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CHAPTER ONE


Summer is everybody else’s party. It belongs to the recently arrived hipsters in their beat-up sneakers and paint-splattered jeans spilling out of the bar down the block. It belongs to Puerto Rican families with foil trays of meat, sending charcoal smoke signals into the air, even to the old men in front of the VFW, sitting out, watching the neighborhood pass them by.


Val and June lie on Val’s bed on the second floor of her parents’ house on Visitation. The girls are waiting for the night to take shape, watching the facing row of neat three-story brick houses.


Although June has the phone numbers of twenty boys in her cell, ten she’d willingly kiss and ten she swears are dying to kiss her, the girls are alone. June’s been scrolling through her phone-book looking for someone she’s missed, her polished nail clicking against the screen. If she keeps this up, the battery will be dead by midnight, which is what Val’s hoping for.


The girls spent another day working at Visitation of the Blessed Virgin Mary day care, watching the summer escape while they tended a bunch of babies. They missed the community pool and the open fire hydrants. They missed sitting on the stoop in their bikinis. They missed the shift from afternoon to evening, the gradual migration from hanging out to going out. Still, they made a little cash for when they are old enough to spend it on something interesting. But at fifteen, all the interesting stuff seems beyond their grasp.


This is one of the nice streets in Red Hook, tree lined and residential, on the predominantly white waterside of the neighborhood. Cut off by the expressway from the stately brownstone-lined streets of Carroll Gardens, Red Hook is a mile-long spit stranded at the southern point of Brooklyn where the East River opens into the bay. In the middle of the neighborhood sits Coffey Park, which splits the “front” with its decaying waterfront from the fortress of housing projects and low-cost supermarkets at the “back.”


All around the girls the night is heating up. The stoops are filling, some with newcomers dressed in secondhand clothes, others with grizzled men sucking air through their teeth as if this might cool things down. It’s a hot night in a calendar of hot weeks. The community pool has been packed, its surrounding concrete a mosaic of bright towels. The local firehouses, the Red Hook Raiders and the Happy Hookers, have been clocking overtime, circling the neighborhood to shut off illegally opened hydrants, telling kids to go cool off elsewhere. People have been doing their best to stay out of each other’s way. By this point in the summer everyone’s developed a beat-the-heat routine—a soaked do-rag tied around a scalp, a tiny fan held inches from a nose, a cold beer cracked before lunch.


In the backyard, Val’s sister, Rita, and her crowd have taken over the aboveground pool, still celebrating their high school graduation two months on. The paved yard is littered with cans of Coors Light and rolling bottles of high-proof lemonade. Val and June stood at the edge of the party for a while. But the talk turned to things they weren’t supposed to know about. Eventually, Rita sent them indoors.


“That boy in the lawn chair?” June said, as the girls climbed the stairs. “He grabbed my ass. He totally grabbed it.” She’s glowing beneath her outrage.


“Your butt fell into his hand is all,” Val said.


June’s curves are everywhere these days, especially where they don’t belong, bursting through the buttons of her school uniform or falling out of her too-short shorts. The girls, once a matched set, now seem to be fashioned from different material. Val, whose pale skin repels the sun, is made of reeds and twigs—like the sad saplings planted in the park that shoot up but never seem to leaf out. June, blessed with an olive complexion even in winter, is formed from something soft and pliant, clay, maybe, or cookie dough.


Somewhere, Val suspects, there may be boys who admire her bamboo limbs but out in Red Hook everyone goes for June’s generous shape, her elastic breasts and rear that she seems to resculpt every night, giving the neighborhood something fresh to look at. Even her wavy brown hair appears mischievous in the way it curls and bounces. Val’s hair, an unremarkable straw color, strikes her as lacking in enthusiasm.


Val knows that time is short for kids’ stuff. When school starts, they’ll be expected to turn up at parties, looking on-point, made up and polished. But sometimes Val can’t restrain her silliness. After being cooped up in that day care, she wants to be naughty. Not that in-your-face naughtiness of scoring a bottle of something sweet and alcoholic or sneaking a cigarette. What she’s after is a prankish secret the girls can share someday when they are on some guy’s couch tipsy or even high.


The window is open wide. June’s positioned herself near it and hops to her feet each time she hears footsteps. She stretches out her arms, grasping either side of the window frame.


“I’m gonna get my groove on tonight,” she says loud enough for anyone passing to hear. “I’m gonna turn it up.” She rotates her hips and thrusts her chest forward. Her shorts strain at the seams. Val worries that if June arches her back another inch, the whole package is going to burst. “I’m going to show them how it’s done,” she says.


Something about June’s posture reminds Val of a bag of microwave popcorn. She falls back on her bed, her laughter pouring out into the street.


“Baby,” June says. “You laugh like a baby.” She leaves the window, flops down on the bed, but keeps her distance from Val. She checks her nails and pulls out her phone. “Let’s do something.”


“We could camp out on the roof,” Val says.


June does not look up.


“Or watch a movie.”


“You want the world thinking we’re babies forever.”


“There’s nothing wrong with movies.”


June stands up. “I’m getting us a drink.”


Five minutes later June returns with a half-empty bottle of alcoholic lemonade. “Did you pick up someone’s empty?” Val says.


“I drank half on my way up.”


“We could take the raft out,” Val says. “It’s something.”


June finishes the drink. “You have some stupid ideas.”


“Your only idea was stealing a half-empty bottle from my sister.”


