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CHAPTER 1  The Unsolved Murder

The Callahan house sits on a worked over stretch of Flatbush Avenue, a brick front that has taken the city on its face year after year. The shutters were once green and bright; time has thinned them to the color of old moss. The stoop is shallow and worn in the middle where feet have passed in and out so often that stone learned the shape of a family. When it rains, water settles in the low spots and turns them into small mirrors that hold the sky for a few minutes and then forget it.

Inside, the air is an archive. Coffee gone stern on the back burner. The faint clean bite of oil used on metal. The house absorbs all of it and gives the mix back the way a body gives off heat. Every chair carries the weight of a habit. Every door has a way it prefers to close.

At the table the talk is steady and practiced. Vince Callahan, her father, has a voice that knows how to make a story into an argument without raising itself. He has been a police officer more than twenty years. His two brothers wear the badge as well. Even her grandmother, retired now and tender with age, spent years in the precinct office, answering phones and sorting forms with a speed that made it seem like a plain kind of music. The stories move between them like cards. Arrests. Someone who transferred. A rookie who wrote a report as if he had been awake for two days. Which lieutenant trusts who and who trusts no one. They do not explain terms. They do not slow down for an outsider because there are no outsiders at this table, only people raised inside the same fence.

Lina learned early that the safest thing in that room was silence. She can keep still without any effort now. When she is quiet the talk flows around her in a way that lets her see its shape. She notices when her father skips a name that should be there. She notices the quick glance her mother gives him when a story arrives at a part that will not bear light. She takes in the small edits as if they were the important part, and maybe they are. She hates the smell of the job that follows him into the house on his coat. She hates the way even Rebecca, who never wore a uniform, speaks as if every sentence might be recorded. The habit of procedure has soaked into the walls.

Sammy refuses that gravity. He is three years younger and lives at a different speed. He carries a kind of sunlight with him that is not naive, only stubborn. He can turn a broken umbrella on a curb into the mast of a ship. He can turn a lost button into a coin from another country. He rides his scooter like it is a kind of music and he tells stories faster than his mind can finish them. Laughing is his easiest language and it makes Lina answer with a laugh even when she did not plan to.

On a Saturday in late April he stands in her doorway with his helmet slung by the strap on two fingers. The day has a thin coolness to it and the light is clean. He says they should go to Marine Park. She says she has work. He tips his chin as if he is listening to a friend no one else can hear and says she will see more if she steps out of the book. She thinks of the house like a jar with the lid on and she says yes.

The bus down Gerritsen Avenue is quiet. Outside the windows, faces move in frames and then vanish. A man carries a ladder along the sidewalk like an extra spine. A dog pauses with a lifted paw at a curb and studies traffic with a seriousness that belongs to a judge. The air has a taste of salt and iron. When they step down near the park the ground carries a spring sound underfoot. The baseball diamonds are empty. The grass around the marsh leans all one way under a steady wind. The smell off the water is clean and a little sour, like fruit just before it turns.

They take the trail that loops the salt marsh. The boards under their shoes flex with a soft groan in the places where the wood is older than it wants to be. Far out on the flat water gulls hang and tip and call to no one in particular. Sammy points and names what he sees with a private system. The little flash of brown is a quicktail. The tall bird at the far edge is a thin heron. The one that lifts and shows a band of black is a ribbon wing. Lina says nothing because saying nothing is how she can watch without being pulled in. She stores the names anyway because they belong to the morning.

On the viewing platform he climbs the rail and balances with his arms out until she tells him to stop. He grins and leans his weight back and says that if you followed this water long enough you could keep going until the world changed languages and still it would be the same water. She tells him that is not how water works. He says he will prove it to her one day and then he jumps down and takes off at a run to make the boards complain again.

They sit after that with their knees touching and their backs against the low wall of the platform. He asks if she thinks fish know about the sky. She says they know enough. He asks if birds ever want to be fish. She says birds want to be birds. He says he wants to be a person who can be both. She tells him to try being a person who brings back two pretzels instead. He is gone and back again before she finishes the sentence, cheeks pink, paper warm in his hands, salt caught in the corners where the bag folds.

