no one will – but that’s impossible, everyone knows she was T-Bear’s little
underage ho – but if he doesn’t know she was in the car . . . she can’t think, she has
hardly slept for almost a week and every time she sees a cop she panics.
“At the ball game,” Ricky says. So he does know. “He was leanin’ on the
horn. I saw you. Didn’t I.”
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“Yeah. I was trying to get him to stop.”
“Why’d you go with him?” Ricky says.
“Cause I went everywhere with him.”
“Why?” Ricky says again.
“Because I was so fuckin’ stupid.”
It feels like a math problem he can’t solve. Ricky doesn’t like math, but
usually he can do it if he has to. It isn’t terrible or anything if he can’t, but it bugs
him. That’s what this feels like, this Rhonda problem. He knows there’s more to it
but he can’t quite think what, and then he remembers more about the frozen
moment: himself, the missing piece. The anger that came over him and made the
world around him turn flat like cardboard, the feeling that he could take it in his
hands and tear it to bits, just for a few seconds he recalls being the person who felt
that, and underneath it something else. It’s like a story about somebody else, one
that he doesn’t quite believe, but the story is that he made it with her – Rhonda,
the girl sitting there – and fell in love with her. Didn’t he. That happened to the
same body that’s in the bed now, that isn’t strong enough yet to imagine that
experience from the inside. He has so much to think about now, more than he can
begin to take in. It’s all he can do to keep his eyes open.
“I ain’t never been that mad in my whole life,” Ricky says. “I really wanted
to kill that fucker.”
“I know,” Rhonda says, and it’s on the tip of her tongue to say “So did I,”
but she holds it in.
“What did I do to him?”
“To him? You didn’t do nothin’.”
“Nothin’ at all?”
She shakes her head. Shit, Ricky thinks. The son of a bitch will never
respect me now. “He know you’re here?” Ricky says.
Rhonda’s heart races. “No,” she says, and manages not to say more.
“He better not find out,” Ricky says. Why is she staring at him that way,
what’s wrong with her? After a moment she looks away and shakes her head.
“He won’t,” she says, without looking at him. She stands up. “I gotta go,
I’m sorry, I gotta go,” and she’s already disappearing around the curtain before
she even gets all the words out.
What’s wrong with her?
There is too much to think about, it’s wearing him out, he has to sleep.
*
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Terry comes back, without Miss Donovan, and this time when he asks if it
was an accident Ricky has had time to turn it all over in his mind. “I think it must
have been T-Bear hit me,” he says.
“You think?” Terry said. “But you’re not sure?”
“It must have been.”
“Why?”
“Cause it was just that bad between him and me. You know.”
“But you don’t remember what went down?”
Ricky shakes his head. “Wish I could, man. But Rhonda said I didn’t do
nothin’ to him.”
“Rhonda was here? When did you talk to her?”
“Yesterday.”
“What does she know about it?”
“Come on, she been with T-Bear night and day.”
“Ricky. T-Bear is dead. The night you got hit by a car, his car got set on fire
and he was inside it. He burned up. Somebody killed him. And you don’t know
anything about this?”
“Fuck, man.” Ricky looks like that messes with his mind. “He burned up
inside his car?”
“You know anything about this?”
“Hell no,” Ricky says in a low voice. It feels like he killed T-Bear himself,
because he hated him that much, but he couldn’t have, right? Why didn’t Rhonda
tell him the fucker was dead? What if he did something she didn’t want him to
know about? Lied to him to keep him from getting in trouble?
“Anything at all?” Terry repeats.
“Nothin’,” Ricky says, more distinctly, but a bad feeling coils in Terry’s
stomach and settles there.
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The farmer’s market in the Delmar Loop. It’s nine-thirty in the morning,
and a decent number of customers are dawdling their way down the two rows of
stands. It was Keira’s idea to come here. Terry, to say the least, is not a foodie and
couldn’t care less if what he eats is locally grown, but he surprised her when she
suggested this outing, because she didn’t have to talk him into it. What he likes
about it is the implication that Keira can imagine them as a couple, doing things
couples do – things like going to the farmer’s market together.
He’s right, too. That is what she’s imagining; she is trying the idea on,
seriously, in a way she hasn’t done before. She is more than half afraid of it. She
fingers melons that are not, after all, local because in Missouri they won’t be ripe
until August. Here, out in the world among other people, it’s easier to play the
role of being paired up with him. The feeling of being locked in can come too
easily when she’s alone with Terry in his apartment. No one at the farmer’s market
gives them a second look. Who else cares, anyway, what their relationship is or
isn’t? She’s too aware that to Terry it matters enormously, she feels leaned on by
the intensity of his wanting this to work, to last; it’s a relief to be around strangers
who don’t give a damn what they are to each other. All the other shoppers care
about is whether Keira will take that ripe cantaloupe they’ve got their eye on.
“Hey, Terry,” a man’s voice says, and Keira turns to see him shaking hands
with a black man. “What are you doin’ here?”
“I gotta be somewhere, don’t I?”
Keira places herself beside Terry so that her being with him is
unmistakable; she’s aware that Terry’s friend is with a woman too. “This is Keira,”
Terry says. “Wardell used to be my partner on the county force. He’s an EMT
now.”
“This is Mei,” Wardell says. “My fiancée.”
Hand-shaking, murmurs of “Nice to meet you.” Holy crap, Terry thinks.
Wardell’s getting married? And he didn’t tell me? Keira shrinks back a little
inside. Please let this not give him ideas.
“Fiancée? Wow. When did this happen?” Terry says.
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Wardell and Mei give each other amused looks. “About a week ago,” she
says. She’s small, Asian, she could be thirty or she could be forty-five; there’s no
telling. “I proposed to him.”
Terry nods, smiling. “That would be how it would work.”
“That’s Mei for you. When she has a job to do, she gets it done,” Wardell
says.
“Even in the first place, I had to tell him that I liked him. Like, really liked
him. I could see he’d never get it out.”
“Never? Now that just is not true,” Wardell says. “Mei’s quicker than me,
is all. Somebody had to go first.”
How comfortable they seem together. Keira is struck with envy. Why can’t
she be that way?
“So Keira, what do you do?” Mei says.
“I teach at U. City High. Eleventh grade, twelfth grade English.”
“Really? Good for you. I have so much respect for that; I could never do
that. Being in high school once was all I could take.”
“And you? What do you do?”
“Oh, I have this little excuse for a business. I sell old furniture out of a
storefront on Kingshighway. I take consignments, I pick up stuff at estate sales,
then I haul it back to my rabbit warren and try to figure out how to fit it in.”
“Yeah, seriously, you should see the shop,” Wardell says. “Customers can
barely get in the door.”
“Look at those strawberries, don’t they look fabulous?” Mei says, and she
and Keira wander toward them. “Where’d you go to high school?”
“Clayton.”
“Oh – me too.”
“Really, when did you graduate?”
Terry and Wardell stand watching the women, thinking too many thoughts
to complete any one of them.
“So,” Terry says.
“Yeah.”
“How’s it feel?”
“Really, really good.”
They trade looks, sizing each other up in the light of this new information.
“You and Keira?”
Terry nods.
“Nice.”
“You’re a lucky guy,” Terry says.
“I know.”
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“Excuse me,” a woman says behind them in an annoyed voice. “Would
you mind? Could I just . . .?”
Wardell and Terry become aware that they’re standing in front of the
melons, blocking them from actual shoppers.
“Sorry.” They move into the center of the aisle between the produce stands.
“Did you ever even tell me you were going out with her?” Terry says.
“ . . . probably.”
“Right.”
“How long have you and Keira been . . . ?”
“I don’t know, six weeks? Not long. Not even two months, I guess. Seems
like longer.” Terry is trying to imagine how it would feel if he could say to
Wardell that Keira was his fiancée, if she wanted to be that. How it would feel if
suddenly she proposed to him. Today, this afternoon. It’s impossible to imagine.
“Just let it happen,” Wardell says, as if he’s reading Terry’s mind. “Let it
happen. If it’s going to, you can’t stop it. And you can’t hurry it up, either.”
“Sounds like Mei could.”
“It’s cause she knows what she wants. Not that many people do.”

