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			Jeanine Cummins is the author of three books: the novels The Outside Boy and The Crooked Branch and one true crime work, A Rip in Heaven. She lives in New York with her husband and two children.

		

	
		
			Praise

			Praise for A Rip in Heaven:

			‘A wrenching tale of a notorious murder’s long echoes for its survivors . . . [an] apt tribute to family endurance in the face of grievous loss’  Kirkus Reviews

			‘Cummins presents a mesmerizing, highly balanced ­memoir . . . [A] compelling, novel-like account . . . highly admirable’  Publishers Weekly

			‘Cummins recounts the wrenching drama in a straight­forward, expertly paced narrative that reads like a novel’  People
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			About the Book

			The acclaimed author of American Dirt reveals the devastating effects of a shocking tragedy in this landmark true crime book--the first ever to look intimately at the experiences of both the victims and their families.

			A Rip in Heaven is Jeanine Cummins’ story of a night in April, 1991, when her two cousins Julie and Robin Kerry, and her brother, Tom, were assaulted on the Old Chain of Rocks Bridge, which spans the Mississippi River just outside of St. Louis. When, after a harrowing ordeal, Tom managed to escape the attackers and flag down help, he thought the nightmare would soon be over. He couldn’t have been more wrong. Tom, his sister Jeanine, and their entire family were just at the beginning of a horrific odyssey through the aftermath of a violent crime, a world of shocking betrayal, endless heartbreak, and utter disillusionment. It was a trial by fire from which no family member would emerge unscathed.

		

	
		
			Dedication

			For Robin: my true friend, my blood, my laugh-maker.

			And for Julie: my sunshine, my awe-inspirer, my soul-waker.

			May God grant us the strength and wisdom

			to do your lives a sliver of justice in the telling.

			We love you always and miss you every day.

			Kisses and Revolution.

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			This is a work of nonfiction. My research materials included court documents, police records, and electronic and print media, as well as interviews I conducted with people who appear in this book. Additionally, because I am part of the story, I used my own personal memories of certain events.

			I chose to write the book from a third-person omniscient point of view so that readers could gain an intimate knowledge of each facet of the story. Some supposition was necessary in writing dialogue, though the interactions are all based on real conversations and contain many direct quotes.

			Certain family members have requested to be omitted from the book for personal reasons, and I have honored those requests. Apart from these alterations, I have endeavored to maintain the factual and quintessential integrity of both the people and the events related herein.

		

	
		
			Epigraph

			The river moans and sighs

			Swallows my memories

			And spits back currents of regret

			To drown careless swimmers

			’Neath onion’s shield

			She sheds saltless tears

			Howling at the moon

			The bridge has long since collapsed

			And now the river boasts her danger

			For fear of drowning

			I no longer cross to meet you

			I stand on muddy banks waving

			But can’t see you clearly

			My dreams take me down

			To rocks and the cold current below

			And I have lost myself

			In the water’s wailing drone

			That lulls me to sleep.

			—Julie Kerry

		

	
		
			Prologue

			In 1991, I was a sixteen-year-old high-school kid living on the outskirts of the nation’s capital and I thought I was invincible. I thought I was tough. Washington, D.C., was the homicide capital of the United States. Roughly one out of every twelve hundred people living there that year was murdered. Our mayor sat in jail after he and a prostitute were caught on video smoking crack in a motel room. But behind this curtain of corruption, D.C. was a shiny, whitewashed city whose streets were lined with world-famous museums, government buildings, and busloads of tourists sporting matching T-shirts and Kodak Discs. This city that was my home thrived in the face of scandal, drew its life-breath from the mayhem.

				So when my parents packed my brother, my sister, and me into the family van and drove us to Missouri for spring break, we brought our East Coast attitudes and our entirely imagined city-hardness with us. We drove through two days’ worth of sunshiny American cornfields to get from Maryland to St. Louis, and we were sure we would die from a particularly Midwestern brand of boredom before we even crossed the Mississippi.