On Avenue U they split a pretzel and a small cup of mustard, and Lina licks salt from her fingers the way she used to when she was seven. A bus sighs to a stop and opens its doors as if taking a breath. On the ride back she leans her head against the cool window and lets the blur of storefronts pass through her eyes without catching, while Sammy keeps up a running commentary about a pigeon that seems to be following them from post to post down the avenue. He gives the pigeon a name and a motive and a minor criminal record. She nods and adds a small detail now and then to keep him going because there is a kind of peace that lives only in his voice.

The house has that same standing air when they walk in. Rebecca has the radio on low in the kitchen, the kind of program that sounds like a long answer to a question no one dared to ask in front of other people. She peels potatoes into a metal bowl. A soft stream from the faucet runs over the peels and takes them away to the strainer where they collect and shine. Vince comes home later than usual with a posture that says the street is still sitting on his shoulders. He smells like wet pavement and a kind of metal that has nothing to do with cutlery. He does not say hello first. He turns the radio down with two fingers and then he asks if Rebecca is going in tomorrow. She says she always goes on Sundays, and she keeps her eyes on what her hands are doing.

The glance that passes between them is quick and neat. Lina files it next to the other glances that live in her mind like labels in a drawer. She knows they will finish that conversation without her later. She also knows the shape of their silence when they avoid it.

After dinner Sammy asks if he can take his scooter around the block. Vince says twenty minutes. Rebecca says jacket. Sammy says yes and then forgets the jacket and then remembers and then takes it because he knows that arguing wastes time he could spend moving. Lina stays at the table with her notebook and the pencil that leaves a silver shine where it presses hard in the first minute and then dulls down to plain graphite.

She writes numbers and draws small shapes next to them so the page feels less like a list and more like a plan. The noise of the scooter wheels shifts and thins and disappears. The house settles and the refrigerator clicks and begins to hum again. A car passes with music that is mostly bass, which makes the cups in the cabinet faintly talk to each other. She keeps her eyes on the page long enough to finish a problem and then looks at the clock. Twenty minutes have slid by without any effort. She thinks of the soft wind along the marsh and of the way the boards complained when Sammy ran, and then she thinks of the way the house has gotten quieter instead of louder since he left the room.

Thirty minutes pass. Rebecca’s hands stop moving in the dishwater. She looks at Lina before she looks at Vince. It is not a request. Vince does not answer with words. He stands and takes his coat and the movement is quick and economical, the way he moves at work.

The street feels colder than it should. Light from the storefronts cuts the sidewalks into strips. They go up East Twenty First toward Clarendon. The bodega at the corner has crates of oranges set out like small suns. Malik, the owner’s son, stacks the top row with a neatness that makes the fruit look like a photograph. Vince asks if he has seen a boy on a scooter. Malik says he has been inside most of the evening. His voice is steady and his eyes are honest, but unease sits there too as if something just outside his view has shifted a little.

They check the small park. There is no one on the benches. A candy wrapper scuds across the concrete like a dry leaf. The chain on the swing nearest the fence turns on itself for a long slow half twist and then gives up and hangs. Behind them, somewhere in the block, a radio offers an old song to no one in particular. Vince stands still long enough that Lina can feel him listening with his whole body. Then he nods once and moves on.

The alley behind the grocery holds its own night. Word has traveled from stoop to stoop and across windows. Doors open a little wider. People lean out and raise their shoulders against the cool and then say nothing. Two patrol cars slide to the curb and sit there with the lights off. The radios inside crackle and hush themselves the way people do when they walk into a room that has been waiting for them.

The officers are measured and brisk. They may as well have stepped out of the stories that are told at the Callahan table, but here they have weight and breath. A woman with calm eyes and a neat way of moving takes the quick report from Vince and then splits the search with a few words. One officer walks the fence and bends to see the ground where paper and bottle caps have collected. Another drags a beam of light along the backs of crates and the dark mouths of stacked pallets. The grocery’s back door is shut, but the smell of fruit that left the good part of its day behind has passed through the gap around the frame and made the air sweet and slightly wrong.

Lina waits at the mouth of the alley because waiting is what she can do without slowing anything down. The ground under her shoes is gritty and the grit sticks. Her breath makes a shape in front of her when she exhales and then unravels itself and disappears. She listens for the one sound that would fix everything and hears only many small sounds that mean nothing. She tells herself that Sammy will roll around the corner at any second now and grin and tell a story about someone who wanted to borrow his scooter and then changed their mind because of a reason that makes no sense and will make her laugh anyway.