*

Terry drives to the apartment where Rhonda lives with her mother, on
Kingsland north of the Delmar Loop. The building is brick, it probably dates from
the 1920’s, its woodwork needs a paint job. Through the glass of the street door he
can see, and so can we, that the foyer has a stone floor, a vestige of attempted
elegance. When it was built, the people who lived on this block were on their way
up in the world; now they’re trying to hang onto whatever they have, and it’s
getting harder. He presses the buzzer for McIntyre. It’s a hot day, the kind of
Saturday when people crank the AC and stay inside. “Who is it?” a woman’s voice
says through the intercom.
“Lieutenant Newcombe, Vinita Park Police. I’m here to speak with Rhonda
McIntyre.”
There is a brief silence. “About what?”
“Concerning a serious incident that took place last Saturday night. It
resulted in severe injuries to a young man she knows. We’re interviewing
anybody who might have information about it.”
More silence. “Hold on.” But she doesn’t buzz him in. Feet come down the
stairs. A black woman about Terry’s age, well put together. Even though it’s
Saturday, she’s dressed like someone who spent the morning in church. Her face
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gives nothing away as she looks him up and down. She opens the door less than
the width of her body and reads his badge. “What is this man’s name?” she says.
“Are you Mrs. McIntyre?” Terry says.
“Yes.”
“The victim I was referring to is named Ricky Weatherford. He goes to U.
City High. My understanding is that he and Rhonda were dating at one time not
long ago.”
Mrs. McIntyre looks up and to her left as if she’s trying to recall the name.
Either that or she is a very good actress. But she says nothing. She isn’t giving
anything up easily, that much is clear.
“Would you be able to confirm that for me?” Terry says.
She looks him in the eye. “Rhonda doesn’t tell me everything,” she says.
“Look, Mrs. McIntyre. I’m not here to get Rhonda in trouble. I’m
investigating something that came damn close to being homicide. We believe it
was a hit and run. I know Rhonda went to visit Ricky in the hospital on
Thursday.”
“She did?”
“Yes.”
Her poker face doesn’t quite conceal that Mrs. McIntyre has several
thoughts about that; Terry would give a lot to know what they are. Rhonda’s mom
doesn’t owe him the time of day. He’s going to have to go first.
“I know Ricky really well, Mrs. McIntyre. I give a damn about the kid,
okay? Somebody nearly killed him. I’m pretty sure it was a man named Thomas
Beresford, who’s known as T-Bear. Your daughter is connected to both him and
Ricky. As I think you know. You probably also know that T-Bear is dead. He died
the same night Ricky got hit. And it wasn’t an accident. I’m a police officer, Mrs.
McIntyre. I take it very seriously when there’s a murder and an attempted murder
on the same night and they both involve someone known to me.”
“T-Bear’s dead?” Mrs. McIntyre says. “You sure of that?”
“He couldn’t be any more dead, Mrs. McIntyre.”
“Hallelujah,” she says grimly.
“May I speak with your daughter.”
“She’s not well,” Mrs. McIntyre says. “She’s been in her room for a week
except when she went to school. At least I thought she was. She must have gone to
see Ricky while I was at work.”
“I need to speak with Rhonda.”
Mrs. McIntyre’s lips compress and hold firm. “I’m sorry, no.”
Terry gives her the cop face. “You’ll be seeing me here again.”
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Mrs. McIntyre takes a deep breath, measuring him with her eyes, and
closes the door. With crossed arms, Terry stands and watches her climb the stairs
until she is out of sight. He swallows frustration; it burns in his gut.
Okay, what has he learned? Rhonda’s mother knows Ricky and T-Bear.
That’s no surprise. She didn’t know T-Bear was dead until he told her, so that
means Rhonda really doesn’t tell her everything, because Rhonda has to know by
now that he’s dead. She and Rhonda live in separate worlds. Maybe she doesn’t
want to know what Rhonda does. Maybe she thinks it’s her duty to know. If she
knew everything Rhonda was doing with T-Bear, it must have been killing her.
She couldn’t lock the girl up, but she probably wanted to. Some parents like her
would be happy to have Terry scare the hell out of their kid. What makes her
different?
Protecting something. Hiding something. Or else just saving face. Maybe
she is the kind of person who would suffer unbearable shame if her daughter was
questioned by the police. Old school, hincty. She certainly looks it. Maybe now
that T-Bear is dead she’s going to pretend, starting immediately, that none of it
ever happened.
Ricky said he couldn’t remember anything, Rhonda told him he didn’t do
anything to T-Bear: are those things true? And how does she know that? He
doesn’t believe Ricky would lie to him. He doesn’t want to believe it. Nonetheless
he can’t rule it out. Something’s true, and he has to excavate it out of half-truths
and distractions and outright lies.
Terry gets in his cruiser and pulls away from the curb, slowly. Cop car
slow, a different slow from other cars. In the next block he pulls over again.
Sometimes it’s the most obvious thing that is wrong. He has been assuming
all along that T-Bear hit Ricky with his car. But what if that isn’t true.
He drives back to the station to go over that night’s log. At 12:57 a.m.
Officer Willis, off duty, called in his discovery of a burning car inside the
metropolitan sewer. Already completely involved in flames,
therefore
around 12:45 a.m. T-Bear died. Trapped in car, set on fire.
3:51 a.m. Anonymous individual, online, reported body in the River Des Peres.
Officer Antonelli investigated. Radioed 4:02 young black male, severe injuries, etc.
Terry was so sure T-Bear hit Ricky that he just assumed that happened
hours before Antonelli found him, and Ricky lay there without being discovered
until somebody up to no good showed up much later in the night. But that doesn’t
have to be the way it went down. Another scenario is possible: Ricky set T-Bear on
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fire at 12:40-something, and somebody, one of T-Bear’s business associates
probably, hunted him down between then and 3:50, and made him pay.
Who would do that for T-Bear? Is anybody loyal enough to him to go that
far?
The first person who comes to mind is Rhonda.
Terry picks up the phone and punches in her mother’s number. “This is
Lieutenant Newcombe,” he says. “We spoke earlier about serious crimes I’m
investigating. I am prepared to charge obstruction of justice if it becomes
necessary. Do you know what time your daughter came home on the night in
question? Last Saturday?”
He hears her sigh out a resigned breath. “About 1:30,” she says.
“Can you swear to that?”
“Lieutenant, do you know what I do for a living? I am a legal secretary. I
work for a defense attorney. I would not be telling you if I didn’t know.”
“Do you know where she was that night, before 1:30?”
“Of course not,” she says scornfully, as if speaking to a fool.
“Is your daughter at home at this time?”
There is a held breath before she speaks. “Yes,” she admits.
“I’ll be there shortly. It would be best for everyone if you let me in this time
without delay.”
But when Rhonda hears her mother say the word “Lieutenant,” she climbs
out the bedroom window and down the fire escape, and she’s blocks away by the
time Terry enters the apartment.
*
“I’m telling you the God’s truth, Lieutenant. By the time I got off the phone
and went into her room, she was gone.”
“Your employer couldn’t have an individual working for him who
obstructed a police officer in the performance of his duty. I’m sure you know that
as well as I do.”
“I’m telling you the truth,” she repeats.
“What did you tell Rhonda about our conversation earlier?”
“I asked her what she knew about all this . . . nastiness.” She looks worn
down and defeated. “I lost my temper. We had a fight. I told her if she wanted to
ruin herself she at least owed it to me not to ruin me. I told her God don’t like
ugly. I said a bunch of things about her father, I know better but I couldn’t help it.
She screamed at me, then she started crying, I tried to give her a hug and she
slapped me in the face, I slapped her face right back – I swore a long time ago I’d
never hit her, maybe that was a mistake – she won’t listen, she hasn’t for a long
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time . . .” Mrs. McIntyre sits down on a kitchen chair and stares at the faded
linoleum. “She’s a mess, Officer. The worst kind. You have children?”
“No,” Terry says. He wants to say he has Ricky, but does he?
“Then you can’t possibly know how this feels.”
Terry has no doubt that’s true. Likewise there’s no way she could know
what it’s like to be him and have to acknowledge that if Ricky committed a
heinous crime, it is his sworn duty to make sure Ricky goes to jail for it.
“Do you mind if I sit down?” he says.
She shakes her head without looking at him. Terry sits down on another
kitchen chair. They both look to be engrossed in their particular griefs and fears;
he is feeling the disintegration beginning to set in again, himself turning to gray
ash and the occasional fragment of bone. Without thinking about it, Terry takes off
his hat and lays it on the table. That makes an impression on Mrs. McIntyre; we
can feel that. It makes her think he is a civilized man, perhaps fundamentally
decent despite the dirtiness of his job.
He rouses himself to an effort; he needs to see this through. “I’m sorry for
your trouble, Mrs. McIntyre.”
“Thank you.”
“There’s something Rhonda really doesn’t want me to find out. Maybe it
has a connection to what happened to Ricky, maybe it doesn’t. Maybe she got
mixed up in some of T-Bear’s business and she’s in some kind of a jam I don’t
know about yet. It’s better if I find her than some of the people he dealt with, if
they think she’s got something that belongs to them. They do not play.”
“I told her that a hundred times, Lieutenant.”
“Maybe now she knows what it means.”
They sit quietly, thinking their separate thoughts.
“Do you have any idea where she might go?” Terry says.
Mrs. McIntyre looks him in the eye, a sad and heavy look. “Do you really
think I would?”
“If she comes home, tell her it’s not her we’re after. There are things we
need to know and I think she can help.” Terry gets to his feet, picks up his hat.
“Thanks for your time, Mrs. McIntyre.”
*
Midafternoon on the same Saturday. Keira’s phone rings. We can see that it
startles her, and that she tries to ignore it. It’s the ringtone that disturbs her:
Michael’s. She hasn’t heard it in weeks. The last time she answered that ringtone
was before she slept with Terry. Since then she has refused to let herself answer,
because it’s too confusing. She should have told Terry at the very beginning, but
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she didn’t think anything serious would happen with him, and then it was too
late. Her heart races. Let it go to voicemail. But she grabs up the phone, she can’t
help it.
“Michael.”
“God, I’m glad you picked up.”
“What is it?”
“I had to hear your voice.”
“Well, this is my voice.” We can tell that she’s trying to make it uninviting,
neutral.
“What are you doing?”
“Trying not to think about the stack of papers I have to grade.”
“Of course.”
“What about you?” No, she thinks, I didn’t ask, don’t tell me, I need to get
off the phone, now.
“I was looking at the painting of you.”
God, not that. “I thought you put it away. You said you weren’t going to
take it out. Like, ever.”
“I couldn’t help it, I took the wrapping off, I had to see you.” He sounds as
though he has the painting in front of him and is gazing at it as he speaks.
Most people take nude pictures of their girlfriend with their phone;
Michael can paint one, and a year ago or so, he did. When he asked her if she
would let him, she said, “You can paint me or you can fuck me, but you can’t do
both.” He was wild for her, she knew he couldn’t give up making love to her, she
knew what it did to him when he heard her say the words “You can fuck me.”
Every time they were together, she knew he was memorizing her with his
eyes, painting her already. Eventually he surprised her with the finished article,
only it wasn’t a true surprise. There were no real secrets between them, only
pretend ones. He brought it into the room while she lay on his bed after sex, naked
Michael carrying the naked Keira, proud of himself for having successfully made
love to her in such different ways. He had made her beautiful, and when she saw
the painting, she understood better than ever how much power she had.
“Oh,” she said. “You don’t want to have sex anymore.”
“That is so not true,” he said, smiling.
She turned over onto her stomach, pulled the sheet over her, her face
turned away from him. When he tried to pull the sheet off, she swatted his hand
away.
“I told you what would happen,” she said, wondering why she was saying
it. “Now we can’t. Why did you do that to us? What we had was so good, and
now . . .” She heard herself start to sound hurt, almost convincingly.
“You’re joking, correct?”
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What game was she playing? She didn’t know, only that it went to her
head. “It was so much more important than a picture. How could you make us
give that up? It’s so selfish of you.”
“Stop. I don’t understand this,” Michael said in a voice that sounded
genuinely lost. She had never realized that she could put him there that easily; it
was disappointing and thrilling at once. “I thought you’d like it.”
“It’s terrific,” she said, in a deliberately indifferent voice, keeping her back
turned. “But I told you what would happen.”
Now, as she holds the phone to her ear, waiting for Michael to fill the
silence she allows to hang between them, she wanders into her bedroom. In the
mirror she pushes back her hair, settles it with little swipes and touches.
“It’s just a painting, Michael.”
“I know.”
“I’m sorry I ruined it,” she says. “I thought you’d be able to scrape it off.”
In the final act, after she made him apologize abjectly for doing the painting
(which she loved), she wrote on it in lipstick, THIS IS NOT ME, and then she let
him join her in bed. Doesn’t he remember how cruel she can be? Doesn’t he care?
“Can I come see you?” he says.
She picks up an earring from the dresser top and holds it up to her other
ear. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“Sweetheart. It has nothing to do with a good idea or a bad idea. I need to
see you.” The thing is, he knows her. She can’t hide it from him, she misses him
too.
“Listen. We’re not going to. Do you understand that?”
He sighs, and he doesn’t say yes or no.
“Okay, come over if you want, but just for a minute. I have to go out pretty
soon.”
When he’s standing in the door of her apartment, she wants her arms
around him and she wants to shut it in his face. She intends to say “I can’t see
you,” but the words she utters are “Come in.” Afraid of what could happen if she
lets him in, afraid that if she doesn’t he might never come back.
“Thank you,” he says. His eyes look ironic, teasing, as if, though he is
overjoyed to see Keira, he is also amused at how happy the sight of her makes
him. How many times has he been here before? More than she can count up. He
has made love to her on the sofa, and in the shower, and in her bed; he once felt
her up while her ass was pressed uncomfortably against the knobs of the stove. He
probably still knows where everything goes in the cupboards. He knows how to
make the bed the way she likes it. He knows that the guy in the photo on the
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fridge is her screwed-up brother Declan. He knows about Daniel. He knows she is
not what she appears to be.
“I’ve missed you so much,” he says. But it’s as if she has already taken him
back into her life, as if the missing is already over. It never fails: once he crosses
her threshhold, their private reality re-creates itself in the time it takes to draw a
breath, whether she likes it or not. The problem is, she likes it as much as ever.
“I missed you too,” she says, trying to say it the way she would say “I have
a headache today.”
“How have you been? I mean, otherwise.”
“My twelfth-graders have been great. I love them to death, but the
eleventh-grade CP class, God, they’re impossible. There’s about three kids who
really are going to college, I hope to God, and the rest are just out of the question.
All over the place. Some of them, I don’t think they’ve ever read a book all the way
through in their life.”
“Try teaching an art class to those kids,” Michael says.
“I know, right?”
They’ve had this conversation a hundred times, can have it without
thinking, while their eyes have a different one. She can feel her body respond to
his look. They go on talking about school and he takes a step closer to her.
Carefully, cautiously he brings up his arm and touches her cheek with his
fingertips. She lets him, and then she tilts her head away, but we are aware that
she doesn’t step back. And so is he.
“Michael,” she says. It isn’t a straight-up No, and she knows he knows
that.
“It’s only me,” he says, and leans forward and kisses her. She obeys, not
him, but something in herself that has to kiss him back.
“Don’t,” she says without conviction after the kiss, but when he kisses her
again anyway, she doesn’t turn away. They still fit together. Her body is
comfortable with him in a way that she has almost been able to forget when she’s
with Terry.
He looks down her shirt; she knows that he sees she isn’t wearing a bra.
Her breasts can feel his eyes on them. She doesn’t need to look to know he’s
getting hard; she can’t deny the moist, warm transformation that knowledge is
causing in her.
“There’s no point,” she says. “I’m in a relationship.”
“In two of them.”
“I can’t do that?” she says, like a question, as if she’s hoping it will become
true if she says it often enough.
“Really,” he says, leaning in to kiss her again.
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She pushes him away at the last moment. “Really.” She holds him off at the
tiniest of distances. Is she stopping him from kissing her, or is she standing there
with her hand on his chest because she wants to touch him? The more they stand
that close, the harder it is for her to hold onto the whole truth about them, the
harder it is to tell what that truth is.
“Keira,” he says. “You know I love you.”
“Don’t,” she says. “You need to stop.” But she hears herself sound halfhearted.
“I haven’t gone out with anybody. I think about you all the time. Every
night.”
She knows he means he masturbates to a memory of sex with her. Wanting
her to know that he is helpless against his desire for her. Wanting to see how she’ll
respond when he puts that out in the open. He always gives her the power. Subtly
he eggs her on; does he even know it? He lets her mess with his mind and on some
level he seems to like it. But when she does it she doesn’t like herself. Either he
can’t see that he sets this in motion, or he doesn’t care; sometimes she has thought
that maybe to him their relationship is a weird artwork he’s making. She tried to