“Just get the goddamned raft,” June says. She tilts her head upward, tosses her hair, exhales an invisible cigarette.


“Don’t be such a bitch,” Val says.


The rubber raft was a gift from a crew of older guys who’d taunted and teased them, and finally made a play for the girls at the pool last weekend. What they wanted with a hot pink rubber raft Val and June didn’t know but they took their prize. Tonight, hot and stir-crazy, Val decides what the raft is for. Take a float in the bay, cool off, see what’s what from the water.


The girls hit the street, the raft bumping awkwardly against their legs as they walk. “It’s your raft. You carry it,” June says, dropping her end.


Late summer smells hang in the air—ripe sewers, cookouts, and the scent of stagnant water that lingers in Red Hook no matter the season. The night echoes with other people’s noise, laughter falling from windows and the call-and-response of competing boom boxes. The girls approach Coffey Park at the edge of the Red Hook housing project. June’s walking a few steps ahead, putting a couple of feet between her and Val and the raft. Val lets her go on, not quite sure about the sway of June’s hips and the way she’s shaking her hair like a show pony. At one end of the park is the old luggage factory, now converted into lofts, at the other, the first of the project high-rises, and in between a battleground of basketball and barbecues.


The park benches are filled, many of them turned into sound-stages for newbie rappers whose rhymes are muffled now and then by the bass of passing cars. Girls in fluorescent clothes, wrapped tight like gifts, are clustered around the benches, bumping and dipping to the beats. June and Val envy their doorknocker earrings, their careless voices, the grip of their halter tops, and the cling of their short shorts. The way they hang out late and loud.


Sometimes on Sundays, when the service at Visitation of the Blessed Virgin Mary has ended, June and Val slip away from their parents. Fearless in the daylight, they cross Coffey Park and pass through the heart of the projects, until they arrive at the Red Hook Gospel Tabernacle—a small storefront church on a side street where they’re not certain they’re welcome. In spring and summer, the doors are propped open and they can see into the small, fluorescent-lit room, with linoleum tiles and folding chairs. The girls know some of the singers from their old elementary school, before Val and June were sent across the expressway to Catholic school.


It’s nighttime now and the girls aren’t bold enough to enter Coffey Park. They walk along its periphery. Val watches as June rolls the waistband of her shorts so they ride higher.


“You can wear anything. A paper bag would look hot on you,” June told Val the other day. “Me, I’ve got all this to worry about,” she added, cupping her breasts. “You know, my burdens.”


June’s body doesn’t seem to be burdening her too much at the moment. She dawdles in front of each bench, untangling her hair from her silver hoop earrings, adjusting her bikini top beneath her shirt. Val hovers a few steps back, half in, half out of a streetlamp’s yellow glow, her lanky shadow stretching out in front of her.


There’s a girl in one of the groups June knows from their early years in public school. She’s sitting on the back of a bench not far from the park’s entrance. Back then, Monique would hang with them in the Marinos’ basement, helping make broken furniture into castles, spacecrafts, and ships. The three of them dressed up in Rita’s clothes, clomping around the basement in her heels and smearing her makeup on their faces. Once in a while they went to June’s place, for her grandmother’s homemade orange Popsicles or to spit cherry pits from the second-story window. They never went to Monique’s apartment in the projects.


“Hey, Monique,” June calls. “Monique.”


“Someone out for you, Mo,” one of the guys says. He’s rocking a sweaty forty in his palms. He wipes his hand on his baggy basketball shorts. Monique checks June and Val. “You asking your friends to join us?” the guy says, nudging the bottle toward Monique.


“Nah,” she says, turning away.


June stays put, but Val moves on, bumping her with the raft.


“Watch it,” June says.


The guy holds out the bottle. “Thirsty?”


June hesitates, shifts her weight from one foot to another. Val knows she’s trying to catch Monique’s eye to see if this is cool. But Monique’s still looking away, laughing with a group of older girls.


“Thirsty?” the guy repeats, swigging from the bottle and holding it out once more. He licks his lips then shows Val and June his teeth, two of them capped in gold with diamond chips. The gems catch the light, giving him a jack-o’-lantern smile. He shakes his head. “Yeah. Didn’t think so.” He drops the empty in the grass.


“You didn’t save me some?” Monique says, swatting his leg.


“Didn’t know you wanted it.” He and Monique stare at Val and June.


“Let’s go,” Val says.


“What’s your hurry?” June says.


Val grabs June’s wrist. She knows Monique and her crew are about to explode with laughter. She pulls June away from the park.


“You saw how he was looking at us?” June says.


Val links her arm through June’s. “Totally.”


As they move along they try on the streetwise rhythms of Monique and her crew. Trying out words they’d be afraid to use at home or school. Calling each other “ho.” Feeling the nervous release of each curse. Waiting for repercussions that don’t come. Because they are alone on the streets now. They’re skirting the edges of the projects and approaching the water along dark, cobblestone streets with only the burned-out streetlights and abandoned warehouses for company.


The moon is riding high and full. The last lights of the projects are at the girls’ backs. The summer noises and chatter from the park have faded so they talk louder now, raising their voices against the silence. They wave their arms, gesture large, beating back the shadows that stretch from abandoned doorways and broken windows. They know the rumors, but they try to ignore them—the stray dogs, rabid and feral, that breed in the abandoned sugar refinery, the haunted junkies, the homeless, the insane.