The calm eyed officer lifts her beam and holds it on a piece of metal that catches and throws it back. The voice that says handlebar is not loud. It is steady and it is the kind of voice that changes the shape of an alley when it uses a single word. Vince moves. Two officers move with him. Rebecca arrives at the end of the alley with Mrs. Campos, the neighbor who watches everything and makes a kind of work out of kindness. Rebecca’s face is pale in a way that looks like a sheet has been held up inside her skin. Her hands hold themselves against each other to keep from shaking.

Lina steps forward. The calm eyed officer is already turning as if she knew where the step would land. A hand finds Lina’s shoulder. The words are simple. Stand here. Then please. The please does not soften anything, but it makes the command human.

The minutes that close in after that have an odd elasticity. Voices move back and forth over the radio. Someone calls for a medic. Someone says they need a supervisor. The grocery’s back door opens enough for a stock boy to look out. A voice tells him to close it. The boy shuts it like the door is a secret that wants very much to be told. The flashlights make islands of certainty and then gather those islands together until the alley is only light and the suggestion of edges.

Lina does not see the whole of what is found. She sees parts that do not make a whole when she tries to assemble them later. She sees a gloved hand lift and then lower. She sees the neat corner of a blanket folded over on itself as if folded before. She sees the silver of a zipper move in a straight line. She sees her father hold himself so still that the stillness itself has a sound to it. A small muscle in his cheek jumps and then decides to jump again.

Rebecca makes no sound. Her mouth has found her hand and stays there, fingers turning white. Mrs. Campos says quiet words in Spanish that fold into the air and do not break it. A patrol car idles and the exhaust makes a low cloud at the curb like a breath that cannot quite leave the body.

The ride home is a tunnel. The windows show fragments. A man hosing a stoop. Blue light pulsing behind a curtain. A dog nosing at a bag that caught on a gate and will not let go. The seat under Lina holds her up and lets her fall at the same time.

Back in the kitchen, Vince picks up the phone and then puts it down and then picks it up again. He does not call anyone for a long time and then he does and then he speaks in a way that gives away nothing except that he needs nothing from the person on the other end except what he asks for in the plainest words. Rebecca goes to the bedroom and closes the door. Lina sits at the table with her coat still on and presses her palms flat on the wood as if she could make it stop moving under her.

The days that follow have the shape of waiting. Neighbors come with dishes wrapped in towels that are still holding heat. Relatives sit in the living room and speak in soft tones that turn softer when Lina enters. Vince goes to work earlier and returns later. He seems to leave parts of himself out on the street and bring back only the parts that know how to be quiet. Rebecca prays in the bedroom and in the kitchen and on the stoop with her rosary sliding from finger to finger to finger. The beads click quietly and then the sound stops and then starts again. It becomes a second clock for the house.

Three nights after the funeral the house makes a sound that wakes Lina. The front door closes. She goes to the landing and stays in the dark. She sees her father step down from the stoop and meet a man who does not belong to the block. They speak for less than a minute. An envelope moves from Vince’s hand to the man’s jacket. The man leaves without turning to look at the house. Vince stands for a long moment and looks at nothing and then locks the door and goes upstairs.

No one brings it up in any room. No one asks what it meant. Lina places the image of the envelope in the same drawer where she keeps the other small edits that tell the real story behind the one that is performed at dinner.

The city does not slow its movements for one house. Buses still sigh to their stops. Stores on Church Avenue still pull their gates up in the morning and pull them down at night. The parade ground in Prospect Park still fills with voices on the weekends when teams gather and send the ball into the air. Lina and Rebecca walk there a month later because Rebecca says they need air that does not belong to the house. They cross the Long Meadow and go past the boathouse and stand on the bridge where the surface of the lake gathers leaves in its quiet corners. Lina looks at the rail and knows that if she looked long enough she could make Sammy stand there in the place where the angle of light meets the eye and tricks it. She does not look long enough for the trick. She listens instead to the sound the wind makes on the water and tries to think of it as a sound that belongs to now and not to the day that will not leave.

When school starts again, the hallways feel too narrow. People move toward her and then away again as if they are unsure if they are part of the same weather. Teachers study her face as if it might carry a mark that they will be expected to describe in a file later. Some friends ask if she wants to talk. Some friends decide the question is too large and ask about homework instead. She answers both kinds with the same tone because she does not want to train anyone to expect a certain answer from her.