				The hard truth that we were about to learn was that, in fact, we weren’t tough kids at all. In reality, we were fairly sheltered, comfortably angst-ridden, suburban teenagers and we had no idea what “tough” was all about. We lived in the early nineties, during a time when youthful violence still had the ability to shock. Even in the homicide capital of the country, there was nothing that felt commonplace about violence, nothing normal about the metal detectors they began installing in our schools in an effort to quell that violence. We were still several years naïve of Columbine and the kind of terror that a tragedy of that magnitude can inspire.

				As my family bumped our blue van westward through the heartland of America, we imagined we were leaving urban dangers behind us in the East. We never dreamed of the kind of brutality we were about to encounter, the kind of tragedy that would destroy our lives in a single night. D.C. had not prepared us for anything. Nothing could prepare us for this.

				My name is Jeanine Cummins, but I’ve been called Tink since the day I was born, so that’s the name that will appear in the following pages. This book is the true story of a violent crime. And it’s the story of my family. By its very nature it is both a true crime and a memoir. I have spent countless hours researching the facts, the evidence, the transcripts, the court documents, the media coverage and the testimony that make up the library of data for this case. And I have made every possible effort to be fair in my portrayal of those facts. But I don’t pretend for a moment to be unbiased. This is my family. There are victims’ voices in this story that have been overlooked and overshadowed by louder, more sensational voices for more than a decade. Now it’s our turn.

				Julie and Robin Kerry are my cousins. Tom Cummins is my brother. This is their story.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The rickety card table was so heaped with plates and elbows that Tom Cummins was almost afraid to lift his fork and feed himself, afraid that even this slightest movement might threaten to upend the carefully arranged scene. On his right sat the dainty figure of his cousin Julie Kerry, who was devouring her steaming plate of chicken stir-fry without a single thought toward the sturdiness of the quivering table. On his left his two younger sisters, Tink and Kathy, shared their grandfather’s organ bench and kicked each other repeatedly under the table, vying for precious knee room. Beside them, Julie’s sister Robin was dwarfed in a large blue velvet recliner, and their younger sister Jamie was perched like a bird on the chair’s arm. All five of the girls tucked into their plates with a vigor that threatened the trembling little table with every bite, but only Tom seemed concerned.

				There was plenty of room at the dining room table for a couple of them to have eaten with the grown-ups, but nobody wanted to be left out of the fun at the kids’ table. So they sacrificed elbow room and crowded in together. The six cousins were unusually quiet, maybe because of the good food they were eating, maybe because of the inhibiting presence of parents and grandparents in the adjoining room. More likely, though, their six minds were sharing a faint, unspoken melancholy at the thought of their imminent parting. They all knew that in twelve hours the Cummins siblings would be packed into their parents’ van and rolling eastward back to Washington, D.C., leaving St. Louis and their Kerry cousins behind.

				Nine-year-old Jamie had finished picking all of the chicken out of her stir-fry and was listlessly shoveling snow peas and broccoli around with her fork. She eyed Robin’s plate and waited patiently. When Robin finished scarfing down all her veggies, she switched her plateful of chicken with Jamie’s vegetables and the two sisters resumed eating. Tink and Kathy stifled a giggle at this exchange. Jamie and Robin’s meat-and-veggie swap still hadn’t lost its novelty to them. It was the kind of behavior that their own strict parents would never have allowed, and as such, it had that air of the forbidden that teenagers seem to find so funny.

				Nineteen-year-old Robin was a strict vegetarian; Jamie hated vegetables. So the sisters had developed this foolproof system that never so much as raised an eyebrow in their all-girl household—their mother Ginna had always encouraged her daughters to embrace their individual ideals. But to Tink and Kathy, who were raised in a home where free thinking and authority-questioning were not actively cultivated habits, the food swap couldn’t have been more foreign. In fact, Tink and Kathy found almost everything about their cousins to be a little exotic. The Kerry sisters were the kinds of people that the Cummins kids wished they could be.