A couple of blocks from the water there’s an abandoned lot strewn with trash and knee-high weeds. In the middle of this lot a dilapidated fishing boat is moored in the rubble. The weeds rustle as the girls pass. They pick up the pace. There’s a whistle from somewhere near the boat. The girls turn and see Cree James, a kid from the projects who used to hang with Rita before Val’s parents put an end to their friendship. He’s good-looking—round face and wide eyes, high cheekbones. He keeps his head shaved in the hot months.


Cree is sitting on the boat’s prow, legs dangling toward the dirty ground.


“Where you girls off to?”


“Somewhere,” June says.


“How come you’re all alone?” Val asks.


“I got things to do.”


“Doesn’t look like it,” the girls say in unison.


“What you two know about it?”


“We know stuff,” Val says.


“Like what?”


“More than you think,” June says.


“Yeah?” Cree drums his feet on the hull.


“Yeah,” June says, wrapping her fingers through the chain-link fence that blocks the lot from the street. “So why don’t you come find out?”


Val digs a finger into her side.


“Big words for a fourteen-year-old,” Cree says.


“Fifteen.”


“Big words all the same.”


“So, you won’t be kicking it with us?” June says.


Cree shakes his head. “I got somewhere to be.”


“Shame. We know where the party is,” Val says. Normally Val would be nervous flirting, even in jest, with an eighteen-year-old. But out here on unfamiliar territory, she feels bold.


“Sure you do,” Cree says.


“We got it going on,” June says.


The girls begin to walk away. June’s voice has lost its saucy edge. Val feels her relax, as she falls into step with their adventure.


“We know where it’s at,” Val says.


“We know how it’s done.”


“We know how to do it.”


Cree watches the girls disappear up the dark street, carrying that pink raft between them. They used to hang with his cousin Monique when they were little, back when he and Rita were tight, before her parents taught her that kids from the Houses were off-limits to waterside girls. He’d never expect Val and June to turn up in this part of Red Hook, especially so late. He usually has this corner to himself at night. Even people from the projects keep away from these streets after dark. And no one takes much notice of a boat moored in the weeds, just another sliver of old Red Hook lore, the vanished world of dockworkers and longshoremen.


But this decaying fishing boat never belonged to any of the guys who cluster in the VFW or in the last waterfront bar. It belonged to Cree’s father, Marcus, who bought it from a salvage yard in Jersey. The boat was beached after Marcus, a corrections officer, caught a bullet meant for no one in particular—collateral damage in the now dormant drug wars. Cree guesses the boat is his now.


Cree’s mom, Gloria, believes that Marcus’s spirit lingers at the spot in the courtyards where he fell. Gloria’s often out there with a thermos of iced tea. But Cree knows better. No ghost, especially not his father’s, would bother haunting a bench. But a captain always returns to his ship. One day Cree hopes to get the boat back in the channel and take Marcus farther out on the water than he’d ever been in his lifetime.


On certain nights Cree tricks himself into seeing his father’s shadow moving through the weeds and climbing aboard. He imagines him sliding into the tiny cabin and taking the wheel. Then Cree pretends that he and Marcus are crossing the Upper Bay to New Jersey where they’d once visited another desolate cobblestone waterfront. There was the same smell of silt and water and the same sound of wind slapping empty buildings. But there were no projects near the Jersey waterfront, and no one over there gave Cree and Marcus a glance that told them they didn’t belong.


On that trip back to Red Hook, Cree had found himself staring across the Upper Bay trying to pick out his project from the distant mass of Brooklyn gray. Odd, how only a short ride away turned his hometown unrecognizable. Like it had nothing to do with him.


Cree can’t focus enough to summon Marcus. Maybe the girls scared him off. Cree vaults off the prow and lands in the dust and grass. He picks up a bucket and fishing rod from beside the boat and hits the street, his footfalls replacing the echoes left behind by Val and June.


His pace is slow. His shoulders slump as if gravity is too much. He reaches the end of Columbia Street and catches a whiff of the water, a brew of fuel and fish. He heads out on the pier that juts into Erie Basin at an obtuse angle. He skirts the impounded cars in the police lot and walks until the pier starts to double back on itself. He sits and dangles his legs over the water, looking past the docked tugboats at the abandoned shipyard and the remains of the sugar refinery that burned before he was born.


This is the place that gives Cree the end of the world feeling he likes, the sense that he can go no farther and still never be found. The clang of buoys, the rustle of the water, the absence of voices and streetlights, and that hunk of moon melting all over the place are as close to the country as Cree can imagine. From here he can look back at his neighborhood, and not see it at all.


When he was younger and his father took him out in the bay, Cree often dreamed of the places the water might lead him. But recently he finds it difficult to envision the world beyond the twin Ms of the Verrazano and the single hump of the Bayonne—the two bridges that hem in his horizon.


He casts his line into the water. Out here is where he has witnessed the secret underside of Red Hook. He’s seen a flaming car pushed into the water and what he would swear was a severed arm floating by, shriveled and blue like a sea creature. He’s seen people catching fish and cooking them in a rusted trash can. He’s seen women turning tricks in the back of a rowboat, two Asian men in wet suits snorkeling with spears in their hands. He’s seen all sorts of makeshift crafts hammered together out of driftwood and debris.


Cree drags his line through the water, leading it away from a web of seaweed and trash that’s bobbing near the pier. He always tosses back his catch. But the fish are taking the night off and the water looks dirty and sluggish. Grimy foam coats the rocks at Cree’s feet. Even the tugs sound unhappy, their engines choking on the water, never settling.