say that to him once and he wouldn’t let her finish.
“When we were at Lake of the Ozarks . . .”
“Don’t. This isn’t good for you.” But it’s not as if she’ll ever forget making
love on that tiny strip of hidden beach, hoping no one else would find it right then,
wanting each other too much not to take the chance. She was the one who made it
happen, by pulling off her top while she sat in the bow of the canoe.
“Keira,” he says gently, calmly. “Don’t pretend. I haven’t forgotten
anything you said to me, and I don’t think you have either. You never broke up
with me, you just ran away.”
She knows it’s true. “Why are you doing this?”
“I told you. Because I still love you.”
He’s going to make her say it back to him. She can feel it coming, and then
she knows what will happen, and she won’t be able to live with herself afterwards,
or with the way Terry will look at her when she has to confess it to him.
Desperately she leans into him and shoves him as hard as she can, she knocks him
into the coffee table and he falls over it, half onto the couch. “I’m sorry,” she cries
at once, “I’m sorry,” and he looks up at her with a look that she knows. He has
brought her out from behind herself, out of her hiding place; he has exposed the
awkward, young, inadmissible Keira that she never wants to let show. He has seen
that, seen her, from the start. And here they are again. It would have been better if
she had fucked him, one last time and done, much better than to have let this
intimacy happen between them again. She could have admitted to having
goodbye sex. This she can’t even describe.
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About twelve hours shy of a week after he was brought to the ER in
perilous condition, Ricky is discharged from Barnes Hospital. His left arm is in a
sling because of his broken collarbone, and he can’t breathe all the way into his
lungs because it hurts too much. They made a judgment call that they didn’t need
to remove his spleen. Up until that point Ricky had no idea he even had a spleen.
Never heard the word. He has three broken ribs and a fractured skull. They keep
telling him all he can do is give it time, they know it hurts, take the painkillers and
rest. Breathe as deeply as he can once an hour. Walking wears him out; no amount
of sleep seems to be enough, and his head aches most of the time he is awake. But
somehow he knows he’s going to heal up. All this is going to be behind him. It’ll
be a long time before he’ll be able to run the way he could before, but that’s all
right. Being alive is pretty spectacular all on its own.
His mother takes him home in a taxi, spending a lot of good money she
can’t afford. Ricky told her she should try to get Terry to give him a ride, but she
wouldn’t. Somehow she has it all turned inside out so that it’s Terry’s fault he got
hurt. It makes no sense, but he can’t argue with her. He just wants to get home and
lie on the couch with the TV remote in his hand. He can watch a Cardinals game.
But once he gets there all he can do is fall asleep.
*
A narrow space between two brick apartment buildings, at the back where
dented garbage cans are lined up along a concrete walkway. A faint smell
emanates from those cans, of old food slowly fermenting. Rhonda is hiding there,
looking out at a bare dirt back yard and an alley near the Loop. She feels the air
squeezing out of her lungs, as if she’s getting crushed the way garbage gets
crushed in the truck. There is no place left for her in the world. That cop knows
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something, he isn’t going to give up, her mother will tell him anything she knows
– which isn’t much, but how much would it take? She’s fucking guilty. She can’t
go home. She pretty much lost all her friends when she hooked up with T-Bear,
they were all afraid of him and he didn’t like to let her out of his sight anyway. T’s
friends aren’t friends, he didn’t really have any because he didn’t trust anybody.
Even the guys he said were okay, the ones he’d give the chest-bump hugs to, the
ones where they’d make a big show of swearing their loyalty to each other, the
more they said it the less she believed it. They were all playing each other, all on
guard at all times. She saw how they looked at her, thinking if it wasn’t for T-Bear
they’d . . . Hell, he made them think that. One night when they were all high he
came up behind her with a pair of scissors and cut her top right up the back, left
her with nothing on but her jeans. “Y’all can look but you can’t touch,” T-Bear
said. “This is all mine.” He put his hands over her breasts, from behind, and
played peekaboo with them, covering and uncovering them for the eyes of his
crew. They all wanted to own her the way T did. She wouldn’t go to one of them if
her life depended on it.
She needs to keep moving, she’s been in one place too long but where is
she going to go? She’s sixteen years old, she’s exhausted, the cops want to question
her, and she has twelve dollars and fifty-seven cents to her name. She didn’t have
time to look in her mother’s bureau and see if she had money there. No time for
anything. All she could do was run down the fire escape as quietly as she could,
and when she got to the bottom level, she climbed over the railing, held on by her
hands, and dropped lightly to the brick paving of the alley behind the building.
Something she knew how to do from when she was eleven and twelve and first
learned how to sneak out and smoke cigarettes, or dope, with her little friends
who thought they were bad. She hopes none of them have fucked up the way she
did. There’s no way to know where that cop is now. And it isn’t just him; they all
have her description by now, they know her name, they know where her mother
lives, they have a picture of her because her mother, of course, would give them
one . . . feeling every second that she’s about to get caught is almost worse than
when she thought T-Bear was about to kill her. If they catch her she’ll be in prison
for the rest of her fucking life, or for years anyway before they finally execute her,
wishing every day that she could die before the next day comes. Women who’ve
been there for years already, who outweigh her by a hundred pounds, will beat
the living crap out of her for being young and pretty, until they’ve beaten all the
prettiness out of her. Because they need somebody’s ass to kick to take out all their
rage and frustration, and she’ll be defenseless. If there’s one thing Rhonda knows
by now, it’s that people without defenses will be shown no mercy.
She has to get farther away from her mother’s place, they’ll search there
first of all. At the mouth of the alley she creeps up to the corner of a building and
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peeks around it, looking for cop cars, then crosses the street into another alley.
Down that block, trying to be invisible between the dumpsters and parking lots. It
suddenly comes to her that you can trace somebody by their cell phone, and hers
is in her pocket. But it’s turned off. Does that tracking thing still happen when
somebody’s phone is off? She isn’t even sure it works anymore. T-Bear gave it to
her, he paid the bill for the service. He wanted her to have it so he could check up
on her at any time. She doesn’t want to turn it on and try it. She should throw it in
a dumpster, but what if she needs it, like really bad, enough to take the chance?
Rhonda comes to the end of the block. Now she’s at the north side of the
Loop, a block away from Delmar. It’s Saturday, dinnertime. There are bound to be
lots of people out, going to restaurants, going to Blueberry Hill, crowds of kids on
the sidewalks, maybe she can just be one more kid, if only she can remember how.
A cop car could pass at any time. And the later it gets on Saturday night, the more
of them there will be. She needs to get across Delmar, out of her neighborhood,
over to where the stuck-up white kids live, where it’s quiet and the cops don’t
have any reason to be there and maybe she can find a place to hide. And then
what. She has no idea.
She crosses a parking lot; already there are more people and she feels a tiny
bit safer. She trails after a couple her mother’s age up a side street toward Delmar.
Only there’s a police car parked at the corner. She stops in her tracks, no don’t do
that, and don’t run, walk but where? There is nobody in the cop car. Where are
they? If she turns the corner one of them could be right there, she has to go back
the way she came. “Wait, I forgot something,” she says as if somebody could hear
her, turns around and beats it back to the parking lot. Right or left? She looks both
ways; they could be anywhere, they could be sitting in Blueberry Hill having a
cheeseburger, there’s no way to know. She turns left. Up ahead a clump of what
look like teenagers, all but one of them black, passes by in the direction of Delmar.
If she were just with them, right in the middle of that. But they’re too far away,
they’re passing the end of the block she’s on, going out of view. She speeds up a
little anyway. She gets to the corner, turns. They’re almost right in front of her;
they’ve stopped for something that they’re all talking about at once. It’s about
somebody owing somebody else money. “Don’t think I’m gon pay for it all just
because he’s here,” a girl says. “He ain’t my problem.” Somebody laughs at that.
She is passing them; she has to squeeze to the side, almost step off the sidewalk, to
get by. A tall skinny boy on her side of the group checks her out, smiles like she’s
an old friend he is surprised to see. We can tell he thinks he’s smooth. “Hey, how
ya doin’, wha’chu doin’ down here, y’all should come with us, we gon have a
night tonight.” Normally Rhonda would ignore him and not break stride. Never
even bother to notice a guy who laid it on so thick. “Do I know you?” she says,
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slowing down just a little, straining to sound like she isn’t desperate, like she’s just
flirting with some random guy for a moment, for the hell of it.
“You do now,” he says. “I’m Rashawn, what’s your name?”
“Tyra,” she says, the first name that pops into her head. She keeps walking,
but slowly.
“Don’t go ‘way, Tyra, where you goin’? This right here is where the fun is
at, stick around.”
She stops at an ambiguous distance, hovering on the boundary between
stay and go. “What kind of fun you talkin’ about?” she says. The other kids are
starting to move down the sidewalk now.
“Hey everybody, this is Tyra,” Rashawn calls out. “She comin’ with us.”
“Oh yeah?” Rhonda says. “You said that, I didn’t.”
“Rashawn, she’s out of your league,” another boy says. “But don’t worry
Tyra, it’s gonna work out anyway. I’ll make sure of that.”
“How do you plan to do that?” the white girl asks tartly, and somebody
else laughs.
“I didn’t mean it that way,” the boy says.
They’re drifting into the street as if Delmar weren’t full of traffic. “Watch
out,” Rhonda says to no one in particular. An approaching car slows. “Come on,
let’s go, hurry up,” the white girl says, and starts to trot across the street; the
group gets pulled after her, Rhonda included. She thinks she’ll keep going
straight, whichever way they turn, and pretty soon this kid Rashawn will stop
calling after her, and then she can look for a place to hide. But to her right she sees
a cop in the next block, in front of the movie theater, and with wobbling legs she
turns to the left. It’s the way the group is already headed. Her vision seems to be
shrinking in from the sides and she can’t focus on what anybody is saying, she’s
waiting to feel that cop’s eyes on her back, then he’ll yell and she’ll hear his
running feet. She almost turns around to look; she’s barely able not to. Rashawn is
trying to tell her a story about what they did last Saturday night. They’re going
into a music store where some old Wu-Tang is playing out of a speaker over the
door. If she goes in there she’ll be trapped, it’s a dead end, nowhere to run. She
has to keep going.
“Tyra, hey Tyra, what’s up? We only goin’ in here for a minute, you ain’t
gon leave us, are you?” The honest truth is, she doesn’t want to. She feels horribly
exposed without them. “Shoot,” Rashawn says, “I’ma go with you, then.”
She doesn’t say yes, she doesn’t say no. He’s walking beside her. “So where
you wanna go?” Rashawn says.
What can she say?
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“Some guys in my house are havin’ a party later, we could eat somethin’
first, then we could go down there and see what’s happening.” He seems to have
turned his act down a few notches now that he’s away from his friends.
“Rashawn, how old are you?” Rhonda says.
“Twenty.”
“Have you been laid?”
That renders him speechless momentarily. Then he says, “Yeah, I have.”
“You think you’re gonna fuck me tonight?”
Rashawn has a very long face, and he looks down at her in an entirely
serious way for the first time. “No,” he says. He stops walking, and so does she.
“I expect you’re a nice guy. I wish I could go to that party with you. But I
can’t.”
“Why not?” he says. It’s a perfectly reasonable question, isn’t it? One she
can’t answer.
“Just believe me, all right? I can’t.”
Rashawn looks stumped. She can see him thinking. She’s so keyed up that
it’s like everyone around her is going half-speed and she has plenty of time to pick
up on what they’re about. “Well, look. Lemme see your phone and I’ll put my
number in it,” Rashawn says.
Rhonda wants to hand him the phone but it feels as though if he touches it,
he’ll know everything about her. There is an awkward blankness. Rashawn sort of
winces. Then he sighs, digs in his jeans and finds a ticket stub, writes on it with a
pen he takes from his back pocket. “Here. If you want to meet up later, give me a
call.”
She examines his face, not taking the piece of paper he holds out to her.
“Or don’t,” he says. “But it can’t hurt, can it?”
“Okay,” she says, and puts it in her pocket. “I gotta go.”
Rashawn nods and jams his hands in his pockets. “Bye.” He turns away.
Back to his friends, enough of this irritating girl. In a second he disappears
through the door of the music store where Wu-Tang is playing. Rhonda looks like
she could start crying right here on the sidewalk. He really does seem like a nice
guy; she even thinks he detected somehow that she’s in trouble. It’s like this
horrible tease: this should have been her life. And now it never will be.
*
Over dinner, Terry lays it out for Keira: what he knows, what he doesn’t
know. “Come on,” she says impatiently, “who else would run over Ricky besides
T-Bear?”
“How come he doesn’t know who it was?”
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“Because his head got slammed against something, and he’s lucky to be
alive, let alone remember that.”
“Look, I don’t like this any better than you do, but what if I’ve had it
backwards the whole time?”
“What are you talking about?” Her voice has an edge that Terry doesn’t
remember hearing before.
“What if Ricky was the one who set the car on fire?”
Keira stares at him for several seconds. “That’s impossible.”
“No, it’s not. If that happened first, then somebody else laid some serious
payback on Ricky.”
“No. I can’t believe you said that. It is impossible, because Ricky is who he
is. How can you not know that?”
“I don’t know anything yet. Somebody’s guilty of murder here.”
But how could he, of all people, think for one second that that someone
could be Ricky? “Did you try this theory on your detective?”
“Sinkiewicz? Yeah.”
“What’d he say?”
“He said we couldn’t rule it out.”
“Listen, I know Ricky, and I’m ruling it out. I don’t understand you.”
The way Keira is looking at him scares Terry deep down, like not only does
she not understand him, she doesn’t want to anymore. He can feel it in his gut:
nothing is permanent, she is not his by right.
“Maybe I’ve been a cop for too long.”
“Maybe you have.”
“I’m sorry, sweetheart. I don’t like thinking this even for a second. But I’ve
seen it before.”
“Seen what?” she says, and he can feel her pulling back from him farther
and farther.
“Things happen that you can’t predict. You interview people and they say
yeah, he was a regular guy, he was a good neighbor, yada yada, I can’t believe he
would do that. How many times have you read that in the paper? People are who
you think they are, until they’re not. Sometimes.”
“If that’s the world you want to live in, go ahead,” she says coldly. “I can’t
stop you.”
“Listen. I am not making this up. I didn’t make the world, either. If I was in
charge it wouldn’t be as fucked up as it is. I’m talking about what I’ve seen.”
“Well, I’m talking about Ricky, and I know what I’ve seen. You’ve seen it
too and I still don’t believe you’re saying this.”
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“I don’t want it to be him, that’s the last thing I want, you know that. This
is my job. It’s called law enforcement. When somebody gets murdered, somebody
has to do time for it. Period. It isn’t personal.”
“The fuck it’s not. You know what? Whoever killed T-Bear, hooray for
them. The world’s a better place without him.”
Holy shit, Terry thinks.
Keira instantly feels she’s gone too far, but she knows she’s right about
Ricky and she isn’t about to take anything back.
“This isn’t a goddamn Western we’re living in,” Terry says.
They watch each other warily. Terry drinks the last of his beer.
“We should go,” he says.
Keira doesn’t say anything as they walk to his car. Once they are inside it
and he has started the engine, he reaches for her hand; she lets him take it, but hers
barely holds on. He lets go of her hand and changes his mind about trying to say
something to bridge the gap between them. His heart keeps sinking. Earlier today
he wanted to tell her what happened to him in the tunnel; now talking at all feels
barely possible.
Keira says, “Maybe the point is, you’re a cop and I’m a teacher. You can’t
teach people anything if you don’t believe in them.”
“You’re saying I don’t?” Terry kneads the back of his neck where it’s
tightening up. “You think I’d bother to coach Babe Ruth League if I didn’t believe
in those kids?”
Keira slumps down lower in her seat. “No.” But she says it grudgingly.
“All I know is, if Ricky could set somebody on fire I might as well just quit my job
right now.”
Terry puts the car in reverse; Keira is looking out the window. She’s
obviously avoiding him. He seems to have ruined Saturday night, but what was
he supposed to say, if not the truth about what he was thinking?
Keira wants to tell him to take her home, instead of spending the night at
his place, which they both assumed she would do. But that would lead to a whole
conversation she doesn’t want to have, and it would be impossible to keep it from
ending with Terry all shut down like she’s broken his heart, which in point of fact
might even turn out to be true, and then what? Go home and call up Michael and
say “You win”? Or go home and call up no one and admit it: she can’t do
relationships, she only fucks them up. That would be unbearable. Don’t be a
drama queen. Just deal. It’s not the end of the fucking world. She says nothing.