				Sixteen-year-old Tink absolutely idolized the twenty-year-old Julie for her poetry and her passion. The fact that Julie was a brilliant soccer player only furthered Tink’s devotion to her; she was a striker—the same position Tink played. And Kathy, who was almost fifteen, similarly idolized Robin. Kathy had even tried vegetarianism a year or so previously, but Tink and Tom had teased her mercilessly, and her mother Kay had explained that, at least while she was preparing the dinners, Kathy would have to eat what was cooked—end of story. So Kathy restlessly obeyed, but she admired her older cousin for her independence and resolve.

				Tom was the only male member of the little crew, and Julie was his best friend. It was a fact he was proud of, because Julie was cool in a way that Tom had always wanted to be. She made him laugh, she nourished his self-esteem, and she inspired him. Tom was a practical person, almost pessimistic in nature. Julie had taught him how to dream, how to nurture his ambitions. But he didn’t really know any of this consciously; he just loved the way he felt around her. She made fun wherever she went. So Tom and Julie were confidantes with a bond so strong that it spilled over onto their siblings. It made all six of them feel like a part of some clandestine, impenetrable society. It was understandable that their last supper together was a gently somber and muted affair.

				After the six plates of chicken stir-fry were emptied, rinsed, and stacked in the dishwasher, the six cousins retreated to the game room in the basement while the grown-ups sipped coffee and talked. Downstairs in the musty basement, Simon and Garfunkel was the music of choice and gin rummy was the game. The green-felt-covered game table was as crowded as their dinner table had been a few minutes before. But again, no one seemed to mind. Tink was in dealer persona, complete with green visor and pretzel-stick cigar—and the stakes were high: plastic chips and bragging rights. Eventually, Ginna called down the steps to say that she was heading home and told Julie not to keep Jamie out too late. The games continued, and Tink doodled her name on Tom’s arm in capital letters when she should have been keeping score. Ordinarily Tom would have smacked the ballpoint pen right out of her hand for writing on him, but tonight it somehow seemed to fit the atmosphere of the evening. He just laughed at her and shrugged her off as she tried to add a curlicue to the K. After an hour or so, Jamie grew bored, Tom got tired of losing, and Robin was having a nicotine fit anyway, so the group made a collective decision to move the party to the front yard.

				It was twilight now on Fair Acres Road. Tink and Kathy barefooted a soccer ball in the dewy grass while the others had a chicken fight—Julie on Tom’s back and Jamie on Robin’s. A few feet away, Julie’s once-blue Chevy Chevette sat in the driveway, a rusty blot on the suburban landscape. Its rear end was completely plastered in bumper stickers, one of which proclaimed, ronald reagan is a lesbian. Gene, the father of the Cummins kids, hadn’t found that one particularly amusing.

				The six companions laughed and played in the dusky evening with a wantonness that teenagers rarely feel comfortable exhibiting. As was often the case, nine-year-old Jamie seemed to be more mature than anyone else in the group. Her wry sense of humor and easy demeanor made her seem eerily wise and grown-up—so much so, in fact, that her rare moments of childishness sometimes startled the others. But tonight, they all romped like children. Together they abandoned self-consciousness and embraced their last vestiges of childhood. So it was with heavy hearts that they brought their merriment to an end when Gene squeaked open the screen door and appeared on the front step. There was packing to do; there were showers to take; there was sleep to get. It was time for good-byes.

				Robin threw her arms tragically around Tink and screamed, “Don’t go, PLEASE don’t go!”