But where there should have been only the noise of the water and some clatter from the tugs he hears voices. He reels in his line, imagining that somewhere nearby Val and June are teasing him. He stands up, spins once, like he’s looking for the turnaround jump shot. And then the voices vanish, leaving him gaping at the dark, wondering if he heard anything at all.


The girls choose the water between the Beard Street Pier and the rotting factory where a two-masted sailboat is taking its time sinking into the murky basin. Never mind that the water is dirty and that they aren’t the best swimmers. And never mind that they are going to have to paddle through that grimy water with their hands. They figure they’ll float around this pier and past the next two, then get out on the little beach next to Valentino Pier. Couldn’t take more than half an hour.


It’s crazy dark down by the water. Their footsteps are loud and hard, bouncing off the warehouses. Only a ten-minute walk from home, yet they’d never been to the waterfront at night. Never been to this stretch of the waterfront period. Until they got in sight of the water, they pretended their parents’ warnings were a lot of nonsense. But now there seems to be something hiding in each shadow, scattering the litter and rubble. It doesn’t seem possible that they have this place to themselves. There must be someone lurking behind the cracked windshield of a rusted-out station wagon, someone watching them from the ruins of the sugar refinery.


The waterfront creaks and resettles—the decaying groan of old wood is a ghostly moan, the rhythmic bang of a boat against the pier is the approaching of footsteps.


Something clatters down the refinery’s dilapidated chute and plunges into the water. The girls grasp hands and start singing, chanting, making a lot of noise, trying to outdo whatever fell down that chute, attempting to subdue the darkness. But the brick warehouse and the basin throw the song back, distorting their voices so they sound unfamiliar to themselves.


June points at the sugar refinery. “Heard it’s haunted. Probably someone over there right now, watching us.”


Val glances at the skeleton of the refinery.


“Ghosts better not mess with us,” June says.


“You want to go back?” Val says. There’s movement in the refinery. She’s sure of it. Something—someone—rattling in the large metal dome.


“Nah,” June says, turning her back to the building. But Val can’t take her eyes off it. She watches the chute, checking to see if it sways.


The girls turn up the volume, chanting louder.


They tiptoe onto the green-fuzzed rocks and lower the raft into the water. June stands back. “You first.”


Val shakes her head.


“Your raft. Your idea.”


Val squats down, trying to avoid touching the rocks, and falls back on the raft. It buckles under her weight and she’s swamped by the oily water. “Nasty.”


June closes her eyes and scrunches her face, then sits down behind Val. The raft submerges, soaking the girls up to their chests. “Damn that’s cold.” June shakes as if she can escape the wet and nearly knocks the girls into the drink. Then the raft adjusts to their weight, pops back up. And they float.


The water is chilly and slick. The girls paddle hard and erratically with their hands, pushing away the junk that keeps approaching the raft and trying not to look at the gloomy area underneath the crumbling sugar refinery. The raft swings close to the half-sunk sailboat and the girls kick frantically, not wanting to tempt whatever went down with it. The water smells rank.


There’s something pulling from below that makes the raft spin.


“What is that?” Val asks. She feels the raft buckle in the middle. She stops paddling and lets the pink rubber flatten out beneath them.


“It’s like a waterslide,” June says through clenched teeth.


“Yeah, just like Coney Island,” Val says. She checks the shoreline that is quickly sliding away behind them.


They clutch the raft with rigid hands. They are unwilling to let go, unable to pull themselves out of the swirling current.


“Don’t rip it with your nails,” Val says. They’re out deep now, too far from the questionable comfort of the shore. “We’ve got to paddle.”


They let go and slap the water with their hands. Finally, they get out past the pier and let their arms rest. They float into the basin where the water has a regular beat. The moon’s shining like it’s out of its mind. The raft is handed from one wave to the next. To their left Staten Island is glittering, its houses lighting up its hills with an LCD display of red, green, and white. Tankers, like shining islands, sit in the bay, heavy and motionless. Straight across, the cranes in the port of New Jersey look like some kind of Jurassic fantasyland.


A tugboat passes in front of them. The girls scream and bend forward and try to balance, so they’re not swamped in its wake. Small waves break over their legs and waists.


Floating is wilder than Val expected. The silhouettes of the city and Jersey rising on all sides, the water stretching out dark and vast. But it’s the silence—only now and then disturbed by the call of a foghorn, the crash of a wave tangling with the pylons, the rhythmic beat of a boat somewhere out there—that grabs her.


They float by the wreck of a tugboat. The moon is trapped in one of the sunken windows, its reflection struggling through the dark water. The girls grasp the edge of the raft and see the blank eyes of the portholes staring back at them. There’s a new swell in the water, a deep insistent tug. If Val could forget the bay’s depths, she would be willing to follow this current wherever it leads her.


“We could keep going forever,” Val says, looking over her shoulder at June. June is no longer clutching the raft. She’s trailing her hands in the water, small ripples receding from her fingertips.


As the raft rounds another pier, the Manhattan skyline bursts into view towering over the black hump of Governors Island. The buildings claw the sky as if they are desperate to get out. The girls are pulled forward by the fresh current of Buttermilk Channel. But it seems to them that the city is drawing them in.


“That’s where we belong,” June says. She raises her arms and snaps her fingers. “No more wasting time.”


“Stop it,” Val says. She’s not looking at the city; she’s watching its reflection stretching out into the water in front of them. “Stop.”