When they walk into his apartment it’s like they’ve never been there
together and they don’t know how. He is sure she’s wishing she hadn’t come.
98
Vinita Park, by Lowry Pei

V I N I T A

P A R K

They look like two people on a bad first date, who should never have come to the
guy’s apartment at all, the kind of evening that ends with him taking her home
and never calling her again. But Terry knows that the word “love” has been used
between them and he, at least, didn’t use it lightly. If they can’t be in his place
together, does that mean the word is no longer true?
He’s no good at pretending things are okay, but he doesn’t dare not try. He
knows how things can end from one moment to the next.
*
Ricky wakes up to his mother telling his little sisters to turn the TV down.
The Little Mermaid. Of course. “I don’t care, Mama,” he says.
“See, you woke Ricky up,” his mother says.
“It don’t matter,” he says, but she doesn’t seem to hear him.
Q’nessa, the seven-year-old, says “Where does it hurt?”
“Everywhere, baby. Don’t never get hit by a car. Okay?” Actually, it isn’t as
bad now that he’s home. His mother got mad at the nurses for putting him out the
hospital, but he guesses they were right.
Natasha is full of the superior wisdom of being ten. “Maybe he should take
more of his medicine,” she says.
“Go get it,” his mother says. “In the kitchen. Hurry up.”
“What time is it?” Ricky says.
“Eight,” Natasha calls from the kitchen. “You been sleepin’ like forever.”
“Can you get me those brown pills?” he says. “And some water?”
“Well?” she says when she brings them, staying out of reach. She tries to
give him a grown-up look. “What you gon say?”
“Thanks, Ladybug.”
She hands over the pills and a glass of water, then sticks out her tongue at
him. He loves her so much.
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Rhonda keeps moving along Delmar, putting distance, she hopes to God,
between herself and that cop, and turns the corner. In a block she has left the Loop
behind, left the wash of light and voices. It’s quiet. Bugs in the trees make their
insane buzz, like every night in the summer. As soon as she is among the brick
houses there is almost no one on the streets. She is dressed like any kid her age:
torn jeans and a T-shirt. Most of the kids in this neighborhood are white, but not
all. The only thing really unusual about her is that she is a girl alone on the
sidewalk and it will soon get dark. She has to find a place where she’ll be safe.
And even if she’s safe tonight, she won’t be tomorrow, or ever.
The straight streets give way to curved ones. The houses have front and
back yards. There are kids’ toys on lawns, abandoned Big Wheels getting wet from
sprinklers set out on the grass. She hates these people who have everything she’ll
never have, no she doesn’t hate them, she hates herself, above all she hates T-Bear
who put her here, except that was her fault too, there’s nobody to blame anymore
but her own self.
These streets, like the streets of apartment buildings, have bumpy brick
alleys, lined with old garages; most of the back fences aren’t very high and some
are rusting away with age. The back yards are deep, it’s maybe fifty feet from the
house to the garage, and the garages are brick too. As solid as houses. If she could
get inside one of them, nobody would ever see her. Unless they came out to get in
their car. And how could she know in advance if they were going to do that? Then
she’d be cornered. Some of the garages have ancient-looking wooden doors,
vertical panels that are supposed to fold back to the side, not like regular garage
doors that you lift up. How old are these things? She peeks into the gap where one
of them didn’t close all the way: there’s a new-looking SUV in there, shiny white,
and a stack of boxes along the opposite wall. In the space for another car are a
lawn mower, some rakes and shovels, two bikes. Plenty of room for her, if only
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she knew no one would come. Imagine if the car was unlocked. She could sleep in
it.
No, she couldn’t.
She thinks she hears footsteps, jumps back from the gap in the garage
doors, terrified someone will see her looking in there and think she’s trying to
steal stuff – call the police . . . no one else is in sight.
She keeps going down the alley, looking now for garage doors that aren’t
fully closed. One is even more funky and antique: it has a regular door, with a
doorknob and everything, set into one of the wooden panels, and that door is
slightly ajar. There is still no one to see her, there is no light on inside the garage.
She looks around one more time, in case someone’s watching from a window, and
then steps inside.
She puts the door back the way it was, leaving only a crack. The space is
dim and in the corners it’s already night time; we can hardly see into them. There
isn’t a car in the garage. Really, there isn’t much to see. There are some beer boxes
with empty bottles in them, but they look like they’ve been there a long time. The
boxes are soft and damp with age. There are some beat-up folding chairs and an
old hatrack that spooks her when she sees it out the corner of her eye because it’s
like a person silently standing there, watching her. There is a kid’s wagon, ancient,
so rusty she thinks she could poke her finger through the bottom of it. The floor of
the garage is black, ever so slightly slippery, and the place smells like oil. Not bad,
not like it would poison you to be there, but definitely oil. The smell is a little bit
sweet. The floor slopes slightly down to a drain in the center, and that makes her
think of roaches. Water bugs. The garage has a very dirty window that faces the
house, and she peers out of it. A bush is partly blocking her view and she hopes
that will keep anyone from seeing her peeking out. There’s a light on in the
kitchen, and another upstairs; through another window on the first floor she can
see what looks like light from another room. Maybe people are home but they’re
in the front of the house. Rhonda watches, and we watch with her, for a long time.
Nothing changes.
It’s getting darker and she almost pulls out her phone and turns it on to
find out what time it is, but thinks better of it at the last moment.
Rhonda unfolds one of the old aluminum lawn chairs, tries to brush away
some of the cobwebs festooning it, and sits down. She is so tired, how will she ever
get through the night? And then after that, if she has a life, how will she get
through the rest of her life?
She cries for a while, silently, and that makes her feel a little better; she
wipes her face with the backs of her hands. Has an idea: she unfolds another lawn
chair and puts her feet up on it.