				This set off a stream of sarcasm and before long, all six of them were blubbering into each others’ necks, “I’ll miss you! I love you! I’ll write every day!” while Gene stood rolling his eyes and shaking his head. There was a moment or two of authentic gravity and a couple of genuine (if well hidden) tears amidst the mess of sarcasm. And as they all wound down toward the inevitable separation, Julie and Robin suggested that they might make a summer trip out to Washington for a visit. Everyone perked up at the thought. And so, accompanied by a slew of smiles and waves, the three sisters scrambled into Julie’s little clunker and buzzed away.

			Gene ushered his three children into the house and assigned them to different tasks in preparation for the next day’s journey. Tom waited until he was convinced that his two sisters were out of earshot and then asked his father for permission to go out that night. Gene shook his head; they had a long drive ahead of them tomorrow and he wanted everyone in bed early so they would be well rested in the morning. The last thing he wanted to deal with during a two-day road trip was a tired and grumpy teenager.

				Tom grumbled bitterly for a few moments and then accepted defeat. “Well, I have to go call Julie anyway and tell her I can’t go,” he said, glaring at his father with an insolence that only a nineteen-year-old could achieve.

				Gene shrugged, unmoved. “I guess you better go call her then,” he replied.

				Tom’s plan to sneak out of the house and meet Julie secretly took shape almost accidentally. He had already managed to sneak out on one previous occasion that week, but he had really been hoping that his father would be reasonable this time. Still, Tom wasn’t about to let Gene’s refusal spoil the evening. So after a few minutes on the phone, he and Julie had established their secret plans.

				Tom had been sleeping on the fold-down bed in the back of the van for most of the week. After spending one long, sleepless night on his grandmother’s blue velvet couch, listening to his father snoring through the wood-paneled wall, Tom had convinced his parents that the most logical, most comfortable place for him to sleep would be the van-bed. After all, what was the point in having a van-bed if nobody was ever going to sleep in it? So all that week at bedtime, Tom had taken a house key and a van key, and retired to the driveway. Tonight, he would simply head up the street and wait for Julie at the corner instead.

				As Tom replaced the earpiece carefully onto the cradle of the old rotary phone and swiveled around on Grandpa Art’s basement bar stool, he came face-to-face with his sister Tink and knew instantly that his plans had been found out. After several minutes of whining and begging, Tink was about ready to give up her hopes of being invited along when Kathy ambled out of the bathroom, towel around head and toothbrush in mouth, to see what she was missing. Tink filled her in on the excitement, hoping for an ally in her arguments, while Tom nervously eyed the staircase and hissed at her to keep her voice down. Kathy returned to the bathroom to spit and when she came back, she started systematically pointing out flaws in the plan. The most obvious and discouraging problem was that Tink and Kathy were sharing the guest bedroom, which was directly across the hall from their light-sleeping grandparents. It would be nearly impossible for either or both of them to sneak out undetected. For Tom the task would be infinitely easier. In fact, he wouldn’t really have to sneak out at all, he would merely have to sneak away. Eventually, Kathy’s annoyingly sensible logic won her sister over, and Tink conceded. Besides, she didn’t want to be a tagalong, she sniffed as she marched up the stairs, she wanted to be asked to go.

				This scene was the perfect representation of the two Cummins sisters and their dispositions. Tink never thought about practicalities. She was the dreamer, the comedian, the center forward on her hockey and soccer teams, always seeking the spotlight and usually getting it. Kathy was the shyer and more sarcastic but braver character. She played goalie on both teams and she was more grounded and sensible than her slightly older sister. Tink was the aggressor; Kathy was the defender.

				So the sisters wished their brother luck and went back to their assigned chores. Tink more grudgingly of course, pouting for a little while until she started to yawn amidst her folding and packing. Eventually, she even began to think that maybe bed wouldn’t be such a bad end to the evening. Shortly everything was made ready for the morning’s journey and the lights of the cozy home started to go out, one by one, as its occupants drifted to bed.