She discovers that when she keeps her face still and gives nothing away, people move to fill the space. They explain without being asked. They offer more than they intended. They treat her stillness as if it is shyness and mistake their own need to speak for kindness. She learns to put a quiet between a question and an answer and to let the quiet do the work for her. It is the first thing she can control since the alley.

She thinks often of the calm eyed officer and the way the hand on her shoulder kept her in the exact square of ground where someone wanted her to be. She thinks of how such a small contact could order the world for a moment. She imagines a way of living that places people without touching them. She does not tell anyone that she is learning how to do that. She does not have to.

At night, the house rests a little but not completely. Vince lies on his back and stares at the dark because the dark is a place without paperwork and he does not know what to do with that much empty space. Rebecca turns to the wall and prays in a whisper even when she has fallen asleep. Lina lies awake and tries to remember the morning in Marine Park exactly as it was and not as the day that came after it wants to make it. Sometimes she can. Sometimes the pretzel is warm again and the salt sticks to her fingers and the bus air smells like the sea and she can feel the easy weight of her own body the way you feel it when you forget to hold it up. Then the house makes a sound in a pipe or outside a car door bangs shut and the morning drops away and she is back in the room with the night pressing in against the window.

She begins to keep a private list that is not written down. She lists the names people avoid when they speak. She lists the times Rebecca takes the rosary out and the times she puts it back exactly in the bowl, not to the left, not to the right. She lists how many days pass before Vince mentions Sammy by name and how that number keeps lengthening. She lists the hours in which she feels like a person and the hours in which she feels like a piece of furniture placed against a wall to keep the room steady.

She goes past the bodega on her way home from school and Malik nods with a sympathy that is not performative. He asks if she wants a small orange. She takes one and says thank you and eats it while walking and wipes her fingers on the inside of her pocket where the lining is already stained from other days. She passes Mrs. Campos on the stoop and the older woman reaches out and touches her wrist for the span of one breath. God sees everything, Mrs. Campos says softly, as if it is not instruction but relief. Lina nods because nodding costs nothing. She thinks about the envelope. She thinks about the way people close a door when they think no one is listening.

The investigation does not end. It only thins. It becomes something that lives in a drawer. Calls taper. The alley behind the grocery goes back to being an alley. The calm eyed officer goes to other scenes and says other careful words in other places that do not change the shape of a night but do give it a name that the report can carry. Vince goes back to work and tells no stories about the alley. At dinner, he talks about a different rookie who did a foolish thing. He talks about a sergeant who thinks too highly of a certain lieutenant. He talks and then stops talking without deciding to and stares at a point on the wall where paint has flaked in the shape of a small map no one has noticed before.

In the quiet that follows that stop, Lina hears something new. It is not a word. It is a space. It is the place where a story used to be and is not now. It has weight. She files it with the other weights. She will know how to use it later.

That night, when the house has gone soft around the edges with sleep, Lina sits at the kitchen table with a glass of water she is not drinking. The clock on the microwave makes a small click every minute as if to prove it is alive. She looks at the door and imagines that if someone opened it right now and stepped in with an answer, the answer would break the legs off the table and the table would not mind. She goes to the sink and pours the water down the drain and listens to the sound it makes on the steel. It is a small sound, but it belongs to her.

In the morning, she will wake and go to school and keep her face still and say as little as possible and learn more than anyone thinks she does. She will cross Flatbush and wait at the light and watch the way drivers glance left and right, not for safety but for witnesses. She will keep building her private list until it is not a list anymore but a way of living. She will remember the hand on her shoulder that told her where to stand. She will teach herself how to give that instruction without touching anyone at all.

And the world, which believes it is always looking, will not see her do it.

The Almighty watches without blinking. The Almighty sees the alley and the table and the envelope and the way a hand can learn the weight of a shoulder. The Almighty does not hurry. The Almighty is not fooled by stillness. The Almighty does not forget.
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Chapter 2: The Funeral Silence
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The week after the funeral moves like heavy air through the Callahan house. Food arrives in foil pans that sweat under their lids. Condolence cards stand in uneven rows on the living room shelf, too many to read and not enough to mean anything. Neighbors come with careful faces and leave with the same faces, and the house absorbs their voices and returns to its own quiet once the door closes.