101
Vinita Park, by Lowry Pei

V I N I T A

P A R K

It is almost completely dark. Her eyes have adjusted, but even so all she
can see, out the few windows of the garage, are some glimmers from the windows
of nearby houses, and one streetlight a ways down the alley. She probably could
not be more hidden. And so what? Tomorrow will come. She will get hungry.
She’ll have to pee. She’ll have to leave this garage. She will have to . . . she only has
one thing she can sell. Even thinking that is unbearable, let alone doing it. Two
months ago she was a kid, finishing the eleventh grade, a good student at least in
the classes she liked, guys wanted to get with her and she could afford to be
choosy about it. She liked to party, of course she liked to party, all high school kids
did, but she wasn’t a fuck-up, she hadn’t gotten pregnant, she hadn’t gotten into
the kind of drugs you could never get off of. She could have kept on like that, she
could have gone to college. That was what the guidance counselor told her. Mr.
Stapleton, the kids call him Staples, maybe he’ll see her picture in the paper one
day soon and it won’t be for anything good. Everybody at school will talk about it
for a few days, and then they’ll forget her.
She never understood what it meant to have choices until now, when she
has none.
There has to be something she can do. It isn’t over yet. The handcuffs
haven’t clicked shut yet. She has, maybe, another night that belongs to her. One
more, maybe the last one.
She pulls the phone out of her pocket, opens it, turns it on. Its screen is
dangerously bright, much brighter than she ever realized. The time is close to nine.
She holds the phone against her body so the light from it won’t show. She could
call someone, and this is maybe the last choice she has, the last tiny scrap of life
that she can call her own.
Rhonda pulls out the ticket stub that Rashawn wrote his number on and
reads it by the light of the phone.
Why not? She has nothing to lose.
She can hear it ringing and at the last moment remembers she told him her
name was Tyra. “Who’s this?” he says when he picks up. There is loud music in
the background.
“It’s Tyra,” she says. “Where are you?”
“I can’t hear you,” he says.
She can’t yell into the phone; she doesn’t even want to talk above a
whisper. “Tyra,” she says. “Tyra.” Willing him to hear.
“Tyra! Hot damn, girl, you came to your senses. We found a party at
UMSL, you gotta meet us. You never gon be sorry you made this call. Where are
you, anyway?”
“I’m in U. City. Near the Loop.”
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“Hold on, I gotta get to someplace I can hear you.” She can hear him
yelling “Scuse me!” over the music and people talking at the top of their lungs. To
imagine being at a party, from where she’s sitting in the black, faintly oily garage,
is like hearing a strange fairy tale from another country.
“Okay,” Rashawn says. “I’m on the porch. Man, the funk is gettin’ thick,
it’s good to get out in some air. Now, where you at again?”
“U. City. Not that far from the Loop.”
“What you doin’ over there anyway? You coulda come with us and you’d
be over here right now. Man, am I glad you changed your mind, though. We gon
have us a good time tonight.”
“Have you got a car?” she says.
“Friend of mine does, maybe I could borrow it,” Rashawn says, but she can
hear in his voice he doesn’t really believe that will happen. “It ain’t hard to get
here on the Metro, if you anywhere near that.”
She tries to figure out where she is. She must be not too far from the Metro
stop at Skinker. But isn’t that the wrong line for getting to UMSL? And cops swing
by the Metro stops all the time probably . . . the world is a door slammed in her
face.
“Hello? You there?” Rashawn says.
“Yeah, I’m here.”
“What do you think?”
She doesn’t answer.
“You okay? Somethin’ the matter?”
“Yeah,” she says. “You know somethin’, Rashawn? Forget you ever met
me. If you hung out with me tonight, I’d just get you in trouble.”
“What are you talkin’ about?”
“You don’t wanna know.”
“No, I do wanna know. You in some kind of trouble?”
“You a good guy, Rashawn,” she says, and hangs up.
Immediately he tries to call her back; the ring of the phone almost sends
her into a panic. She silences it, then turns it off. He’ll get her message, she
realizes, and he’ll find out her name is Rhonda. He’ll never know, probably, any
more than that, unless maybe he sees that little piece in the paper about the girl
who got arrested for the murder of a drug dealer.
What can she do? Maybe if she went home, she could at least sleep one
more night in her own bed. But only if her mother doesn’t call the police the
minute she walks in the door.
A phone number comes into her mind, distinct and clear, one she hasn’t
used in quite a while, but she’s sure she remembers it right.
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Ricky might still be in the hospital, his mom might answer and tell her to
go to hell, since she has to know Rhonda dumped her son. It doesn’t matter. This
is a thing she wants to do, and she can. She turns the phone on and dials his
number.
*
Ricky’s mother picks up, and we know she’s hoping it’s Albert. We are not
even surprised to be knowing this; we have become a sort of demigod, it seems,
and already we are in danger of taking that for granted. She hasn’t figured out
what she’s going to do about Albert now that Ricky is home and it looks like he’ll
be there on the couch, getting better, for a long time. There was an upside to him
staying with that white cop, but she isn’t going to tell Ricky that. Albert is not a
patient man; if she can’t give him what he wants, he’ll move on.
Some girl on the phone asking if Ricky is there. Already? He can’t even
walk a block. “Who is this?” Dorothea Spears snaps.
“It’s Rhonda McIntyre, Mrs. Spears.”
“What you want with Ricky now?” The girl already had the nerve to visit
him in the hospital. Why did he even talk to this little bitch?
“Please, I just need to talk to him, I need to tell him I’m sorry about what
happened.”
“I’ll bet you sorry. You should be. Anybody take up with T-Bear deserve
whatever they get.”
“Yes ma’am,” Rhonda says. Her mother’s training is good for something;
Mrs. Spears hands the phone to Ricky. “It’s Rhonda,” she says to him. “I don’t
know what the hell she want now. Don’t let her play you, in your condition.”
“It’s okay, Mama,” Ricky says.
“You okay if I go down the hall and talk to Darlene for a bit?”
“Yeah, I’m fine. Hey,” he says to Rhonda.
“Hey Ricky. How you doin’?”
“They just let me out the hospital this afternoon.” The door closes behind
his mama.
“You really okay to be at home?”
“Long as I don’t have to go nowhere. I can’t really move very far.”
“Are you gonna be all right?”
“That’s what they say. I guess they must know.”
“I hope so.”
“I’m alive, ain’t I? It’s all good. Where are you, what you doin’?”
She doesn’t answer for a while. “You there?” Ricky says.
“Yeah. Listen. Can I come to your place?”
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Shoot, he thinks, this here is a world of surprise. “Sure, I guess,” he says. “I
ain’t goin’ nowhere.”
“What about your mama, she gonna let me through the door?”
“She went to hang with Darlene, down the hall. She could be there a long
time, you never know. Just ring the bell. If she ain’t here, I can get Ladybug to let
you in.”
*
When Rhonda steps back out through the door of her garage refuge, she
looks a little less afraid. A little more like a person who still has a life. Maybe
because it’s dark, maybe because she has somewhere to go and isn’t just running
without a destination. She drops T-Bear’s phone in a dumpster full of garbage
behind a restaurant. There are still plenty of people on the street in the Loop, and
that makes her feel she has some cover to wait at a bus stop until she catches a
Delmar bus going west. She gets off at North and South Road and starts walking.
She crosses Olive, then Page. As she walks she tries to find the right words to say
to Ricky about what happened, and her part in it. The houses gets a little more run
down block by block as she goes north. She walks fast, purposefully. Some guys
drinking beer in a yard make loud remarks about her ass when she goes by, but
she can tell they’re just passing the time. She arrives at Ricky’s sagging wooden
apartment building and climbs the steps. She isn’t one for saying prayers, but
silently she appeals to Something to keep Ricky’s mama out of her way. She rings
the bell.
Nothing happens. That’s a good sign. His mother would have come out
and yelled at her. She waits as long as she can bear to, then some more; then she
rings the bell again. Almost at once, Ricky’s little sister Ladybug pops out in her
pajamas and lets her in. “I was comin’,” she says. “I didn’t hear Ricky callin’ at
first. You know he can’t talk loud.”
She follows Ladybug into the apartment and there’s Ricky on the couch,
where she has been with him a few times when his mama was at work and his
sisters were with their grandmother. Once, even, when they were at home and
supposedly asleep, the time we saw them together. He has his bandaged head
propped against the arm of the couch, his arm is in a sling, but he looks a little
better. “Hey,” he says quietly.
“Hey. Where’s your mom?”
“She still over at Darlene’s. They must have had a few beers by now.”
“Ten or twenty,” Ladybug says.
“Oh Bug, what do you know about it? Go back to bed,” Ricky says.
“But now I’m wide awake. And Rhonda ain’t been here in a long time.”
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“Shoo. Go on, before Mama comes back and find out you still up.”
“Bye, Rhonda,” she says.
“Bye, Ladybug.”
Rhonda sits down on a chair, and she and Ricky look at each other. “How
you feelin’?” she says.
“I’m kinda hurtin’. They gave me some kind of painkillers, but you can
only take so many at one time.”
“Ricky, I gotta tell you something.” But now that she sees his face, she
forgets what she was planning to say.
“Okay,” he says. He waits, but Rhonda doesn’t go on. “You all right?”
Ricky asks.
“I’m so damn sorry.”
“Yeah, you said that before. Over at the hospital. But what you so sorry
for? You didn’t hit me with a car, did you?”
“No, but I was in it. With T-Bear. And then he dumped you in that awful
place. I think he meant for you to drown. And I didn’t stop him. I thought you
died there.”
“I knew he had to be the one hit me,” Ricky says. “How the hell were you
gonna stop him, anyway? A little girl like you.”
“I fucked up so bad, Ricky. I was so afraid of him, but that’s no excuse, is
it? He made me do shit I don’t even want to think about. You think you hated him,
you don’t even know . . .”
Ricky lies there and watches her roughly wipe away furious tears. Yeah,
she fucked up. That’s true. But everybody fucks up some way, don’t they?
“What happened before he hit me?”
“We were just sittin’ there in the car and you showed up, you tried to talk
to me. He told you to get the fuck out of there, but you didn’t.”
“What’d I say?”
“Told me to get out of the car, it was no good for me bein’ in there with
him. But I couldn’t do that, you had to know that.” Ricky can almost but not quite
remember the moment. He feels some remnant of his desire to rescue her, but now
he doesn’t have to; T-Bear is dead.
“You gon tell me what he made you do?” He isn’t sure he wants to know.
He remembers being in love with Rhonda, better now than he could when he was
in the hospital.
“ . . . no.”
“It don’ matter anyway,” Ricky says. “It’s over now, somebody ended his
sorry life. He ain’t gon bother anybody now.”
“Ricky, I killed him.” She wasn’t able to decide that she would tell him, all
the way to his house, but the words fall out without her having to decide, and now
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they can never be taken back. Thank God they’re out. They’ve been gnawing her
away from the inside while she held them in.
“You,” Ricky says with a frown, raising his head a little to study her. This
is Rhonda. She was my girl once. We made it right here on this couch. She says she
killed T-Bear. “You did?”
“I thought he was gonna kill me, right there, in that tunnel, and he said he
was gonna set the car on fire. I thought it would be with me inside. I knew he
didn’t trust me not to snitch on him. I hit him with somethin’, and then – I took a
match – I just did what he said he was gonna do . . .” She is crying again; this time
it is from relief.
Ricky doesn’t know what to do. He can barely get up off the couch
anyway, and that means he doesn’t have to do anything, he can just stay lying
there and watch her sob. He thinks about T-Bear trying to drown him to finish him
off. It doesn’t feel like that actually happened to him; it’s like a crazy story that
doesn’t really matter because he is alive now. He doesn’t care about T-Bear
anymore, doesn’t hate him, doesn’t feel anything about him. T-Bear did evil shit,
and now his life is over, and nobody has to give a damn about him ever again. Not
even Ricky, who he almost killed and whose life is just beginning. Rhonda is
crumpled over in the chair, crying with her face in her hands. “It’s okay,” Ricky
says without thinking.
“No it’s not,” she wails loudly. “It’s not, it’s horrible, you don’t know what
it feels like.”
That’s true. And now he won’t ever have to know, she has saved him from
that. The greatest thing that could have happened to him. He owes his life to her.
Painfully and with difficulty, Ricky sits up, puts his feet on the floor, reaches his
arm out toward her. He can’t quite touch her. “Come closer,” he says.
Rhonda looks up at him, through tears, and sees him reaching for her. She
slides to her knees on the floor, then her face is against the side of his leg. Ricky
can feel her hot tears. He puts his hand on her head. She still cries, but not as hard,
and he keeps his hand there, moving it a little now and then but never taking it
away. He just keeps being there. He resolves not to be the first to break away; to
stay until the moment has to end.
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Rhonda hardly thinks about what she is doing as she crawls up on the
couch. “The cops are looking for me,” she says as she lies down with her head on
Ricky’s lap. This is her last place of safety and even it isn’t safe; she knows Terry is
Ricky’s friend. But she is so exhausted she couldn’t move even if there were
anywhere else to run to. Ricky knows now, the truth is out in the world, she can
never take it back. Everything is over for her and so, in the weirdest way, she can
finally relax.
Ricky is still trying to piece together what happened. “The car was in some
kinda tunnel?”
“Yeah. In Forest Park. Never seen it before.”
“Damn.”
Rhonda nods her head slightly but doesn’t say anything, and neither does
Ricky. It makes sense that T-Bear wanted to get rid of the car after he hit him, but
this tunnel thing . . . too fuckin’ weird. How do criminals like T-Bear know this
stuff? But Rhonda wouldn’t be able to answer that, and anyway, Rhonda is asleep.
Ricky is more awake than he has been since T-Bear’s car hit him, thinking
about what he has heard. She’s probably right that T-Bear would have killed her.
He wouldn’t have trusted her; guys like him couldn’t afford to trust anybody.
Especially anybody who was a witness to what was supposed to be murder.
Now that Rhonda is lying there, next to him, her head resting on his leg, he
remembers even better how it was between them. Gently he lays his hand on her
side as she sleeps. He can feel her ribs, so perfect, the way his were until a week or
so ago. He feels her breathe in and out. Smooth and deep, not like his breathing,
that stabs him if he doesn’t keep it very shallow. Maybe his mama will stay up late
with Darlene, and Rhonda can sleep for a while. The longer the better.
He remembers being alone – except for us, invisibly watching – with
Rhonda in an empty classroom at the end of a school day, and how they kissed
there. How proud he was then. None of what was going to happen was even like a
crazy out-there thought in anyone’s mind, not even for a second, nobody could
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have imagined that she would become T-Bear’s girlfriend and then burn him up in
his car. But yet and still, it happened.
From one moment to the next, Ricky knows something that is going to
happen now. He doesn’t like it, but he knows, because he thinks of Terry in the
hospital room, trying to get an answer out of him that he didn’t have. He has it
now, and he’s going to have to tell him. “Damn,” he says aloud. Rhonda stirs a
little, sighs in her sleep, but doesn’t wake up. Damn. But there’s no way he can
know this and not tell Terry. T-Bear would have killed her. Terry has to
understand that. He will, won’t he? But Ricky has a bad feeling it won’t matter.
The whole thing happened because he wanted to save her from T-Bear, she
probably saved his life by getting rid of that sorry bastard, she was his girl, she’s
asleep with her head on his lap, and now he is going to have to send her to jail. It’s
so fucked up. Now he is hurting inside in a new way.
Rhonda stirs again, and rubs at her eyes without opening them. Then she
covers her face with her hand, and he knows she wants to hide from everything
she couldn’t help knowing as soon as she woke up. She draws up her knees, curls
herself into a ball, and cries silently. Ricky almost makes the mistake of again
saying “It’s okay,” but catches himself. “Baby,” he says, laying his hand gently on
her head. He doesn’t know how to go on.
His mother opens the door and takes in the scene. Her face goes from plain
to armored, the face she uses out in the world, ready to meet the enemy. Ricky can
feel Rhonda stiffen when the door opens. “What is that mess doin’ here?” his
mother says. “What she want out of you, anyway? I told you – ”
“Mama, please,” Ricky says. “Leave her be. She got troubles enough
already.”
“She don’t have to get trouble, she is trouble. And you ought to be sleepin’,
not foolin’ around. I’m going to bed, and I don’t want to see her here when I get
up.”
His mother goes into the bathroom. At least she didn’t put Rhonda out on
the street the second she saw her. She and Ricky both wait in silence, not moving,
until Mrs. Spears emerges and goes into her room; then they keep still some more.
But what is out there, circling, cannot be outwaited.
Slowly Rhonda sits up, rubs at her eyes with the heels of both hands. She
sits staring at the floor in front of her feet. Ricky puts his hand on her back.
“Listen,” he says. But he can’t do it. How can he say to her, I’m going to have to
tell Terry?
“You had to do it,” he says.
She shakes her head, which doesn’t make sense.
“I didn’t have to go with him in the first place,” Rhonda says in a low,
exhausted voice. “I asked for it.”
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“No you didn’t. Not all of it. Not the worst part.”
“I didn’t know anything, Ricky. I didn’t know shit. I didn’t think people
could be the way he was.”
“It’s not your fault.”
She turns her head to look at him. It’s like she is far out in the distance
somewhere, looking back at him one last time. “Don’t say that,” she says. “Don’t
even think that. You don’t know.”
“I’m sorry,” Ricky says.
Rhonda just shakes her head and closes her eyes. Then she says, “Lemme
use your phone.”
“On that table over there.”
Rhonda picks up the phone off the rickety table by the front door. Ricky
can faintly hear it ring, and then a woman’s muffled voice. “Mama, it’s me,”
Rhonda says.
After Mrs. McIntyre takes Rhonda home, Ricky still sits there on the couch,
staring at the phone. Terry is looking for Rhonda, and Ricky knows where she is. If
he doesn’t call soon, he won’t be able to do it. And if he doesn’t do it, when Terry
finds her and finds out she was at his place, maybe he won’t trust Ricky anymore.
That is a risk he cannot take.
*
Terry and Keira are in bed; Terry is sleeping, and Keira is not. She can’t
stop remembering what he said: people are who you think they are, until they’re
not. Did he mean her?
He should have.
He is exactly who he said he was in the first place; he hasn’t changed. She’s
the one who is the problem. She should have slept at home, alone, and then she
wouldn’t be lying here having made love to him because she felt she owed it to
their relationship, for maintenance purposes. Already. It hasn’t even been two
months.
The phone rings.
*
Ricky, hearing it ring, almost changes his mind and hangs up, but then
Terry picks up and it’s too late. Terry isn’t happy to get waked up, either. “Terry,
it’s me, Ricky.”
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“Ricky.” Terry’s voice doesn’t quite work; he clears his throat. “You okay?
What is it?”
“They let me out the hospital today. I’m at home. You lookin’ for Rhonda,
ain’t you? She came over here.”
“She did? When?”
“She just left a little while ago. Told me she was in the car with T-Bear
when he hit me. Feelin’ bad about it.”
Terry digests that for a moment. “She tell you anything else?”
“Yeah.” Say it, Ricky thinks, go on.
Terry waits.
“She was the one set the car on fire.”
“Holy crap,” Terry mutters. “How the hell did she . . .”
“I don’t know. She said she hit him with somethin’.”
“Where is she now? Where’d she go?”
“Home.”
“How do you know that?”
“Her mama came and got her.”
“I’m on my way,” Terry says. “I know where she lives.”
“Wait. Listen. She had to, he woulda killed her if she didn’t, she knew
what he did to me. Terry, it was self-defense, she didn’t have no choice.”
“I have to take her in, you know that.”
“Can’t it wait until the morning? Just let her sleep? She ain’t goin’
anywhere, she’s too tired to run anymore. Anyway, her mama must know by now
too.”
“Ricky, we’re talking about murder here.”
“There was nothin’ else she could do.”
“We’re not the judge and jury, Ricky. You did the right thing. I gotta go.”
“Please, man, at least don’t tell her I told you.” Ricky feels like shit hearing