				Meanwhile, Tom stalled in the basement bathroom. He brushed his teeth twice. He flossed. He brushed again and then looked at his watch. He sat nervously on the closed lid of the toilet, fully dressed and waiting for the sounds of wakefulness to cease above him. He flipped idly through his mother’s Ladies’ Home Journal and tried not to stare at his watch. He was usually the last one to bed, so his parents wouldn’t be suspicious if they heard him going out to the van after everyone else was tucked in for the night. All the same, he was hoping the whole house would be asleep before it was time to go. When reading “How to Make the Perfect Bundt Cake” finally became too much for him, he closed the magazine, took one last look in the mirror, and switched off the bathroom light.

				At eleven o’clock, Tom closed and locked the front door of his grandparents’ brick house feeling a bit stealthy and silly. In the driveway the bright spotlight came on, illuminating the whole yard and, it seemed to Tom, half of the neighborhood. He studied the window of the room where his parents were sleeping. The curtains and shades were pulled tight. Nothing stirred. He approached the van and unlocked it, threw his backpack inside, waited a moment and then slammed the door. Unconsciously, he held his breath as he turned the corner of the van and walked quickly and quietly toward the street. As he arrived at the end of the driveway, he reached into his jacket pocket and drew out a package of cigarettes. He stopped a few minutes and stood at the end of the driveway, smoking and watching the house. If anyone inside was suspicious, they would follow him out now, in the next minute or two. The cigarette was a good alibi—he would much rather get caught smoking than sneaking out. But there wasn’t so much as a peep from inside the house, so halfway through the cigarette, he turned on his heel and started walking into the chilly night, thinking how ridiculous it was that he was nineteen and he still felt so sly disobeying his father.

			When Tom had asked his father’s permission to go out earlier that night, he originally intended to go to Denny’s—just for a coffee and a sociable chat with Julie and Robin. But now that he was out, he realized he had no time constraints. When Julie and Robin pulled up in the car that Tom had dubbed “the Hornet” thanks to the high-pitched, moped-like drone of its engine, the three cousins held a quick conference. Shouting over the loud buzz of the little car, they made the collective decision to complete the one item that had been neglected from that week’s to-do list: they would go see the poem Julie and Robin had spraypainted on the deck of the Old Chain of Rocks Bridge. They would swing by, go for a moonlit walk, have a quick look at the poem, and then go to Denny’s for that coffee.

				It was fairly easy for Tom to talk himself out of his usual apprehension about such an idea. He told himself that his anxiety was unwarranted, that the Midwest was different from the East Coast, that they would be perfectly safe. After all, he was from Washington, D.C., and St. Louis, Missouri, was hardly competing as the murder capital of anywhere. Tom’s was a fairly common misconception: St. Louis had somehow escaped the reputation it deserved. In 1991, people still thought of the city as the “Gateway to the West,” a safe and friendly Mississippi River town. Somehow, the fact that St. Louis had the third-highest metropolitan murder rate in the country had gone largely unnoticed in the realm of public opinion. Certainly it wasn’t a statistic that Tom, or even Julie or Robin, knew anything about.

				So the atmosphere in the Hornet was excited and chatty. Julie and Robin were elated at the prospect of showing off their handiwork to their cousin. Tom was relieved and somewhat exhilarated by his second home-escape of the week. The conversation, as usual, flipped from politics to religion to sex to music. The three friends changed topics as often and effortlessly as Julie changed lanes on I-70.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			On that night, the fourth of April, 1991, Tom Cummins was nearing the final stages of a fairly major identity overhaul—pretty standard stuff for a nineteen-year-old. He was in transition from awkward high-school screwup to young dedicated fireman/professional. And to his mind, he had the girl seated to his left to thank for much of this change.