Lina wakes before the sun without wanting to. The kitchen floor is cool through her socks. Her mother stands by the sink with a cup of tea she will not drink. The radio on the counter speaks in a soft voice about the comfort of promises. Vince sits at the table with both hands around a coffee mug that is not warm anymore. The steam is gone and the smell is bitter.

Buses breathe at the curb and then move. On Flatbush the bakery opens its gate and the metal rattles against the sidewalk. A man rolls two blue bins to the curb and lets their wheels thud down the stoop with the same lack of ceremony he gives them every week. The world is not unkind, it is only in motion.

When they walk to the church for the final service, the air has that cold that does not change with sunlight. People step aside on the sidewalk when they see them, as if grief takes up space that must be made for it. The sanctuary smells of wax and wool. Cushions in the pews still hold last Sunday’s dents. Faces from the block fill the rows that the family does not fill. Lina sees Malik from the bodega sitting with his mother. Mrs. Campos sits near the aisle with a rosary woven into both hands as if it grew there. Vince’s brothers sit together, broad shouldered and straight, as if firm posture can keep their sister’s family from pitching forward.

Lina looks up at the ceiling during the homily and watches a slow fly make small private circles against the white. The priest’s words are clean and careful. Lina hears the sound of his voice and not the meaning. She focuses on the coughs that try to hide in the backs of throats, the scrape of shoes that are too new for the season, the click of a ring against a wooden pew. She has the feeling that she is standing next to herself, and that the other self is the one who will be allowed to cry when it is time.

Green Wood spreads itself over the slopes like a city for the quiet. After the service the procession of cars crosses Prospect Expressway and moves along the stone wall on Fifth Avenue. The gates stand open like a mouth that has no opinion. Lina reads names on monuments through the car window and tries to imagine that names can hold people in place. They cannot. Her mother holds a folded handkerchief and does not use it. Vince watches the road with both hands on the wheel even though he could let the car follow the others without foam from his grip.

At the graveside a thin wind reaches under everyone’s clothes. A groundskeeper stands apart with his boots planted, a man who has learned how to give a family room that does not exist. Dirt looks like something else when it waits in a low tidy pile. Lina looks at the shovel and tries to imagine lifting it. She imagines the weight and decides the weight is not the point. Her mother whispers the same prayer twice by accident. Vince takes a breath that sounds like a step he stops himself from taking. When the first clods fall, sound becomes a wall.

After the burial, people want to feed them. The house breathes in new bodies and the air fogs the windows. Someone sets out paper plates and plastic forks as if they will make the act of eating easier. On the sideboard there are three trays of baked ziti that look like the same orange square. There is a cold cut platter with a layer of parsley meant to represent care. A cousin brings a cake that lists too far to one side on its cardboard circle. Lina stands by the door for a stretch of time that has no number and says thank you in many slight variations. It becomes a trick of posture. Chin level. Eyes on the bridge of the other person’s nose. Voice small enough that no one asks her to say it again.

Vince’s colleagues claim one corner of the living room. Their ties are loose. They speak in tones that want to sound gentle and come out heavy. Lina knows two of them by name. She knows others by the shape of their stories at the dinner table. She hears the word closure. She hears the word effort. She hears the phrase did everything we could. She learns that words do reach a limit and then stand still, and that people sometimes try to push them past that limit with volume.

Rebecca moves through the rooms with a tray and collects cups that still hold a finger of soda. She wipes a spill on the table with a cloth that already carries the same stain from an earlier spill. Her movements have a neatness that makes it look like she will be judged on speed. People touch her elbow when she passes as if a light touch can change anything. It cannot change anything and she does not let it change her pace.

By late afternoon the house thins out. Plates are stacked in the sink in a way that makes them high and tired. The television in the living room shows a game with the sound low and the color too bright. The smallest cousins have been taken home to sleep. The remaining adults sit and look at their shoes. Vince closes the front door on the last relative and does not move for a count of five before he turns the lock. The house feels like it has been holding its breath and has chosen not to let it out yet.

That night Lina cannot sleep. The hallway is cold and the rug shifts under her bare feet. She stands at the window on the landing and looks down at the street. A police car rolls past without its lights. It is the first time she has seen a patrol car on their block since that night. She does not wave. She does not think the wave belongs to her. Down on the sidewalk, a man walks his dog past the stoop without looking up. The dog sniffs the same tree it always sniffs and completes its business with the same small steps that it takes every night. There is comfort in that ordinary act. There is also something else that she cannot name yet.