himself say that.
“Affirmative,” Terry says, and hangs up.
Ricky puts down the phone and waits to see if he’ll feel any better because
Terry said he did the right thing. That was what he wanted to hear, wasn’t it? But
it doesn’t seem to be making any difference. Bad things are going to happen to
Rhonda now, and they’ll happen sooner because of what he has just done.
*
When Terry hangs up, Keira is sitting up in bed wrapped in the sheet. “Tell
me,” she says.
“That was Ricky.”
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“I know. What was that about?” She turns the light on.
“Rhonda was at his place. She told him she was the one who set T-Bear on
fire.”
“Oh,” Keira says, and then “Oh” again. Of course, she thinks. Though how
she managed to do it is hard to imagine, but that doesn’t matter. Of course she did,
if she could.
Terry is putting his uniform pants on; the second “Oh” makes him look
over at her. “What,” he says.
“It fits.”
“With what?”
“T-Bear was hurting her. She was, you know, under his thumb. She told
me.”
“When?”
“Last Monday. She came back to school.”
Terry stops with his uniform shirt in his hands, and turns to face her. “And
you didn’t tell me this?”
“No.”
He waits a moment. “That’s it? Just no?”
“That was between her and me.”
“Domestic violence is a crime, you know.”
“Yes, I do know. I had a boyfriend that was arrested for it because when he
started kicking me I thought I was going to die. And I didn’t feel like telling you
that, is that okay with you?” Her anger is suddenly hot; she’s trying not to let it
turn into tears. “Do I have to get your permission to have some things be private?
It’s my fucking life, okay? I don’t owe you my whole goddamn past. Don’t you
ever stop being a cop?”
Terry lets the shirt fall at the foot of the bed and stands empty-handed.
They stare at each other and he feels scorched by her look; she breaks the stare,
bows her head. “I’m sorry,” he says.
“It’s not your fucking fault,” she mutters. Her lips barely move and she
won’t look up at him.
He sits on the bed next to her, touches her on the shoulder. “Keira,
sweetheart.”
“Don’t.” She shrugs his hand off. He feels she could slip out of his life any
second.
“You don’t have to have my permission,” he says. As soon as the words
are out, he knows they’re totally lame.
What is he allowed to say?
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He still has to get dressed and leave. But that’s cop stuff and she doesn’t
want to hear about it. He puts on the shirt and buttons it, tucks it in, opens a
drawer to get socks.
“Where are you going?” she says.
“Ricky told me Rhonda went home. Her mother’s place. I’m going there
now.”
“And what?”
“Bring her in for questioning.”
“T-Bear fucks this sixteen-year-old, and feeds her cocaine, and he hits her,
and he scares the crap out of her so she’s too afraid to do anything except what he
says she can, and you’re going to go arrest her and charge her with murder.
Because that’s your job, that’s what you’re going to tell me, right?”
“It’s my duty.”
“Oh yeah? What other duties do you have, have you ever thought about
that?”
Terry has no idea what to say.
Keira gets out of bed. “I’m going home,” she says. It’s terrible to see her
naked and hear her say that, in that voice. It feels like he’ll never see her again,
naked or clothed, if she can help it. She gets dressed as fast as she can; Terry
doesn’t dare watch. He puts on his shoes; they avoid each other’s eyes.
When she is dressed, Terry says, “Do you want me to give you a ride?”
“I’ll take a taxi.” Her voice sounds like she no longer knows him. She takes
her phone out of her purse.
“Stop a minute. Slow down.”
“For what? You’ve got to go collar Rhonda. She’s a threat to public safety,
right? Don’t forget your gun.”
Terry snatches the phone out of her hand; her eyes flare out at him with
fury. “You think I don’t care what happened to her? You think I don’t care what
happened to you? I hate assholes like T-Bear. They fuck this world up for
everybody. You think I don’t know that? There’s still a law against setting
somebody on fire.”
“Talk to me after you’ve been Rhonda for a while. Or me.”
“What, it’s impossible for me to understand? Is that how fucking thick you
think I am? God damn it, Keira, I love you, that’s the best I can do, if it isn’t
enough for you, then fuck you.”
Keira and Terry stand staring at each other, not moving. He looks away
first.
“Well, that was pretty clear,” Keira says. He has no idea what she means.
Maybe it really is impossible for them to talk. “Could I have my phone?”
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He hands it to her. She turns her back to him and starts poking at it. Is this
it? Is it over now, tonight, just like that? He can’t give her up that easily.
“Seriously, I’ll give you a ride. A taxi takes forever to come at this time of night.”
She shakes her head without looking back at him. “No, you need to go,”
she says. Her voice sounds bewilderingly normal. “I’ll make sure it’s locked.”
Does that mean they’re a couple again, having a moment of domestic
logistics?
Terry feels he will never understand.
“Go,” she says. How are they going to say goodnight under these
circumstances? We’re waiting to see. He wants to hold her for a solid minute, for
them to just be next to each other and have the anger and hurt drain away, but
that seems to be out of the question.
“At least it wasn’t Ricky,” Terry says. “I’ll call you in the morning.”
For an instant her eyes flick over to him and we think she gives him the
briefest, least visible of nods. If she did, it means this is not the last time they’ll
ever talk. Terry will take it. He is out the door before she can do anything to prove
that’s not what she meant.
Keira gets the number of a taxi company, calls a cab, sits down at Terry’s
kitchen table. She will see it when it pulls up in front of the building; Terry lives
on the first floor. It’s one in the morning. If Michael could see this scene, he would
probably want to paint it: young woman alone in a stark little apartment in the
middle of the night, brooding over something the viewer would have to try to
imagine.
At least it wasn’t Ricky.
Terry finally saw the other side of me, she thinks. Now maybe he has an
idea of what he’s getting himself into. If he still wants to. Or if I do.
She could write him a note while she waits, if she has the nerve. There’s
something else I haven’t told you. I was involved with someone else when I met
you, I never broke up with him, I kissed him earlier today, I almost went to bed
with him. He was at my apartment, he wanted to fuck me and he knew I wanted
him to, I made him go away and then I wished I hadn’t. This was right before I
went to meet you for dinner. He’ll never be like you, and you’ll never be like him.
I need both of you. I’m a cheater. You can’t trust me. Either I get into awful
relationships or I ruin perfectly good ones. Find somebody else. You’ll be better
off.
When she finishes writing the note in her head, she goes back to the
beginning and starts again.
On the third time through, the taxi coasts to a stop in the street outside. The
driver switches on the dome light so she can see him looking toward the building.
Keira stands, flicks off the kitchen light; it occurs to her that she could take her
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toothbrush and her razor and the few other things she leaves in Terry’s bathroom.
But the taxi is waiting. She makes sure the front door locks behind her.
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Keira wakes up in her own bed, Sunday morning, alone, out of a dream in
which she somehow totally forgot about a class that was assigned to her, it started
weeks ago but she never even showed up, she doesn’t know what the class is
about, she has no lesson plans, no books, she only now remembers this class exists
and there’s no way she can dig herself out of this hole of her own making, she
can’t find the classroom, she has no idea what to say to the students if she ever
gets there, if they are even there . . . relief to wake up and feel the dream
dissolving into tatters, to remember that isn’t reality. Then she remembers what
reality is.
A fine mess she’s made. Maybe she should wake up alone from now on.
No, that’s unthinkable.
She could call Michael and say Come and get in bed with me, and he
would, she knows. As fast as he could, he’d be there. How happy he would be to
be naked with her again, to touch her. She caresses herself momentarily, but can’t
give herself over to the fantasy. And if he did come over, and they made love, then
what? What then with Terry, what does she even want with Terry, she has no idea.
Terry said he would call, and that means he will. What to say to him. Not
that she’s sorry. She should have said some of those things ages ago. Didn’t have
the courage, and now look.
She gets up, goes into the bathroom and pees. She briefly tries to pull a
brush through her sleep-tangled hair, then gives up and studies her reflection in
the mirror, unforgivingly. She thinks: Two men find her beautiful, or something.
Where is that beauty located?
She can’t see it.
If she has this thing they see, whatever it is, then she can be wanted, she
can have sex, she can have a so-called love life; she probably will royally fuck it up
one way or another, but at least she’ll have the option. There will be a good part,
there will be the not-so-good part, there will be the horrible part. Then break up,
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wait a while, and start over with someone else. All so fucking selfish. What good is
this supposed beauty (that isn’t there this morning, that might not even exist) to
Michael or Terry or any man, she thinks, why do they even care about it, why does
it make them fall in love with her, if falling in love is even what it should be
called?
Sooner or later she’ll be totally average. Nobody will fall in love with her
ever again, and she will never again fall in love with herself because someone
thinks she’s beautiful. It will just be like, What makes you so special? Nothing.
All of which is a disgusting, shameful first world problem. It is less than
nothing compared to what Rhonda is going through. Or Ricky or half her
students.
She puts on a robe instead of bothering to get dressed, and makes coffee.
She sits at the kitchen table with a bowl of cereal in front of her, but she
isn’t hungry.
Does she really love anybody?
Yes: her students. That she knows how to do. If it wasn’t for that, she
would have burned out already and quit.
All fine and good, but whatever she feels about her students makes no
difference in the middle of the night. Maybe she doesn’t deserve anything that
would, if she doesn’t really love anybody.
The phone rings.
“Hi, Terry.”
“Good morning.” He sounds solemn. Maybe he is calling to say he’s had
enough of her?
“How are you?”
“Tired. I didn’t get in until almost four.”
“What happened?”
“We took her down to the station. She wouldn’t talk to us without a
lawyer. Her mom knows how it all works, she’s a legal secretary, I’m sure she told
Rhonda what to do. I imagine she’ll find her a lawyer today. Maybe the guy she
works for, I don’t know.”
“So she’s in jail?”
“Juvenile detention. For now. Lawyer’ll ask for a hearing, try to get her
released to the custody of her mom. You never know. It might work.”
“And then basically it’s over for her anyway.”
“No. She’s a juvenile. The system’s not as bad as you think.”
“Really.” It isn’t a question. She waits for Terry to make the next move.
“How are you doing?”
“So-so.”
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“If I’d known you went through that,” he says. She waits, but he doesn’t
finish the thought.
“I should have told you sooner if I wanted you to know.”
“If,” Terry says.
There is another silence.
“Listen,” Terry says, as if she isn’t already listening as hard as she can. “I
meant it when I said I loved you.”
Why? is what she wants to say. Why would you do that? Why would
anyone do that?
The words he wants to hear won’t come. The longer they’re on the phone,
the less she can manage to say, or even think. Make an effort, for God’s sake. “I’m
just too confused, Terry. I don’t know what I’m, I mean, I don’t want to be this
way, but right now I can’t help it.”
“Okay,” he says, sounding anything but.
“I’m sorry.” Exactly what she didn’t want to hear herself say. Get off the
goddamn phone. “I need to go. This isn’t helping anybody. Can we try this later?”
That’s the absolute maximum she can give him now.
“Okay,” he says. “Later.”
“Yeah,” she says, and disconnects. There is a weight in her chest that’s
making it hard to breathe. “God damn it,” she whispers, laying down the phone.
She has a vision of throwing it across the kitchen, through the window, throwing
it with such superhuman violence that shattering the glass wouldn’t even slow it
down, the phone would bounce off the bricks of the building in back of hers. How
satisfying it would be, to be able to throw it that hard. But she doesn’t move.
She cries some tears of anger and frustration, then gets up and dumps out
her uneaten cereal, splashes water on her face, blows her nose, doesn’t look in the
mirror. What is she going to do. She feels caged, and then she thinks of Rhonda in
jail and hates herself for feeling that.
*
Ricky wakes up when his little sisters get up, but after making it to the
bathroom and back, he falls asleep again even though they’re there chattering and
the TV is on. He wakes up to his mama getting mad at Ladybug and Nessa for
drinking all the milk that was left in the carton, because now she doesn’t have any
for her coffee. But she has made scrambled eggs. Ricky, half asleep still, sits up
and eats some eggs; he takes a couple of pills and lies down again on the couch.
His head feels clearer. “What the hell’s wrong with that girl?” his mama says to
him. He knows she means Rhonda. “What trouble’s she in now?”
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It will get around soon enough, but Ricky doesn’t want to tell her Rhonda
set fire to the car. “It was T-Bear hit me with his car,” Ricky says, “and she was in
it when he did. That’s why she wanted to tell me she’s sorry.”
“And you still sweet on her after that?”
“What was she gonna do? She couldn’t stop him.”
“She didn’t have to be throwin’ herself at that drug dealer, either.”
“Amen,” Ricky says, as if he were responding to the pastor on TV who is
praising Jesus. Ladybug changes the channel and then changes it again, trying to
find cartoons. His mama picks up a magazine.
Ricky keeps going back over what Rhonda told him about how everything
went down, trying to remember the moment when he walked up on her and TBear in the car and told her she needed to get out of there. He can’t really do it. He
can make up a scene like that in his head, but it isn’t the same as remembering. He
wishes he knew what he was thinking right then, if he had a plan or was just
making it up as he went along. And what it felt like to stand there on the sidewalk
knowing T-Bear hated his guts and had a gun. Was that courage or craziness? He
wonders if he did it because he was still in love with Rhonda, if that was what
being in love meant, you’d do anything for the girl because it was right. Like get
killed by T-Bear? That seems pretty dumb. What good would that do anybody?
Now that he’s awake and has some food inside him, Ricky feels a little
stronger. He tries breathing all the way into his lungs, cautiously, testing to see
how far he can get before pain makes him stop. What he has to not do, above all, is
anything that will make him cough. He’s getting better, though. He can feel it. He
wonders how his spleen is doing, now that he knows he has one. And what the
broken bones do to join themselves back together. What does that look like, if you
could sneak in there, inside your body, and see what was happening?
So interesting. There is so much he doesn’t know, and he is alive, so now
he has time to find out.
Ricky sleeps for a while, his mama goes out to buy groceries, and when he
wakes up Ladybug says, “I heard what you and Rhonda were sayin’ last night.
You think she really killed T-Bear?”
“Yeah, I do. The way she felt about it, it had to be for real.”
“Was it cause of what he did to you?”
“She just tryin’ to stay alive, that’s all. She had to do it, or he woulda killed
her.”
“Are they gonna put her in jail? Like, for a long time?”
“I wish I knew,” Ricky says. “God knows they shouldn’t. I hate thinkin’
about it, but I can’t stop.”
“Me too,” Ladybug says.
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Ricky feels like he would give anything to keep Ladybug safe from the
world. “You like Rhonda a lot, don’t you?”
Ladybug nods. Rhonda has always been nice to her, will actually talk to
her when she could ignore her completely, the way most girls her age do.
Especially the ones who are as cool as Rhonda.
*
Terry should be having a good day. It’s Sunday, he has the day off, Ricky is
out of the hospital and Terry is sure now that he had nothing to do with the death
of T-Bear. And it couldn’t have been easy for Ricky to call and tell him what
Rhonda said, or where to find her, but he did it and Terry is proud of him. The
only reason he can think of for Rhonda to tell Ricky she set the car on fire is that
it’s true, in which case the question that was driving him crazy is answered. But all
he feels is dread that he’ll never be close to Keira again.
Can we try this later? she said, and later could mean anything. Could be
weeks. Could be never.
How was he to know she survived that kind of abuse if she didn’t tell him?
And why didn’t she? Maybe she thinks he’s an insensitive bastard. Shit, maybe he
even is one and doesn’t know it. It’s tormenting him how much he wants to hold
her in his arms, even though he can’t make what happened any better. Hold her
until she can’t help knowing he’s there and he isn’t going anywhere and she can
trust him. Except what if she doesn’t give a shit about that, what if she doesn’t
want anything from him anymore. He keeps hearing the way she said “Don’t you
ever stop being a cop?” It sounded way too much like “Fuck this, I’m done.”
He is itching to pick up his phone and call her again. He keeps being about
to reach for it and then stopping himself.
Do something, anything. Go fishing. He hasn’t done that in a couple of
years. He knows a good spot on the Gasconade, but he knows he isn’t going to
drive all the way there, and it’s too late. If he had really wanted to fish, he would
have had to get in his car at three or four in the morning. Car needs a brake job. He
knows how to deal with it, but that doesn’t mean he wants to. Go out and get a
Sunday paper, read the sports section. God damn it, what does she want from
him? There is no way he can give it to her if she can’t even tell him where she’s
coming from.
He can’t make the movie in his head stop playing: some guy kicking her,
again and again, so hard she thought he was going to kill her. It makes him sick
inside not being able to change that, not having been there to subdue that
perpetrator in a way he’d never forget. Sick that there was such a person, that
there could be a man on earth who would deliberately hurt her, Keira, the one he
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loves, who there is only one of in the entire world. Sick that there is so much
fucking cruelty and men do so much of it, that there are men like T-Bear or the
nameless son of a bitch who hurt her, that everywhere you look, there is so much
not caring. Anything is possible when a man has no heart. He has seen too many
times the damage they leave behind, carried too much bad news to too many
parents who will always hate the sight of him because he was the one who told
them and took down their world.
Being a cop will probably kill him one day. The supply of wrongdoers is
endless, but that doesn’t mean he can stop putting one foot in front of the other.
Somebody has to get dirty laying hands on them and bringing them in, somebody
has to confiscate their weapons and maybe get shot, somebody has to get tire
tracks on their soul doing things no one else wants to, and maybe that is as
dangerous as the physical part of the job. But he is sworn, he knows how to do it,
how can he stop?
*
Keira wants to call Michael and ask him how he could possibly love her,
but if there is one thing she needs not to do, it is to let him confuse her even more.
He seems totally fine with her being a mess. He doesn’t have any standards. Even
when she doesn’t want to be the person she is with him, he can’t stop wanting her.
Is that called love? He calls it that.
Maybe what he loves is not her at all, but the way she makes him feel. And
one day he’ll stop feeling it. Doesn’t everybody? She won’t be exciting anymore,
not the same way, and what will he call it then?
Or maybe she’ll be the first to lose the inspiration. Maybe there isn’t such a
thing as loving the actual person, maybe people always just love the way
somebody makes them feel, maybe it’s all about themselves and no matter what
they call it, everybody’s alone.
It’s so sick to think this way. It would destroy anything good. There are
lots of women in the world who would be thrilled to have a Michael and she has
done nothing to deserve the way that he sees her. Or Terry, for that matter.
Especially Terry. He does have standards, and obviously she can’t live up to them.
Who does she think she’s kidding? Her corrupt little self doesn’t belong in Terry’s
world. Never could. The sooner he figures that out, the better, then he won’t care
and he can feel relieved not to be tangled up anymore with that girl who has no
clue about how to be in a relationship.
She should have written him that note, for real. Now she’ll have to say it to
his face. But really there never was going to be a note. Unless she was going to call