				Before Julie came into his life, Tom could never have envisioned himself holding an animated intellectual discussion with two other intelligent people. Instead, the pre-Julie Tom would have sat moodily, probably rolling his eyes and shrugging his responses to any questions directed at him, not because he didn’t have anything engaging to say, but because he didn’t have the confidence to say it. It was thanks to Julie that now he spewed his views on everything from the movie Dead Poets Society to Mayor Barry’s latest hijinks. He was sure Julie hadn’t noticed his substantial personality change because, with her, he had always felt comfortable expressing himself. He wondered if she had any idea at all how much she’d helped him grow up.

				Tom’s journey through the American public-school system had been a long and arduous one. By the time he reached high school, he had pretty much embraced the version of himself that he saw through his teachers’ eyes: lethargic, unresponsive Tom. But as he reached the middle of his teen years, his difficulties became a bit more complicated than some low grades and a lack of educational enthusiasm. Adolescence just didn’t seem to agree with him. He was awkward and tongue-tied most of the time; he was embarrassed about being slightly overweight. In fact, he was embarrassed about most everything. And when his first real girlfriend dumped him to start going out with his best friend, he threw up a mighty wall of indifference.

				He started hanging out with the punk crowd at school. He admired the girls with the shaved heads and the piercings. He became a die-hard Sex Pistols fan. He took up smoking with vigor. He bought blue hair mascara—but couldn’t quite find the courage to wear it, so he ended up passing it on to Tink, who used it to paint her braids for cheerleading. He skipped class periodically, but only at times when he knew he’d get away with it. He tried everything he could, really, to fit in with the out crowd, but he could never quite seem to make it click.

				It wasn’t long before Tom started spinning stories and telling tales, sometimes to his friends in an effort to seem cool, other times to his parents to cover up the latest report card or a party he wasn’t supposed to go to. He walked a fine line, but he seemed to know instinctively where that line was and he did not cross it. He knew the difference between what was regular adolescent disobedience and what was just plain bad. So he wasn’t a lost cause. His teenage rebellions seemed to follow the same patterns that his schooling had: he screwed up just enough to cause his parents constant disappointment and worry, but never enough that they gave up on him. He really wasn’t a bad kid, just a hearty underachiever.

				For Gene, the relationship with his son was particularly frustrating. Like Tom, Gene was the eldest sibling in his family. But unlike Tom, Gene had developed a seriousness of purpose and sense of responsibility very early in life. He would never have dreamed of disobeying his father, and that fact lent an extra sting to Tom’s growing impertinence. Gene couldn’t understand his son, couldn’t relate to his attitude, and had no patience for his irresponsibilities and juvenile delinquencies.

				One night Tom missed his curfew by almost an hour, and when he finally did come home he was sleepy and reeked of peach schnapps. His father dismissed him to bed, agreeing to deal with him in the morning. At seven a.m. the following day, Gene crept into his son’s bedroom and silently slipped a Tchaikovsky tape into his stereo. He cranked the volume all the way up, hit the play button, and yanked the quilt off the bed. Then he yelled at his son to peel himself off the ceiling and get dressed—hangover or no hangover, he was going to spend the day cleaning out the garage.

				As the daily clashes on the home front escalated, Tom played the game, adopting the characteristics his parents expected of him. The cycle constantly refreshed itself: obnoxious teenager, angry parent; obnoxious teenager, angry parent. Things were looking bleak. And then one day, in Tom’s sophomore year at Gaithersburg High, something remarkable happened.

				As part of Gene’s work as a Catholic deacon, he participated in a lot of community outreach programs. He ministered to the sick at the local hospital and he took communion to the elderly. Most recently, he had been offered the chaplaincy of the local fire department. Gene wholeheartedly embraced the opportunity; he loved the idea of attending to the people who so nobly and courageously gave of themselves to the community. So, with his usual quickness and efficiency, Gene took the required qualification classes and began a rather extensive volunteer program as the fire department’s official chaplain. And the job came with an unexpected bonus: Gene impressed his son.