In the morning, Rebecca places two cups on the counter and pours tea into both although she only wants one. She gives one to Lina and then takes it back and drinks it herself. Vince leaves early without saying where he is going. He wears his jacket that he keeps for days when he might have to stand outside longer than expected. His jaw is a straight line that makes Lina think of the edges of a ruler. He is not angry. He is holding an idea still in his mouth because if he lets it loose he will have to answer it.

She chooses the long way to the corner store in the morning. The glass there holds a clearer reflection than the bathroom mirror

School waits for her whether she goes or not. She goes. The walk is the same walk but feels like a path through a narrow place. Church Avenue has new posters in the window of the cell phone store. The corner deli has a sign that offers a sandwich that it offered yesterday, and the day before. The crossing guard at the light at East Fifteenth raises a hand and a car stops. Small permissions are still granted in this city. Lina puts her hand up in a small answer and crosses with the others.

In the hallway the noise moves over her head. A teacher touches her shoulder and then pulls the hand back as if the touch had surprised both of them. The guidance counselor waits at her locker without blocking it. He says her name and asks if she wants a few minutes in his office. He keeps his voice in that careful place between concern and procedure. She tells him she has a test in second period and would like to take it. He says that would be fine. Relief shows on his face. She files that expression for later use.

The test is in a room that smells like dry erase marker and the last lunch of the last period. Chairs scrape. Pencils click when they are turned around to use the eraser. Lina writes slowly and then stops with the tip of her pencil resting on the paper. She listens to the room the way she listened to the house. The proctor has a soft cough that he hides with a fist. The boy two rows over taps the edge of the desk with his thumbnail because he believes he is invisible behind the sound of the room. The girl in front of Lina checks her watch as if impatience can produce time. Lina notices and then forgets them all so she can finish the test.

After school, the counselor calls her in for a talk and asks the kinds of questions a counselor has prepared on a sheet. He wants to know if she is sleeping. He wants to know if she feels safe at home. He wants to know if she needs more time for assignments. She says she sleeps sometimes. She says she feels safe. She says she can keep up with the work. He tells her about the stages of grief in simple terms, as if he has a handout in his mind. Lina listens to the words and studies the pattern of a crack that runs across the window in a gentle arc. She has the sense that if she interrupted him and asked if he would like her to list the names of the officers who stood in her living room, he would look relieved to be asked a question that has an answer, which is why she says nothing.

On the way home she stops at the bodega. Malik gives her a small bag of chips and says it is on the house. She puts two dollars on the counter anyway and he lets it sit there for three heartbeats before he takes it because he understands that this is not about chips. Outside, near the corner where East Twenty Second meets Clarendon, two officers stand with a clipboard and speak to a woman about a noise complaint. One of them she recognizes from that night. He has a clean jawline and eyes that look past people more often than at them. She hears someone call him Russo. He nods, writes, nods again, and the world returns to its ordinary rhythm. Lina files the name with care.

She reaches the house at the same time as her father. He moves past her with a nod and goes straight to the kitchen. He takes the phone from its cradle and calls numbers he does not need to look up. The conversation is quiet but not short. He uses names that she has heard at the table and some that she has heard only once. She hears the words favor and check and call me. When he hangs up, he looks at the wall as if the wall has given a wrong answer. Then he shakes his head and opens the refrigerator and stands there without touching anything. The bulb buzzes a little and the cool air leaks around him. He closes the door without taking a thing and sits down. Rebecca asks if he will eat. He says later, and the later has no time attached to it.

In the evening the living room holds a different kind of quiet. The television shows the news. A segment covers a robbery in another borough. A reporter speaks from outside a building Lina has never seen. Vince watches without expression. At the end of the segment he says the arrest will not stick and gives a reason that sounds like a detail he should not know. Rebecca looks at him in a way that asks him not to say more in front of their daughter. He does not say more. Lina understands the look that passes between them better now. It is a look that tries to balance truth with safety and admits defeat.