Cree stashes his bucket and line and begins to pick his way along the waterfront. He passes underneath the chute of the refinery where sucrose refuse was dumped into the basin. He rounds the Beard Street pier, balancing on the jagged rocks at its short edge along the water. From the far side of the pier he can see the pink raft bobbing in the middle of the bay.


The girls’ voices carry, their laughter electrifying the lonely water. They’re taking over the gloomy basin with their dinky raft, exploring the currents and depths shut off to Cree since his father’s death. He wonders how far they dare to float.


The raft rounds another pier and bobs out of view.


Cree scrambles. He wants to keep the girls in sight. Somewhere out in the bay a foghorn cuts the silence, its low groan rolling across the water like a shudder.


There’s a rocky outcrop between the next two piers. A large warehouse blocks Cree’s view. He stumbles, gashing his knee on a cement pylon. Stagnant water is pooled between the rocks. Cree cups his hand over his wound, trying to avoid the water’s grimy foam.


He’s on the next pier now and can hear the girls again. Their words are indistinct. He catches sight of the raft bobbing in the water heading toward Manhattan. Cree turns and runs toward Valentino Pier, now a promenade for old fishermen and young couples. This late he expects to have it to himself.


He can hear the girls as the raft approaches. He crosses the small park that leads to the pier and hurries to the end of the concrete walkway. The raft is crossing in front of him—the girls, two dark silhouettes against the distant Jersey docks.


And then they are gone.




CHAPTER TWO


If asked, Jonathan Sprouse might describe his life as a landslide, a series of descents. His best year came at the age of twelve, when he was chosen for the lead in a Broadway musical—a glittery mashup of Grimms fairy tales. The show was a flop, one of those spectacular Great White Way disasters that get front-page coverage for the duration of their blink-and-you’ve-missed-it runs—when the whole city fixates on the spectacle of a show that closes before it opens.


In the year after this almost success, Jonathan went from potential Broadway star to unremarkable chorus member. Later he was demoted from Juilliard to a public high school for performing arts, from Carnegie Hall to fly-by-night practice spaces. After college he moved from the Upper East Side to the Lower East Side, then from Brooklyn Heights to Red Hook—a neighborhood below sea level and sinking.


As a child, he never imagined that he wouldn’t succeed. His father, Donald Sprouse, had enough money to collect houses in all the best sea and ski locations and to scoop up Jonathan’s mother, a respected Broadway star. Eden Farrow couldn’t open a show like Bernadette Peters or Patti LuPone, but no one complained when she stepped into their shoes at the end of their runs.


The Sprouse family fortune and Eden’s moderate fame were enough to guarantee Jonathan attention from conservatories and invitations to important auditions. He had the best vocal coaches and music instructors. He turned up at auditions dressed in a sailor shirt and matching cap that his mother had hand-tailored on Lexington Avenue.


As a teenager, he was known less for his talent than for his parents’ frequent absences and their spacious apartment. The Sprouse-Farrows had a well-stocked bar and fridge and their doorman’s hand was easily greased with a C-note. Liquor for Jonathan’s underage set was delivered through the service entrance. Jonathan was one of those New York kids everyone knows. In with the Upper West elite, the Village kids, even the Harlem hoods from a couple blocks north whom Jonathan invited to the Sprouse penthouse to mix things up.


Although his short-lived Broadway career fizzled, Jonathan continued to audition in his early twenties—classical, jazz, off Broadway. He was an understudy who never got called up. He didn’t make it through conservatory. The auditions stopped. Eden’s agent dropped him. He sat in with a couple of bands, sang and played keyboard. He joined a quartet that got written up in the New Yorker. But then Eden died, or because Eden died, the quartet let him go. Jonathan fled from the spotlight that had briefly threatened to illuminate him.


After Eden’s death, Jonathan dropped her last name and reverted to Sprouse. He taught at Carnegie Hall where he’d once had lessons. He taught at a private high school in lower Manhattan. He taught spoiled kids in their homes. He taught jazz band at a public school where there weren’t enough instruments to go around.


Ever since he moved to Red Hook, Jonathan has been teaching music appreciation at St. Bernardette’s, a Catholic girls’ school just outside the neighborhood. He also has a steady gig Friday nights at a gay piano bar in the city where he hammers out show tunes accompanied by a drag queen who gets all the tips. From time to time he writes advertising jingles for cut-rate brands. He tells himself he’s a commercial success.


Old acquaintances from as far back as high school, conservatory, and Broadway sometimes come to Jonathan’s apartment. They know that out here dealers stay up late, and Jonathan has their numbers. They hang around his place, waiting for delivery and pretending it’s Jonathan they’ve come to see.


His studio apartment is upstairs from the Dockyard bar, which keeps unwholesome hours. He has a choice of listening to its noise filtered through the loose floorboards or coming downstairs and experiencing it firsthand.


Although Jonathan only meant to stop into the Dockyard for a couple of drinks, he’s slipped from a prime spot in the middle of the bar to a shadowy corner, from top-shelf whiskey to swill. He’s gone from laughing along with the regulars to being laughed at. Lil, the bartender, urges him to shut up. She’s suggested that he go home even though it’s only one A.M.


Jonathan can’t remember when the evening got away from him. Maybe he insulted Lil’s honky-tonk music. She’s a little too old to be working here. She has a toxic red dye job and faded tattoos that look like bruises. Her gray eyes tighten as the night drags on. By last call they look like the heads of two screws.