				For the first time in years, Tom allowed the well-buried respect he had for his father to cautiously bubble up within him. The common ground that Gene had searched so fruitlessly for had finally, accidentally, appeared. Gene installed a fire radio next to the kitchen table and started carrying a portable radio and a pager. Kay hated the continuous squawking, but both father and son were immediately addicted. Tom tried to appear uninterested, but he silently suspected that his father’s new activities were bordering on heroic. It became harder and harder for him to keep his curiosity at bay. Eventually, he started asking questions about the different codes and tones that the dispatchers used, about the different coverage areas, about the squads, and about Gene’s own place in the rank and file. Gene answered all of his questions with muted excitement and then one day, as casually as he could, he invited Tom to come with him to the firehouse.

				Tom was fifteen years old at the time and after one trip to Station 8 in Gaithersburg, he knew he had found his calling. His parents assumed that it was a phase, but they were so happy with the improvement in his attitude that they naturally encouraged the interest. The next semester when the school issued its course catalogue, Tom was ecstatic to find that they were offering a work-study program in conjunction with the county fire academy. Tom came home so excited that he talked his father into making a call to the sergeant that very night. The next day, Tom was enrolled in the program.

				So during his junior and senior years Tom attended Gaithersburg High School in the mornings and then took a bus to the Montgomery County Fire Academy, where he spent his afternoons in qualification classes. His academic grades improved significantly, and at the fire academy Tom graduated near the top of his class.

				As a graduation present, Kay and Gene bought Tom a round trip ticket to Florida, where he would spend a couple of weeks of the summer at the home his grandparents had retired to in Clearwater. Julie had just finished her freshman year of college and had decided to spend some time that summer in Florida as well. The two cousins hadn’t seen each other in years. Gene and Kay had left their hometown of St. Louis many years earlier to travel where Gene’s Navy career took them. Many of his eight siblings had followed suit, scattering across the country. But Julie’s mother (and the oldest Cummins sibling after Gene), Ginna, had stayed in St. Louis to raise her family. Nevertheless, when the two cousins arrived at Grandpa Gene’s and Grandma Maria’s, the bond that grew up between them was instant. They had a couple of basic things in common: they both had an unusual, eclectic taste in music and in movies; they had a similar, offbeat sense of humor; they both liked beer and were too young to buy it. And although Julie didn’t share Tom’s academic difficulties, she did feel that she could relate to his awkwardness, his sense of not quite fitting in. Tom appreciated that and it amazed him. If she hadn’t been his cousin, Tom would have thought she was too charismatic, too pretty and intelligent, to understand what it was like to be him. But he recognized that, in her own way, Julie was really different too. And for the first time, it dawned on him that being different, being a little bit weird, might just be a good thing.

				The two cousins went to the beach every day and became regulars at a dive bar where they sipped non-alcoholic cocktails and watched the volleyball players. Their friendship evolved rapidly, changing planes with each new conversation. They shared intimate secrets and worked on their tans. They discussed poetry and Julie proudly recited some of her work. Tom confided his humble firefighting ambitions to her and she buoyed him. They discussed their shared family—Julie detailing a colorful history of growing up in close proximity to their grandparents and the rest of their cousins. Tom imagined himself somewhere in each of the scenes she described. They learned about themselves from each other. Tom’s own family became more real to him in Julie’s words, and in return for that gift, Tom provided her with an outlet. They discussed issues from religion to ecology to politics to marriage. They debated. But they never argued. Julie even once joked that, in Zimbabwe, it was legal for first cousins to get married.

				On their last night of that summer together they stayed out late and didn’t come home until the house was thick with sleep. Tom silently steered his cousin onto the back patio and retrieved an old Tupperware dish from the garbage to serve as a makeshift ashtray. They sat at the deck table and matched the fireflies flicker for flicker with their Marlboro Lights until they had filled the Tupperware twice. They talked about everything, confiding in each other their darkest problems, their most terrifying closet-skeletons. They exchanged smiles and tears with their secrets. The first rays of dawn were glowing back to them on the still surface of their grandparents’ pool when they finally lugged themselves inside and fell asleep.