On Friday afternoon, Vince’s brother Danny stops by. He carries a paper bag that holds a plastic container of stew and a bottle wrapped in brown. He hugs Rebecca with one arm and does not hug Lina because he knows that would be the wrong size of gesture. He asks about Vince and then answers his own question by saying he saw him at the precinct and that he is doing what he does. He sits and tells a small story about a rookie who lost his cap in the wind on Kings Highway and did not chase it because he was holding a sandwich and had already paid for it. The story collects a few small laughs like dry leaves. Then he says that if Lina needs anything, she should call him, and he gives her a number that she already has. He says it anyway because saying it makes the offer seem more alive.

On Sunday, Rebecca insists on church. Lina goes because not going would create a conversation she does not want to have. The pew feels too hard and the kneeler creaks when it lowers. During the sign of peace, hands reach for theirs and pass warmth back and forth like a token. After the service Mrs. Campos hugs Rebecca and whispers something that sounds like a blessing that was kept for a day such as this. Malik’s mother hands Lina a small wrapped candy from the pocket of her coat and says, for your walk home. The candy is a lemon drop. It leaves a clean taste that makes her think of the salt wind in Marine Park and she allows it to dissolve without biting it.

Vince does not come to church. He says he will meet them back at the house. He arrives before them and is in the kitchen with the phone again. The call ends when they enter, and he says they should all take a drive, that air will do them good. Rebecca looks at his face for a long second and then nods. They drive with no plan. They pass the parade ground by Prospect Park and the soccer games send bright shirts threading through the green. They pass a strip of stores on Coney Island Avenue and a funeral home with a line of cars in front that looks like another family that is walking the same slow road. Vince keeps to side streets and then finds himself on Ocean Parkway where the trees line up like a formation. The car filled with the sound of tire hum and nothing else.

He stops for gas near Avenue P. While he is at the pump, a man in a black jacket pulls in on the other side and gives him a nod that has the weight of recognition but not friendship. They exchange a few short sentences. The man pockets something small that Vince passes to him as if it were a scrap of paper with a phone number on it. The man drives off. Vince’s face does not change. He gets back in the car and asks if anyone wants a drink from the station store. Rebecca says no. Lina says no. He does not go inside. He drives home and parks and locks the car with a care that looks like a plan closing.

School takes her back each day whether she is ready or not. She falls into a pattern that does not ask for inspiration. Wake before the alarm. Dress with the same order. Walk the same route past the same stoops. She notices new things because she is looking for them. A crack in the pavement that runs the length of the block near Clarendon that she has never measured in her head before. A set of initials scratched into the bus shelter glass. A flyer for a missing cat that looks like a copy of a copy. She reads the phone number and then does not read it again.

In history class the teacher asks the room for an example of cause and effect that does not come from the textbook. A boy raises his hand and says rain makes the floor wet and someone slips. The class laughs. The teacher is about to move on when Lina says that cause and effect can be a circle if the effect rearranges the causes. The teacher asks her to say it again. She does, slower. The teacher says that is interesting and writes it on the board without adding her name to the sentence. Lina watches the chalk squeak. She decides that she will not say anything else out loud for the rest of the week.

In the library the next week, a woman visits to show students how to use the public records database on the old terminals. Most of the class loses interest during the second screen. Lina stays with the explanation and then asks if there is a way to search articles by street name rather than subject. The woman says that is possible if you know what you are doing. Lina asks to try. The woman gives her the terminal that sticks on certain keys. Lina types in the name of their block and lets the results climb the screen. There are old stories about a stoop sale, about a candidate shaking hands at the bodega, about a burst pipe that turned a basement into a room for fish. There is a small item about a mugging from two years ago that names no one. There is nothing about a boy on a scooter. Lina notes what absence feels like in a database.

She practices silence like a new instrument. On the second Thursday after the funeral, she passes a group of officers who have stepped outside the precinct to smoke. They stand in a half circle like men gathered around a fire. She stands just beyond them with her phone in her hand and pretends to read. Their voices rise and fall, and within that wave she hears words that do not belong at the volume they are using. The calm eyed officer from the alley asks someone about camera pulls from the block and is told the angle was wrong and that the truck was in the way. Another voice says something about a knife. A third says that the rumor is wrong and that she should not repeat it. The calm eyed officer says she did not repeat anything. Lina waits until they finish and then crosses the street without looking at her phone again. Later that night she writes nothing down because writing would put weight on the page that would make the page tip.