Sex with Lil was unremarkable, the kind of late-night mistake Jonathan can’t bring himself to give up. Something about the whole mess reminded him of the racetrack—the clop of Lil’s cowboy boots, the slap of his hand on her ample flank, her exhausted whinnying when the thing was over.


The Dockyard’s walls are covered with buoys and life preservers, grainy photos of steamers and tugboats. There’s coiled rope and collapsed lobster traps, as well as flies and lines, bait and tackle. The mounted trout and bass are missing eyes and shedding scales. The place is supposedly filled with nostalgia for the humming waterfront of yesteryear. But it’s really a shipwreck. Lit by strands of green Christmas lights, the bar looks as if it’s sunk into the grimy basin a couple of streets away. The busted ship’s clock helps the patrons ignore the time and keep on drinking.


Nicknames are big here. It took Jonathan a couple of weeks to sort out the crowd. There’s Guitar Mike and Biker Mike. There’s Whiskey Bill and Pirate Bill, Old Steve and New Steve. None of the women have nicknames.


Everyone calls Jonathan “Maestro,” although he suspects none of them believe he actually writes music. One day he plans to take them by surprise. His head is crammed with riffs composed from neighborhood noise. These are usually suggested by something simple—the howl of the hinges on the door to the Dockyard, the lonely twang of the telephone wires on Van Brunt Street, the uneven, metallic rattle of a bicycle with loose fenders riding over cobblestones.


Days pass in Red Hook like musical compositions. Sometimes they are fugues, sometimes sonatas. The wildest days, when a storm blows in from the Atlantic and water surges down Van Brunt, are certainly symphonies. But Jonathan doesn’t try to explain any of this to the patrons of the bar.


Lil’s playing hard to get, fiddling with her CDs and ignoring Jonathan’s signal.


“I thought you were keeping quiet tonight, Maestro,” she says, not pouring him another. “At least I was hoping.”


“Too hot to head upstairs,” he says. “I thought I’d stick around and pay you to keep me entertained.”


Lil wears a shot glass on a chain around her neck. It bumps against her breasts as she works. Instead of tipping her, patrons can buy her a shot. It’s the best way to get on her good side.


Jonathan grabs the glass. “Let me buy you one.”


Lil’s shirt is wet from wiping down the bar and rinsing glasses. She shakes free. “No thanks, mister.”


“My money’s no good?”


“Leave your money on the bar.”


He pisses Lil off a lot these days, especially when he’s trying to be charming. “I thought no one around here turned away a free drink. Booze keeps you keeping us happy.”


“You talk too much, Jonathan.”


He drops a twenty next to his glass just to show her.


The bar is full even in this heat wave. There are a few leftover locals—salty types and retired detectives. But mostly it’s a new crowd—artists, chefs, and odd craftsmen. Men in baseball caps for losing teams. Women in clogs or cowboy boots. Lots of women tonight. It’s the dead of summer, and they still wear cowboy boots. It makes Jonathan feel old watching them and he’s not even thirty.


Earlier, Jonathan tried talking to a few of these women. But now they’re keeping their distance. He’s not sure what went wrong. Maybe they were offended when he bought them a round of drinks and said that women only drink whiskey to impress men. Now they make a point of not looking his way. He’s spent a year watching, noticing their short, choppy haircuts and new tattoos. He’s watched them drink more, sleep less, and try on the tough postures of the old waterfront.


The women grow grungier and sexier the later it gets. Soon they bear no resemblance to the morning commuters who will tuck themselves into bus shelters along Van Brunt on Monday, polished and brushed and reasonably presentable to the world outside Red Hook. Nighttime abrades them, tangles their hair and chips their nails. Colors their speech. At night, the hundreds of nights they’ve passed the same way begin to show, revealed in their hollowed cheeks and rapid speech. Jonathan wonders how long it takes for their costumes to become their clothes, their tattoos their birthmarks. When will they let the outside world slip away and forget to retrieve it?


The new drink hits his stomach fast, a sign that he’s had enough. He takes a walk around the bar to sober up. There are two drunks in the booth in the back. One has been passed out since happy hour. The regulars are taking turns decorating his face and clothes with Magic Marker. Someone is opening his shirt and drawing a pair of claw marks above his nipples.


“Got a song for us, Maestro?” a woman asks. She turns away before he can reply.


He drops to one knee and takes her hand. She tries to wriggle free, but he’s got her tight. The song that comes into his head is Irving Berlin’s “Let’s Face the Music and Dance.” The crowd is laughing at him, but Jonathan doesn’t care. He sings loud, louder than the rockabilly pouring out of the speakers. He flings his free arm back and knocks a woman in the stomach. Lil wraps a calloused hand around Jonathan’s wrist. Her strong grip feels good. “Out,” she says.


Lil sees him to his door, only a few feet from the Dockyard’s entrance, and makes sure he goes inside. Jonathan lingers in the doorway, listening to her cowboy boots beat time on the pavement—Too Hot. Too Late.


Upstairs, he opens the window, letting out the stale cigarette air and letting in more heat along with the night sounds. The storyboards for a new commercial are scattered on the floor—black-and-white drawings of dancing soda cans waiting for a tune.


He lights a cigarette and props his elbow on the sill, exhaling into the thick air. A few days ago at the piano bar in the West Village, he’d had an idea for this jingle. The blunt way his drag queen partner Dawn Perignon outlined her lips in cola-colored pencil then filled them in with cherry gloss inspired the first bars. He scribbled some notes on a napkin and shoved it into his pocket.