121
Vinita Park, by Lowry Pei

V I N I T A

P A R K

herself a coward forever after, she couldn’t just drop the bad news on his kitchen
table and run.
Normally, during the school year, she dreads the moment of starting to
work on the pile of papers she has to grade every Sunday, or the lesson plans she
has to figure out. But today it would be something to hide behind, if school
weren’t all but over.
For Christ’s sake, get it over with.
She calls Terry and yes, he’s home, and yes, it’s okay with him if she comes
over. In his voice she can hear that he knows it isn’t going to be easy.
*
Cautiously, once the door is closed, Terry reaches toward her, offering her
a hug without demanding one, and she lets him hold her briefly, stiff within his
arms, wearing her reluctance like a rubber poncho.
“Hi,” he says.
“Hi, Terry.” She sounds dutiful; he thinks that might be worse than angry,
depending.
“You want something to drink?” She usually has a glass of Diet Coke
within reach, after lunch.
She shakes her head. She isn’t looking him in the eye. “No thanks,” she
says unnecessarily.
“Are we having a fight or what?”
That makes her glance at him momentarily. “I don’t know.”
Terry sits down on the couch where they have often been side by side, and
where Ricky has often slept, but she doesn’t join him. She perches on the edge of a
chair facing him. That’s bad and with every second it looks worse. He has watched
many people work up their nerve to say something they didn’t want to say. It has
almost always been something he wanted to know, but he is certain this will not
be.
“I have to tell you something,” Keira says.
Terry waits. He’s trying not to have his game face on, not to be the
interrogator he has so often been, but it’s hard not to. That’s the only defense he
has. Keira is looking at the coffee table between them. She takes a breath.
“When I met you, I was going out with somebody. I didn’t tell you. I
should’ve. I know that.”
She stops talking; she seems to get stuck. Terry’s mind is racing through
possibilities. “Was this the guy that . . . ?”
“No. Not him. That was a while ago. Somebody else. I didn’t tell you
because . . . oh fuck, Terry, I don’t know.”
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“Yeah, you do. I’m a big boy. Just say it.”
“I didn’t know what would happen with us, I didn’t know if it was really
going anywhere, I didn’t know what was going on between him and me, I hadn’t
seen him in a few weeks when I met you. But we didn’t break up either, it was just
too . . . fucking complicated, I needed a break but I couldn’t let go all the way, I
should have told you a long time ago, I know that.”
“So have you?”
“I’m telling you right now,” she says with an edge in her voice as if she
wants to yell the words.
“No. Have you let go.” He knows what the answer will be, but he has to
hear her say it. He can see determination rise up in her and take command.
“No,” she says, meeting his eyes.
So it’s happening, has always been happening, exactly what he feared, no,
what he knew would happen. “Are you sleeping with him?”
“No.”
At least that. But what? But something. Something big. “Do I have to
question you? Do I have to play the cop? Please, for Christ’s sake, just fucking tell
me where I stand.”
“This isn’t about you,” she snaps, and the instant she hears herself she is
ashamed. “Okay, no, that’s wrong, I know that’s wrong. Look, I know you care, I
have no idea why but I know you do, you should never have gotten involved with
me.”
What could she have done, to be saying this?
“I saw him yesterday. He called me up and asked if he could come over . . .
I almost went to bed with him.”
Terry waits, trying to read her face. He wants to know what she did do
with him, but he doesn’t want to know, he’s afraid it will hurt even worse than
what she has already told him, just like he doesn’t want to know this nameless
Someone’s name, or how old he is, or anything that would make him more
horribly real than he already is. He has been with them, between them, the whole
time and Terry didn’t know it. When Terry was inside her, making love to her,
Someone was in bed with them, watching, or maybe not just watching, maybe in
her head she was getting fucked by this other guy half the time while Terry felt
like his whole soul was naked and exposed to her. At her mercy. If she has any.
“Why didn’t you?”
She gives him a wild look like she wants to run from the room. For a
moment her eyes close. “I would have had to tell you,” she mutters.
At least there’s that.
“I don’t think I can do it, Terry.”
“What?”
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“Let go. I need him too, I’m sorry, I know you’re going to hate me but it’s
the truth.”
Is he going to hate her? He waits to start feeling it, but the hate doesn’t
come. Not hate but a feeling like when his mother died: he didn’t do enough, had
never done enough, and now he never would be able to.
“What do you need him for? What did I not do?” He can’t stop himself
from asking, even though he doesn’t want to know.
“No. Terry, no, please. You don’t understand. I’m a vain little bitch. That’s
what I am. I don’t like myself for being it, but I just am. I can’t be good enough for
you, I can’t be like you, go ahead and tell me I have fucking first world problems, I
know that’s what they are and it doesn’t make them go away. You don’t get it.
You love the person you think I am, and I’ve almost been that person since we got
together, but I can’t do it anymore. I can’t be good all the time. That’s it.”
Terry can feel the invisible cord between them pulling at his gut, more real
than anything. “What?” The words she said barely even make sense to him.
“I mean it,” she says.
“I don’t care if you mean it. Don’t say things like that about yourself. Don’t
call yourself a little bitch. It isn’t true.”
“Terry, you don’t know what I am.”
He stares at her. “Why are you doing this?”
“Okay. I quit. I came here to tell you the truth and if you don’t want to hear
it, I can’t do a fucking thing about it.”
“I heard. You have another guy. You still want to sleep with him. What do
you want from me?”
He waits, watching her. With one word she could end it. She can barely get
her breath, she’s starting to suffocate, she isn’t sure she can even speak. “I don’t
know.”
It hits him, abruptly, that she’s young. He has always thought of that as her
invincible advantage, but now he see that she’s in over her head, and she needs his
help to get through this moment. He’s never seen that in her before. Tenderness
wells up in him. “You don’t know now,” he says. “But you will.”
Keira closes her eyes; her fingers cover her mouth as if she has something
to hide, like the possibility that she might cry. Or might be crying right now. There
is a suspended moment. “I’m sorry,” she mumbles, without looking up.
Terry wants to tell her, yet again, that he loves her, but he knows it’s not
the time, and maybe it never again will be. “You have to do one thing,” he says.
“You have to tell me. You can’t just disappear and make me wonder forever what
the hell happened.”
Keira nods.
“I want you to promise me.”
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“I promise.”
“Okay.”
She stands up to leave, but we can see she doesn’t know how because
everything’s different now between them. Maybe even over. But maybe not, and
she will see him at least once more even if it is, because she’ll have to tell him to
his face. Terry doesn’t stand up, he is letting her go without making any claim on
her, without a touch. She makes the slightest gesture in the direction of extending
her hand to him, but there’s no right way to do it. “Bye,” she says, in sad
awkwardness, and Terry only nods.
Then she’s gone and the silence sets in. Terry is alone now, behind the
closed door of his apartment, in his box; we’re there with him, we’re close to him
but he has no way of knowing that, and we can do nothing for him. He was the
strong one for a minute there, with her, but she is no longer sharing the space with
him and maybe she never will again. It’s infinitely harder to be the strong one
alone, with no one to be strong for but himself. He thinks that probably this was
the last moment of her presence within these walls, ever. She’ll have him meet her
somewhere else to say the final goodbye. Afterwards, he’ll come back to this
apartment and put himself back in storage. Like something you keep in a far
corner of the basement, not because you have a good reason to keep it, but because
you can’t bring yourself to throw it away.
Who the hell asked her to be good all the time? Not him. That sounds like
what Someone told her would happen when she said she was dating a cop.
She could be on her way to him right this minute, all relieved that she
finally got it off her chest and now she can go fuck his brains out. If he thinks
about that it will make him crazy. He has a vision of himself like his father, sitting
with a drink in his hand swearing at his loud TV at midnight.
He could be wrong about a million things but not about the connection
between them. If he can’t trust that feeling, there’s nothing in the world he can
trust. How the hell could she try to take that away from him, even that, by telling
him he didn’t know who she was?
One thing Terry knows how to recognize is a scared person, and now he
realizes that what just walked out of his apartment was a person not just scared of
telling him she had another guy on the side, but a lot deeper down than that. Stuff
he doesn’t know anything about. So she was right, he doesn’t really know her. But
that was her decision, not his. He’ll never know her if she won’t trust him to, and
why can’t she?
A vain little bitch. What a thing to call herself. Terry has known some
women who earned the title of bitch, and she isn’t even close. Vain, maybe, so
what. Let her be that way, if she is. He could give a shit about that, if it turns out
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she wants to be with him. But with every minute it’s harder to imagine she’ll ever
again be his lover, or even that she ever was.
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Keira steps out of Terry’s apartment into a late June St. Louis day, the kind
of day when people have to pace themselves through the thick medium of the air.
They want to hurry up and get somewhere shady and cool, but if they hurry
anywhere they’re bathed in sweat. Keira maintains a delicate balance, not walking
too fast or too slow, without thinking about it; this is the air she grew up in. Her
car’s door handle is hot to the touch. Inside, there is a moment of intolerable
suffocation as the car starts, and then the AC begins to kick in. She rolls down the
window and drives. Moving hot air is better than still, she can stand it that way
until the cool air finally consents to come in earnest.
The world is too much with us, she thinks. Wordsworth. I met a traveler
from an antique land. Downward to darkness on extended wings. Lines she would
never try to teach to her 11CP class. I placed a jar in Tennessee. No one to witness
and adjust, no one to drive the car. Yes, that’s it exactly. The pure products of
America go crazy. Does it even matter what I do?
Some things matter. Ricky matters, he didn’t die. What will happen to
Rhonda matters a lot, whether she can still have a life, whether there can be some
justice in the end. Why should she have to pay because T-Bear was so evil? She
isn’t a criminal, she’s a victim of crime.
But who am I to matter to anybody? Except my students, some of them.
When it works.
Towering clouds begin to boil up. It’s the hottest part of the afternoon,
thunderstorm weather, and the clouds are darkening as she drives home. She lives
in a brick apartment building not far from where Rhonda found a temporary
hiding place, but she’s unaware of that juxtaposition. As she nears her place the
rain begins; she parks and sits in her car for a bit, watching the street scene melt
and distort as streams of water pour down her windshield. There is brilliant
lightning and right on top of it, a violent crack of thunder splits the air. Too close.
In the juvenile detention center on Vandeventer, Rhonda hears the thunder; in that
place of no privacy, that experience is her own. For one instant it’s as if she were
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still out in the world. On his mother’s couch, Ricky sleeps through the storm.
Terry, whose TV is on the Cardinals game, turns it off. He isn’t paying attention
anyway, and now they’re on rain delay. Keira makes up her mind, runs headlong
from her car to the entry of her building, then stands in her wet sundress watching
sheets of rain march down the street. The gutters are full and the current in them
carries leaves and twigs and scraps of fallen bark from the trees, mostly
sycamores, that line the sidewalks.
When the rain begins to slacken, Keira goes upstairs to her apartment.
Kicks off her shoes, takes off her damp dress, puts on a pair of shorts and a T-shirt.
She pours Diet Coke in a glass, sits down for a couple of minutes at her kitchen
table, but is too restless to stay there; silently she pads through her apartment as if
looking for something, but she never stops as if she has found it. She sticks her
iPod in its dock and turns it on. Frank Ocean comes out; she skips to the next song.
The Shins; no. Iron & Wine. She turns it off. She goes out on the wooden back
porch outside the kitchen and leans on its railing, contemplating the building
behind hers. The ceaseless milling of air conditioners continues as it does all
summer, every summer. There are snatches of music, a couple of distant TV’s. She
is not answerable to anybody until the morning, and there are only two more days
of school to finish out the 180 classroom days of the year. Then final grades, endof-year workshops, putting everything in order, then summer. She’s going to take
an online course to get some more graduate hours. Diversified instruction for
pupils on IEP’s. But there will be time; at last there will be days with nothing on
the calendar. The rain has stopped. When the sun comes back out, the black
asphalt of the streets will faintly steam. A blue jay flies through the space between
her building and the one behind, screeching. How could anything be better than
this moment? She’s lucky to be able to afford to live alone; she knows how to be
alone, she’s good at it, she needs to remember that. Anything else is tumultuous,
draining even to think about.
Yes, but loneliness will happen, unsatisfied desire will happen, and she’ll
start believing again that there’s something better to be had.
*
Tuesday. Ricky’s mama tells him Albert is having dinner with them. He
doesn’t answer right away. He’s resting up because he made himself go out and
walk around the block, like the nurse told him to do before he was discharged; the
front stairs of their building, that he was taking two at a time before he got hurt,
looked almost too long and too steep to climb when he got back to them. He
climbed them and when he got inside, he sat down on the couch wondering if this
was what it felt like to be old. If it was, it sucked.
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“Is he gonna spend the night?” Ricky says. But he already knows the
answer.
“Yeah.”
Ricky knows better than to get into it with her about Albert. He knows
what she’ll say. She’s putting the roof over their heads, and she’ll be the one to say
who can stay there. He knows what she won’t say, too: that Albert will quit her if
she doesn’t treat him the way he expects to be treated. Which would be fine with
Ricky, except then his mama would be in a foul mood all the time and they would
end up bitching at each other every day, and he’s in no shape for that. If he could
have his own room it would be different, but Nessa and Ladybug need the other
bedroom worse than he does. So his mama thinks, anyway. And if Albert is gonna
sleep in the apartment, it’s the truth. Ricky doesn’t want them around him one
minute more than they have to be. Albert has been on his good behavior for a
while, but Ricky doesn’t trust it. But he can’t do a goddamn thing about it, either,
except be in the way and hate watching Albert and his mom together. There is
only one thing to do if Albert is going to keep sleeping there: get back to staying
on Terry’s couch.
*
Rhonda’s mother gets her a lawyer. The lawyer looks too young to be out
of law school, but Jeannine McIntyre’s employer says he has seen her in court and
she can handle herself in front of a judge. Also she doesn’t charge the kind of rates
he would. The lawyer won’t let Rhonda tell Terry and Detective Sinkiewicz
everything she knows. She gets a hearing to ask to have Rhonda released in the
custody of her mother, but the judge turns it down on the grounds that she’s a
flight risk. Jeannine’s boss tells her there’s no way they can charge Rhonda with
murder, it will have to be manslaughter, at most, and there’s a case to be made for
extenuating circumstances. She’ll be out by the time she turns twenty-one, he says
cheerfully, as if that were just a brief interruption in Rhonda’s young life.
“Five years?”
“Maximum. Probably less.”
“And if it’s five years, then she’s twenty-one, she has a record and she
hasn’t even finished high school. God help her.”
“No. She was a good student, wasn’t she? She’ll finish school while she’s
inside. Ever heard of the Missouri Model? They’ll make sure of that. They do a
good job with juveniles.”
Even Jeannine McIntyre’s thoughts are momentarily open to us. You
wouldn’t talk like this if it was your daughter. This isn’t boarding school we’re
discussing here. But she keeps it to herself. She needs his help, she needs her job.
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She feels as if she’s standing at the beginning of a narrow, windowless corridor the
length of Rhonda’s sentence, stretching beyond the limit of sight.
*
Ricky calls Terry and asks if he can sleep on his couch. “I gotta get out of
here, Chief. Albert hangin’ around way too much of the time. I don’t want to see
his face and he don’t want to see mine.”
“Any time you want, Ricky. Just say the word. Want me to pick you up
after my shift tomorrow? You can eat at my place.”
“I’m down with that.”
Terry hangs up and thinks Ricky, you have no idea what you just did for
me.
*
Keira’s bedroom, Wednesday night. Most nights, the mechanical rush of
the air conditioner in the bedroom window sinks below the surface of her
consciousness almost as soon as she gets in bed, but as she lies there on this
particular night it only seems to get louder, to push sleep farther away minute by
minute. She has to get away from it, though it is the only AC in the apartment. For
a while, she lies on her sofa with a fan blowing on her. Occasional cars pass in the
street below. Now and then one stops, a car door slams, there are voices for a
moment and then the sound of the car moving away. Time to say goodnight. She
needs to sleep; there is a professional development workshop in the morning. But
sleep isn’t cooperating. She gets up and wanders through her dark living room
and kitchen; in her dim apartment she could be someone we don’t know, a
shadowy figure of a young woman with slim legs and messy hair, in a long, loose
T-shirt and nothing else. She steps out onto the back porch. No one could see her
as more than a blur leaning on the railing in the shadows. Across the way, in the
building behind hers, most of the lights are out now. Not all. In some windows fan
blades turn; when those rooms are still lit, she can see in. Strange, how other
people’s domesticity is so much more compelling than her own. All you have to
do is put ordinary life in a frame and it becomes worthy of contemplation. Into
one frame, now, comes a woman who sits down on a bed cross-legged and
massages her feet, as if they have spent the day in shoes whose heels were too
high. Keira can feel their tired tingling in her own soles. Time, past time, for the
day to end. Then a man enters the frame, with his shirt off, and sits down beside
the woman on the bed. She is bending forward as if stretching, dancer-style; he
kisses the back of her neck, strokes her back upwards. Then he grasps the hem of
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the tank top she’s wearing and begins to pull it up. She sits up, raises her arms, lets
him pull it off her; she turns to him, drops her arms around his neck, and they
kiss. With one hand, unhurriedly, he caresses her breast as if carefully imparting
to it the shape it already has. They’ve been together a long time, she thinks, but
they’re not tired of each other. Keira wants to get closer, to see the truth of them;
really, to get not just close but inside, to be the woman, to be the man. Especially to
be the man. What is he feeling? Is it something she would recognize, is it
something she would want a man to feel for her? She wants what we want as we
try to tell this: she wants to know. Is this love, what she is seeing? Is love this?
Keira feels she’s on the brink of learning something crucial, but the woman breaks
away from her partner, stretches out her arm and turns off the lamp. Their room
vanishes behind a dark window like all the other dark windows; the moment for
such knowledge is over. On her porch, Keira almost feels spoken to: that is all we
can do for you.
*
On Thursday afternoon, when the workshop breaks up into small groups
by counting off, Keira and Michael find themselves at the same table, and neither
one is sorry it came out that way. He doesn’t try to hide his reluctance to take his
eyes off her. She is more circumspect, but when the workshop finally ends they
walk out together into the hall. “I have to pick something up in my classroom,”
she says, letting him decide whether that is an invitation or not. He follows her.
She roots around in her desk drawers while Michael stands doodling with
chalk on the chalkboard. She doesn’t really need anything there; she just wants a
moment alone with him in a space that is not too intimate. To feel what’s in the air
between them, to make up her mind. It’s still there, the old thing, the private
knowledge of each other and what they could have. What they can have, together,
any time she says yes.
“I can’t find it,” she says, straightening up. “What are you drawing?”
“I’m just fiddling.” There is something about marks that he makes,
anywhere, that she can recognize as his; they are all intentional, no matter how
casually done.
She told Terry she needed this, and he said “What do you need him for?”
Now it’s like he is standing there in the room, invisible, watching her to learn the
answer. She’s watching, too, and so are we. Go ahead, Keira, you asked for it, he’s
here. “Shall we go have a drink someplace?”
“That was going to be my line,” Michael says. As they walk down the quiet
and empty hall of the high school together, the ghost of Terry evaporates behind
them.
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They get in their separate cars and Keira, alone again, turns the rear-view
mirror so she can examine herself. She looks tired, and no wonder, she thinks,
touching her hair and trying to give it some sort of shape. She puts on fresh
lipstick. No question, Michael cares about how she looks. She’ll be twenty-nine
soon. Two of her girlfriends have weddings coming up; one did it a year ago. The
one who married right out of college is now, to no one’s surprise, divorced. Keira
can’t tell if they have all gotten ahead of her in life, or if she is on a completely
different road from theirs. One of them flirted with Michael in a way that left no
doubt about whether she approved of Keira’s choice. Did she imagine that Keira
might marry him? Somehow, in a way difficult to understand, what she has with
Michael is always the B side of life. The secret side, the extra helping. She can’t
imagine Michael marrying anybody. Maybe she can’t imagine herself doing it,
either.
None of them has even met Terry; at most, they’ve heard his name and that
he is a cop. She wonders now what they said about that behind her back; she
suspects it was on the order of “The novelty will wear off.”
Anyway, all bets are off, now that he knows. She puts the mirror back and
drives.
They sit side by side at the bar in Cicero’s, facing the dozens of beer taps,
and talk about the school year, about the new principal, kids they know in
common. Michael doesn’t know Ricky or Rhonda, and she doesn’t go into their
stories with him. To Michael they would be interesting stories, and Keira wants
them to stay more than that. Perhaps she will tell him later, depending. They order
a second round, and by the time they finish it, people are standing in clumps
behind them, hanging out with beers in hand. “It’s too loud in here,” Keira says,
and they leave. On the way out the door Michael reaches for her hand and she lets
him take it.
Decide, she thinks. But in fact she already has.
They end up by her car. He still has hold of her hand, and he leans in and
kisses her as if they still did this every day. It has been a good while, but he can
feel her wanting him to. It isn’t guesswork or wishful thinking; he knows. If he
doesn’t see her again for another year, still, the next time they’re together it will be
the same. He’ll know what she wants, and he will trust that knowledge.
“So, Miss Donovan,” he says after they pull back from the kiss.
“So, Mr. Weissman.”
“What shall we do now?”
“I don’t know, maybe I should go home and vacuum my apartment. And
then go to bed early.”
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“Alone?” he says. He’s so sure of himself, it nearly irritates her. Except it’s
lovely, too.
“That remains to be seen,” she says, and gets in her car. If he doesn’t need
an invitation, she won’t give him one. Of course he follows her the few blocks over
to Kingsbury; she sees him park down the block. She’s tempted to go inside and
make him ring the bell, go through some charade of making him use the intercom
before she buzzes him in, but that’s pointless and in those sorts of games, she
knows, she can turn mean when she doesn’t intend to. Instead she waits for him
on the front steps. “You again,” she says when he gets there. “You just keep
turning up today.”
“Like a bad penny.”
She puts her key in the outside door and he follows her in; they climb the
stairs together, as they have many times before. Neither one speaks as she unlock
the door of her apartment. Her heart is racing a little, knowing now that it’s too
late to turn back, not knowing what it will mean once they’ve had each other
again.
When the door has clicked shut behind them, Keira says, “Would you like
a glass of wine?”
“Sure.” He can’t bear for there to be any distance between them; he follows
her into the kitchen and as she is pulling a bottle of white wine out of the fridge,
he is behind her, touching her back with his fingertips. She turns around and he is
raising his hand to her neck, kissing her even before she can put the bottle down
on the counter or close the refrigerator door. “Wait,” she says, and does those
things. One last moment of control and then no more. The bottle remains
unopened on the counter as they kiss, and together they leave the kitchen, her
hand in his. But let us not follow them; for once, let us resist the temptation to try
to learn what perhaps no one can know. We hear their footsteps, and then there is
a minute of silence, deeply charged silence that our imagination fills. We hear the
bed creak, a giggle from Keira, sighs. More silence, silence full to bursting, then
faint pleading sounds, more and more insistent. Her voice calls “Oh” four times,
each time a half-step higher. “Oh, Michael.”
“My darling,” he says.
Now we can join them.
He’s lying on her, their eyes are closed, they are both panting a little. He is
still inside her. She has her arms around him, and she wraps them around him
extra-tight and squeezes as hard as she can. He tries to relax and let her squeeze
the breath out of him, squeeze out all the loneliness and all the nights missing her,
the dreary suspense of not knowing if they’d ever be together this way again. Let
this moment replace everything, breathing her in now, their two bodies joined.
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“Baby, I love you so much,” Michael says when he gets his breath back.
She remembers Terry using those exact words and wishes she didn’t. She thinks of
a D.H. Lawrence story in which three women surround a man who has fucked all
three of them, beat him up, and tell him he has to choose one of them, he can’t
refuse. She told Terry just the opposite: she doesn’t have to choose and she won’t.
No one can make her choose between them, but now that Michael says those
words, she wonders if she’ll have to anyway. Or if Terry will just say good
riddance to her.
Keira and Michael fall into a doze, spooned together on her bed. Just before
they fall asleep he pulls the sheet over them because the AC is running. He looks
completely natural there with her, as though the life he was meant to live has once
again begun.
*
Terry pulls up at the same time Dorothea Spears is climbing the front steps,
just home from work. When she sees who it is she stops, blocking the stairs, and
says, “Now what?” Her face is a picture of resentment. It isn’t as if Terry expects
anything else.
“Ricky called last night, he asked if he could sleep at my place. I told him
he could. I offered him a ride, he accepted.” He keeps his eyes locked on hers, his
demeanor professional.
“He didn’t ask me,” she says. “You think you can just come and take him
away any time you feel like it?”
“I think you need to discuss this with Ricky.”
“Don’t tell me what to do in my own home, Officer.” She turns her back on
him and continues up the steps, into the building. Terry stays where he is. It’s true,
she could refuse to let Ricky go to his house. It depends how much it’s worth to
her to save face. Terry gets back in his car and looks at his watch; he’ll give this
conversation five minutes before he rings the bell. The time is not up when Ricky
emerges onto the porch.
“Hey,” he says, lowering himself carefully into the passenger seat with his
good arm, the one that isn’t in a sling because of his broken collarbone.
“You got any meds or anything?” Terry says.
“In my pocket.”
“Your mother wasn’t exactly thrilled to see me.”
“No shit, man. But you know what? She ain’t thrilled when Albert walk in
and the first thing he see is me. He get this look on his face like maybe comin’ over
just ain’t worth the trouble. You doin’ her a favor.”
“Do you think I’ll be hearing that from her?”
134
Vinita Park, by Lowry Pei