Rebecca returns to the church during the week and sits in the last row where she believes she can leave without making a sound. The parish priest knows her name and uses it when he says hello, a small act that costs him nothing and saves her from feeling like a stranger. Lina goes with her one afternoon and watches the way her mother’s shoulders rise and fall with her breath. She watches a woman two rows ahead light a candle and then sit back down as if she wanted the flame to do the work she cannot do. The quiet feels crowded and then feels thin and then feels like a bridge to the next hour. Lina respects the space without feeling the pull of it. She lowered her head, the word ‘forgive’ almost forming on her lips before she swallowed it down. The prayer stayed unspoken, dissolving in the incense. She understands that for her mother this is not about answers. It is a way to hold steady while questions stand in a row and wait their turns.

Vince sits at the table with a stack of papers that look not quite official. He tucks them into a plain folder whenever the phone rings. When the phone goes quiet again he takes them out and reads them and puts them away. He does not explain. He does not invite anyone to ask. Lina understands that a door has been raised inside the house. She does not try to open it. She noticed a name on the top page when he moved to the sink. It is a last name that she has heard him say into the phone. She repeats it silently and stores it where she stores the name Russo and the many small shapes of silence that she collects like coins.

On a Tuesday night Vince meets a man on the sidewalk while the evening news shows a weather map that claims rain that never reaches their block. Lina sees them through the curtain. She does not recognize the man. He has hands that look soft but not weak. Vince holds a small brown envelope like a person holds an object that is useful and temporary. He passes it to the man with a neutral expression. The man places it in his inside pocket without looking at it and walks away. Vince stands on the stoop for a slow count of eight and then goes inside. He places his keys in the bowl on the table with the exact same sound they make every night without fail. Rebecca asks if he wants dinner. He says later. The later is a clock that never has numbers.

In the middle of the week Lina returns a book to the library and sees an announcement pinned to the cork board. A community health fair is scheduled for next month at a clinic near Church Avenue. A volunteer sign up sheet hangs from the thumbtack. The name Duarte is printed at the bottom as the contact. Lina reads it twice and then lets the paper go quiet. She does not know why the name stays with her. She writes nothing on the sheet because she does not volunteer for things at present. She tells herself that names can be seeds that grow into trees she does not yet recognize.

At home that evening, Rebecca asks Lina if she wants to invite anyone over this weekend. Lina says no. Rebecca nods as if that answers a different question. She tells Lina to pick one dish from the freezer for dinner. Lina chooses the stew from Uncle Danny without saying why. Vince comes home after they have eaten. He sits at the table and looks at the empty bowl as if trying to make it full with concentration. He says he has to go out for an hour. Rebecca asks if it can wait until morning. He says no, and the no is not open to further talk. He takes his jacket and goes. The door closes with the same sound and the same small shake of the wood in the frame. Lina sits and listens until the sound has completely left the house.

She goes to her room and takes out the small box where she keeps nothing that anyone else would care about. Inside are a few coins that she has found under couch cushions that had no owners. A ribbon that once belonged to a book her grandmother gave her. A scrap of paper with a name she wrote on it the night she learned that names could be a kind of handle. 

Saturday morning the block returns to its routines. A boy on the corner sells candy for a team that may or may not exist. A woman ties a bag to a railing and tucks the knot into itself in a way that says she has done this a hundred times. The postman moves with a gait that fits the steps he climbs and descends. Lina goes to the store for milk. Malik asks after her mother. Malik’s mother asks if Lina needs bread. Lina says they are fine. She takes the milk and stands at the door for a second because the bell above it sticks downward and scrapes the metal. Malik says he will fix it before summer ends. She says she will believe that when she sees it. He laughs in a way that does not open anything up and that is exactly right.

On Sunday she returns with Rebecca to the church and sits under the same stained glass window that throws blue across her hands. She watches the light move and then fade when a cloud crosses. After the service, a woman in a nurse’s uniform speaks to another parishioner about a blood pressure clinic they are holding at the community center. The woman says her name is Maggie and that she is looking for reliable volunteers who can sit with older people and take readings while the staff handles the paperwork. Lina hears this without volunteering anything. She stores the name with the others. It does not attach to a face in a way she can hold for long. It attaches to the idea of a person who helps in rooms that smell like bleach and plastic. That is enough for now.
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