Since Jonathan only wears black jeans, locating the pair from that night is difficult. He turns out the pockets of his entire wardrobe. He finds matchbooks, phone numbers of women he doesn’t want to call. He finds a few crumpled napkins from Cock ’n Bulls, but they only have doodles on them.


He lies on the couch staring at the storyboards. The only thing they bring to mind is merry-go-round music from a state fair.


He picks up his phone and calls Dawn, hoping her voice will suggest whatever it was her two-toned lips inspired.


She picks up after the third ring, house music blaring in the background.


“Hello?”


It always catches Jonathan by surprise that offstage Dawn talks like any other guy from Jersey. She has a deep voice, filled with guttural sounds and heavy consonants that are at odds with her lilting onstage inflection.


“Hello? You going to say something or what?” Dawn barks before switching to her stage voice. “Jonathan, baby? Cat got your tongue?”


“Forget it, Dawn. I had a question. It’s not important.”


“Don’t tell me this is a booty call after all these years. You lonely tonight?”


“Screw you.”


“With pleasure.”


Jonathan hangs up. He’s always wondered if Dawn is a little sweet on him.


He looks across the street to the Lebanese-owned bodega. If it were open, he’d head over. Instead Jonathan extinguishes his cigarette and flicks it into the street. He takes two Tylenol PM and chases them with whiskey. Then he puts on a recording of calypso music in case the tropical rhythms inspire the dancing cans.


Jonathan usually wakes up when the bar quiets down. After the noise drains slowly into the street, he knows Lil is in there alone. She lowers the music and he can hear her footsteps as she clears glasses and wipes the counters.


Lil sings after closing, a lonely performance for the half-empty bottles and overflowing ashtrays. She’s got a decent voice with a rusty country twang. Jonathan imagines that she sits on the bar with her feet on a stool, serenading the yellowed nautical charts and photos of old sea captains.


She finishes her song and heads outside. She pulls down the grate. The padlock falls into place with a bang.


Jonathan sticks his head out the window. “Hey, Lil.”


“You still up?” She’s holding a bottle of whiskey.


“You want to share that with me? I need a little inspiration.”


Lil holds the bottle by the neck and waves it like a pendulum. “Well, I’m not sharing my inspiration with you.”


Jonathan watches her walk away. It’s 5:15. This is the hour when the four businesses—two bodegas, a luncheonette, and the Dockyard—on the four corners of Van Brunt and Visitation perform their daily concert of opening or closing, the grind and bang of recoiling metal welcoming another day.


The Greek is already struggling with his iron shutters. He has roused the little wino who sleeps in the luncheonette’s doorway. The wino’s shadowing him. One of the gates is stuck—the right side won’t budge higher than three feet. The Greek is tugging on it. The wino’s shuffling around, trying to help. He breaks a dead branch off a tree and offers it to the Greek.


Jonathan has never eaten at the Greek’s. The place caters to retired dockworkers, tollbooth clerks from the graveyard shift at the tunnel, and early arrivals for the methadone clinic.


The wino’s voice catches Jonathan’s ear. It’s dissonant, all flats and sharps with no clear words. He looks eager, ready to invent odd jobs so the Greek will pay him to go away. The Greek gives his shutters a final shake before going inside to heat up the grill, make coffee, display yesterday’s meatloaf.


Jonathan drops his blinds, but angles them just enough so that when daylight comes, it will descend on the diagonal.


It’s too late for sleep. The first morning bus is rattling over the bumpy street, hitting each pothole and fissure made by the new sewage pipes.


When he was eight, Jonathan spent the summer in London with Eden who was appearing in a West End revival. They rented an apartment next to a Hasidic Jew. In the evenings, after Eden had left for the theater, the Hasid would come out onto his balcony and sing as the sun set. Although Jonathan could not understand the song, there was something in his voice that sent him to sleep. For a summer Jonathan could not sleep without this song.


There is no one to sing him to sleep now. There is only the metallic grind of the morning. He peeks through the blinds. In the half-light, the wino is sweeping a single square of pavement. He’s got it blocked off with sawhorses scavenged from a ruptured manhole up Visitation. If he keeps this up, he’ll get the boot and be drunk by nine. Behind him the Greek has found a crowbar and is trying to wrench the grate up. It sounds like he’s milling steel.


To escape the commotion, Jonathan walks down to the water. Although it’s steaming out, this is not a bad hour to be awake in Red Hook—too late to encounter the all-night revelers, too early for what’s left of the local industry. The sun is beginning to rise behind him, fighting through the projects at the back of the neighborhood, promising a full-on Brooklyn bake.


The few streetlights on the side streets go out with a buzz. These blocks are quiet. The chop shops and warehouses are not open yet. The guard dogs protecting empty lots still sleep.


Jonathan turns down a cobblestone street that leads to the water—one of two decent residential blocks in Red Hook, a street filled with single-family homes in various stages of disrepair. From here he can already smell the water, its stagnant summer scent of diesel and salt.


The dark is lifting and Jonathan can make out Valentino Pier ahead stretching into the water like a long, horizontal ladder. He used to come down to the pier at sunset, but the skyline was an insult, its glittering lights a sad reminder. In the evenings, the pier itself became a trial. A place for couples. A scenic spot where the women who don’t speak to Jonathan at the Dockyard show off the neighborhood to their Manhattan friends. So he started coming down in the mornings instead. He usually has the tugboats and seabirds for company.