V I N I T A

P A R K

Ricky gives him a smirk. “When hell freeze over.”
Terry puts the car in gear and pulls away. Ricky doesn’t look too bad,
considering. “How’s it feel to be out of the hospital?”
“Okay, I guess. I can’t hardly walk around the block, though. Sick of sittin’
on that couch lookin’ at the walls.”
“Well, now you get to look at different walls, anyway.”
“I’ll take it,” Ricky says.
Terry is not much of a cook, but one thing he does know how to make
that’s damn good is spaghetti and meatballs. He learned from Vicky that the trick
was to put your olive oil and your tomatoes into a blender first and whiz them up
into a thin soup, then make your sauce with that.
Ricky is watching the Cardinals pre-game show in Terry’s living room, and
Terry can hear it in the kitchen over the sizzling of meatballs in the frying pan. He
throws red pepper flakes on them, and garlic salt. The sauce is bubbling slowly in
a pot, the water for pasta is heating. If Keira were here, she’d make a salad, but
Terry is not a big salad guy and he doubts that Ricky is, either.
And why the hell isn’t she here? he thinks. Doesn’t she know she belongs
here with the two of them?
One thing Terry Newcombe does not do is give up easily. He pulls out his
phone and dials Keira’s number.
“Hello?” She sounds sleepy, out of it.
“It’s me. Did I wake you up?”
“Oh. Um, yeah. I was taking a nap.” It doesn’t seem like her, but maybe
that’s just one more thing he doesn’t know.
“Listen, Ricky’s over here, and I’m making spaghetti, so, um, you wanna
come eat with us?”
“Ricky’s there? How is he?”
“Okay, I guess. Anyhow, he needs to get away from his mother’s
boyfriend.”
“That guy? She’s still seeing him?”
“That guy.”
Keira yawns but doesn’t say anything. Terry knows she doesn’t want to
answer his question, which means the answer is no, but he wants her to say it. He
waits.
“I really can’t come over,” she says, in a voice that sounds sort of pinched.
“I need to go out a little bit later. It’s good you woke me up. I didn’t sleep much
last night.”
“Okay,” Terry says.
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There is a frozen moment that drags itself out. He doesn’t want to be the
one to end the call and it seems she doesn’t either. Terry turns off the heat under
the meatballs and tips them into the sauce. Still Keira doesn’t speak.
“Do you have anything you want to tell me?” Terry says. He hadn’t meant
to go there, but there’s no other place to go. He retreats a little farther into the
kitchen, hoping Ricky can’t hear him over the TV. Hoping to God she won’t say
she’s breaking up with him. If she does, at least he won’t be alone with the news.
“No,” Keira says in a barely audible voice. It’s as if she is right next to him,
saying something for only him to hear. When he seems to feel her that close, so
close that he’d pick up the scent of her hair, there’s no way he can give her up.
That’s all. It doesn’t matter that she wants something impossible from him, or it
does matter, enormously, but he doesn’t have any other choice.
“Do you have something you want to tell me?” Keira says.
No. Yes. I don’t know how.
“I have a question,” he says.
“Okay.”
“How often?”
There is a blank moment of uncertainty. “How often what?” she says.
“How often would you need to see him?”
Long silence.
“You would do that?” she says.
If I have to. “It depends on how often.”
“God, Terry, I never thought it could be like that, I don’t know.”
“Think, then,” he says. “All I want in this world is you,” he says, and
hangs up. His heart is pumping hard, as if he were running away from what he
has just, has finally said. Or running toward it.
You think some rules are unbreakable, you think you know how far you’re
willing to go, and then guess what? You’re wrong. The rules don’t work anymore.
He lays the phone down on the counter and leans against the wall of the
kitchen, his sense of direction lost. It no longer seems to be his kitchen, his
apartment that he’s standing in. Where is he, who is he now, whose life is he
leading? He tries to picture how it will feel, knowing she’s with her other guy, the
way it will ache and there will be nothing that can cure it.
Jesus Christ, did I really do that?
He’s lost, he’s falling through space. This isn’t the tunnel again, this is
something else. A different point of no return.
*

136
Vinita Park, by Lowry Pei

V I N I T A

P A R K

When Keira answers her phone, Michael wakes up. Sleepily he lies
admiring her naked back as she talks to whoever is calling, the beauty of the long
line made by her side, her waist, her hip, the gentle ripple of her backbone, the
dimples on either side of it right above her ass, at the sacrum. He went to art
school; he knows his anatomy. At first he thinks she’s talking to one of her
girlfriends; this Ricky guy she mentions would be a mutual friend of theirs. When
Keira says “She’s still seeing him?” he’s sure he’s right; this is girlfriend talk. Says
she can’t come over because she has to go out, so obviously she doesn’t want to let
on that she’s in bed with him. He thinks her voice might have given away that
she’s lying. Somebody who knows about them from before, then? Who maybe
doesn’t approve of her dating him? Then Keira is silent for a long time, and
Michael watches her intently. “No,” she says, and now he senses she doesn’t want
him to hear. If he is a secret, she could have others; maybe they’re none of his
business. He rolls on his back and stares up at the ceiling. On his fingers he can
smell the scent of her wetness. He licks one, tastes salt. Keira says, “Do you have
something you want to tell me?” and Michael thinks Oh and rolls back to face her,
trying to read what’s coming because he knows something is. “God, Terry,” she
says, “I never thought it could be like that, I don’t know.”
Keira lays down the phone and does not turn back to face him. That was
only perfect timing, Michael thinks, how did he know to call right then?
Could be like what? he wants to ask, but he knows she needs to be left to
her thoughts.
Finally he can’t bear it. “Terry,” he says.
“Yes,” Keira says. “He knows about you.”
“He knows I’m here right now? How could he?”
“No.” She turns over. She looks happy-sad in a way that makes him want
to cover her face and neck with kisses. “He knows I still want to sleep with you.”
“Thank God for that.”
“Really?”
He reaches for her, pulls her toward him. “Sweetheart,” he says. He takes
her in an embrace. He has to feel the length of her naked against him. At first she
presses her forehead into his chest, resisting, and then slowly she relents, relaxes,
until she is fully in his arms, her face against his collarbone. He feels a hot tear on
his skin.
“Do you know what he said?”
“No.”
“He asked me how often I would need to see you.”
He strokes her back, long caresses from the nape of her neck to the arch of
her lower spine. She continues to hide her face against him; he tries to detect if
she’s crying. Then she sits up, straddling his belly gloriously naked, wipes her
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eyes with the backs of her hands, rests her palms on his chest and stares into his
eyes. The wetness of her vagina is planting a kiss on him just above his pubic hair.
He wants her as deeply as when they walked in the door of the apartment. He
belongs to her and he could wish for nothing more.
“Michael, what am I going to do?”
“Seems like you’re the lucky girl,” he says.
“I don’t deserve it.”
“No, but who does?”
That brings forth a wan little smile from her. She pushes her hair back,
looks up at the ceiling, sighs; then she lies down next to him again.
“So, how often?” Michael says, taking her in his arms.
“Ssh. Let’s stop talking.” She closes her eyes. He kisses her and she faintly
kisses him back, then moves her mouth away from his. Breathes out a quiet sigh.
He thinks she might fall asleep.
In his mind Michael is repainting the nude picture of her. In the new
version she’ll still be naked on a bed, but she’ll be talking on a phone. It will be a
painting of the moment he lost her, the best thing he has ever done.
But will he lose her? And does he have her, even now?
We have no idea, still. We’re certain of nothing; all we can say is that it
seems we’re not alone in this not-knowing. As best we can tell, Keira, and Michael,
and Terry are all equally in the dark.
*
Terry drains the spaghetti in a cloud of steam. “You hungry?” he calls to
Ricky. Thank God for Ricky, he thinks; he, at least, is part of Terry’s world that has
not lost its familiarity, and the part of him that’s tied to Ricky has not been
abruptly severed from its past. It continues, an unbroken thread that means his life
still makes some kind of sense.
“I’m starving,” Ricky says without taking his eyes off the TV. It’s the
bottom of the first and the Cardinals are coming up.
“Then let’s do it. Come get a plate.”
They load up their plates and sit down on the couch to eat.
“This stuff is the bomb,” Ricky says.
“Thanks.” Rafael Furcal singles to left to start the inning. “We need to get
to this pitcher early,” Terry says.
The Cardinals get a runner to third with two outs, and Terry has always
preached to his team that if you can do that, you really need to get that run home.
But the opposing pitcher bears down and gets David Freese to pop up. “Dang,”
Ricky says.
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Terry mutes the commercial. “Everyone knows he has a hard time laying
off that pitch. There’s more spaghetti when you want it.”
Outside the low sun is making parked cars and street signs, even on
Terry’s ordinary street, look like a scene somebody should paint a picture of.
“Terry, what’s gonna happen to Rhonda?” Ricky says.
“I don’t know. It depends on what they decide to charge her with.”
“She don’t belong in jail after what he did to her.”
Terry knows he shouldn’t agree. There is a due process of law and it has to
play out. But how much good will it do anybody to lock her up? A prosecutor
would say it was about deterrence, but Terry is certain Rhonda never wanted to
do what she did. People can’t help but try to survive. You can’t deter them from
that. “That decision’s way above my pay grade,” he says. “That’s the stuff judges
have to decide.”
“Come on, man. You don’t care how it comes out?”
“Of course I care. You think I want to see any kid’s life get messed up?
Especially a friend of yours?”
The second inning starts. Garcia is on the mound for the Redbirds. The first
batter keeps fouling off good pitches on the corner, runs the count to three and
two, and then grounds out to the first baseman, unassisted. The next batter strikes
out. Terry goes to get seconds. “You want some more?” he says.
Ricky shakes his head. “I’m not as hungry as I thought.” They watch in
silence for the rest of the inning; the score is still nothing-nothing. Terry mutes the
TV again. He thinks about how Ricky must feel, pulled in different directions by
conflicting loyalties, to him and to Rhonda, and for that matter to his mom. And
Keira likewise will be torn, in other ways, if she comes back. And so will he. It
begins to look like there is no way around it: the heart will be divided, and this
will be the way that people will live.
“I can’t stop thinkin’ about her,” Ricky says. “All I know is, it ain’t fair.”
“I know,” Terry says. “It really isn’t.” Nobody but Ricky could have made
him say that, though he has more on his mind than Ricky could possibly know.
“What are you gonna do about it?” Ricky asks. Terry can hear in Ricky’s
voice that he believes Terry will do something – the only question is what – now
that he has finally admitted it’s unfair. To be that man in Ricky’s eyes is an honor
Terry had not expected to come to him, and he knows he can’t let it slip away. Yet
the answer is nowhere in sight, the rule book is torn up, he’ll have to start from
nothing and figure out a new way. He needs Keira’s help to find it, if she will still
give it to him, and to get her help, he needs to make her see that the distance
between them is far less than she imagines. All this is bewildering and he feels that
it can only become moreso, but the longer he sits there next to Ricky on the couch,
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the more he knows that he has chosen his road, has finally begun his journey out
of the underworld, and he will not turn back.

Should we accompany him farther down that road?
The floating point of our awareness could keep following Terry, and Keira,
and Ricky, as long as we choose to. We could keep hovering around Rhonda and
her mother, Wardell and Mei, Ricky’s mother, even Ladybug. Nothing is stopping
us, as long as we can hold onto this demigod awareness that we somehow
acquired underground; the hovering and imagining that we can make sense could
go on indefinitely. But we’re almost certain by now that we would only keep
running up against the limits of our knowledge. Uninvited we invaded these lives,
these privacies, even the privacy of their minds when they imagined they were
perfectly alone. Too late, we have to ask ourselves if this might have been a selfish,
unkind thing to do. How presumptuous we were, putting our curiosity before
their right to be left alone, and for what? We thought we might learn what we’ve
never been able to glean from our own lives. Has it happened?
Maybe we were afraid to pay enough attention in our own life, but
temporarily, we could give our attention to them; maybe we were afraid to be
honest enough with ourselves, but for a while, we could hear some of their truths.
Maybe there were points of no return we didn’t dare pass, so we needed to see
them do something irrevocable. Maybe we forgot how to be alone with our own
hearts, so we had to try to be alone with theirs. Like the couple Keira saw from her
porch late at night, they have done for us everything they can. Let us thank them,
and release them from our gaze, and go our own way.
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