He crosses the small park and heads onto the pier, passing a kid dressed in a low-rent imitation of the local dealers—nondescript baggy clothes that camouflage his frame. He juke-steps as Jonathan approaches, changes direction, and darts off toward the abandoned warehouses to the left of the pier.


There’s a fog over the river hiding the skyline. It’s claimed both the Verrazano and Bayonne bridges, stolen Staten Island, and obscured most of the Jersey waterfront.


A ferry crawls into view, creeping across the flat water like a caterpillar. The buoys are calling to each other, a long low horn followed by a quick high response as if the second buoy is mocking the first.


There’s a little beach to the right of the pier, a collection of trash, sand, shale, and foam. It’s strewn with chunks of wood too splintered and waterlogged for driftwood. The logs move in and out with the modest waves. Some tangle with the pylons below the pier. They get trapped and beat against the metal supports, their rhythm welcoming the arriving day. Jonathan leans over to watch them.


A girl is lying underneath the pier, faceup, beached on the jagged shale. Jonathan grips the pier and closes his eyes. The night was too late, the morning too soon. His insomnia has conjured worse imaginings. When he looks again, she is still there. Despite the suffocating air, Jonathan feels chilled.


He climbs down to the dirty sand and is ankle deep in cold water. A film of oil coats his calves. The girl’s clothes are torn and muddy. She’s barefoot. There are small cuts on her hands and feet. Her face is unscathed. Her fingers and lips are shriveled. Even in the dismal light under the pier, Jonathan can make out the watery pallor of her skin. Her hair is spread over the rocks. It’s hard to tell whether it’s brown or blond since it’s matted and tangled with debris.


Jonathan knows that he should squat down next to her. But perhaps it would be simpler to rush off, phone for help, or even let her be someone else’s discovery. Then he kneels at her side and listens for her breath. She too smells of seagulls.


Jonathan presses an ear to her lips. They are cold and dry. At first, there is no sound. He is about to pull away, when her breath echoes in his ear. It’s short and sharp, as if catching on a pebble. Jonathan recoils, then presses his ear to listen again.


He knows that if he screams for help, the tugboats will pass in silence and the empty warehouses will turn a blind eye.


Jonathan rolls the girl’s head to one side and a foamy stream slides from her mouth. He wipes mud from her cheeks. It’s Valerie Marino, one of the few students from Red Hook who attends St. Bernardette’s.


He lifts her carefully. Her limbs are long. She is dead weight.


He presses his body into hers, trying to warm her. Her heart beats against his own chest—a faint staccato patter. He cradles her head over his shoulder and feels her clammy skin against his collarbone. It has been months since he has held anyone so close.


He makes his way up the beach, trying not to stumble over the sharp and slippery rocks. Her body is cold. Her wet clothes stick to his skin. Holding her does nothing to ward off the suffocating day.




CHAPTER THREE


Fadi’s late. But few will notice. On one hand he can count the people in the neighborhood who know his name. Hey. Hey thanks. Coffee light. Coffee. The regular. The Post. The usual. How do you order “the usual” from someone and not know his name?


The F train stopped on the elevated bridge just before Smith and Ninth. Fadi was stuck for twenty minutes in an un-air-conditioned subway car watching the sun’s slow climb over the Red Hook Houses. The temperature had barely dropped all night, simmering in the low nineties. The radio says it’ll crack a hundred today, menacing the power grid and threatening the neighborhood with a brownout that’ll kill Fadi’s dairy and ice.


Van Brunt is waking up slowly. The Puerto Rican place is still shuttered. But the Greek across from Fadi on Visitation is battling with his roll gate, hammering it with a crowbar. The string of Christmas lights that spans Van Brunt between the streetlight in front of Fadi’s store and the one in front of the Puerto Ricans’ sags in the heavy air. The colored bulbs hang lazy and limp, the lights hibernating until winter.


The papers are waiting outside his bodega. Both tabloids have front-page photos on cooling off. The News has snapped an elderly woman in the Bronx pouring a twelve-ounce bottle of water on her head. The Post shows a teenager jumping into the bay right off one of the piers in Red Hook.


The kid is in midflight, arms above his head, right leg extended straight, the left bent back behind. Below his feet is the inky bay. A ferry is passing beneath his legs. His arms cradle the crown and torch of the Statue of Liberty. Three of his friends are hanging from the railing, waiting to jump, heads upturned, admiring the flying boy. It looks like a perfect leap, high and clear of the railing, far beyond the pylons, into the heart of the water.


Fadi wipes his brow, unlocks the padlock, and lets the iron gate roll back revealing the cigarette ads that cover the shop’s windows and keep daylight from bleaching his stock. He shoulders the bundled newspapers and pushes his way into the bodega.


This bodega was the idea of Fadi’s father, Hafiz. While his brothers opened bakeries and restaurants on the Lebanese strip of Atlantic Avenue, Hafiz wanted something besides counters lined with sambousek, awamat, and baklawa. He believed that what Americans want is a drink that’s orange because of the dye not the fruit. They want ham and turkey breasts pressed into neat cylindrical versions of hams and turkeys.


Hafiz’s Red Hook bodega is only a twenty-five-minute walk from Atlantic Avenue, but Fadi figures his father might as well have set up shop in Staten Island for how often his uncles visit.
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