				In Tom’s life, that week had been a crucial bridge between adolescence and adulthood. It had been a continuation of his coming of age and coming to terms with himself as a person. Through Julie, his family had gained an importance that week that would stay with him and continue to grow. When he left for home, he felt like a grown-up, full of a refreshing maturity and perspective. But as his train headed north out of Florida, he looked south from his window seat and wept like a child.

				What the cousins had built that week was a friendship that would remain a constant source of strength and rejuvenation for them both. They began to exchange letters and phone calls on a regular basis. Julie encouraged and calmed her panicky cousin during his struggle through the county fire department’s fiercely competitive application process and his subsequent hellish rookie year. They talked about all the problems of their young lives. And although the topics were common, these weren’t trivial discussions—these details were the only threads they had to work with, and they stitched their lives from them. In her cards and letters she sent him poetry and song lyrics:

			...Today I was listening to ’Til Tuesday and couldn’t help    thinking of you:

			Well so long and sorry, darling

			I was counting to forever

			I never even got to ten

			So long and sorry, darling

			When we found a rip in heaven

			We should have ascended then...

				Tom’s birthday is November second, but Julie sent his card in early October with this note:

			...I just listened to New Order the other day, for the first time in months, and it sounded just as sweet and good and real as it did on a warm June evening with a friend whom I miss very much. Write me.

				Kisses and Revolution,

				Jules

			P.S. I know it’s early for your birthday, but I usually procrastinate until it’s too late, so I decided to send it now while it was fresh on my mind.

			So as Tom looked over at his cousin beside him in the Hornet that night, April 4, 1991, he felt an all-encompassing warmth and admiration for her. She was undoubtedly his favorite person in the world; he felt proud to know her. And he felt pleased with himself now too. Because thanks to Julie, he was learning to recognize the good traits in himself. He felt pride in his work. He no longer felt shy or silly about his intelligence—in fact he was beginning to actually like articulating his points and sounding clever. And to top it all off, despite all the years of bickering and the gulf of differing opinions that still existed between them, his parents were finally and utterly proud of him. He had an inkling that somehow, all was right in his world. His metamorphosis was nearing its completion. And if all went according to plan, it looked as if he would emerge from this formerly suffocating, uncomfortable cocoon of adolescence as a happy and healthy young man.

				So far the week in St. Louis had been a wonderful vacation, and Julie was just the remedy Tom had needed to keep him going. One evening earlier in the week they had downed several cups of coffee and then, hyped up on caffeine, driven to Lacledes Landing within view of the Arch in downtown St. Louis, and perched themselves on the hood of the near-dead Chevy. They went there because it was the happening place in town—a row of bars where the young twenties set hung out. But they were too young to get in anywhere. So instead they just roosted on the hood of the car, feeling the warm engine through the seats of their blue jeans, and watching the glowing windows of the pubs enviously. Inevitably, Julie turned the topic of conversation to “the sociological ramifications of living in a country that will gladly send an eighteen-year-old off to war, but won’t serve him a parting glass on his way to the slaughter.” Perhaps it was their environment—the injustice of watching people just a couple of years older than they were drinking and being merry. Or maybe it was just Julie’s nature to take up everything around her and shape it into a lively, interesting, and important topic of serious discussion. Either way, these constant chats, these daily deep discussions were the lifeblood of their friendship. So the two friends buried themselves in dialogue while the Mississippi hummed its low song a hundred yards away, accompanied by the music of a hundred clinking glasses throughout Lacledes Landing.

			At barely over five feet tall and 105 pounds of raw energy, Julie Kerry was busy unfolding into her adulthood alongside her cousin Tom. Her head was covered in a mass of dark, shiny ringlets that hung over her big hazel eyes. This was her trademark look and it hadn’t changed much in all the years since Ginna had given up wrestling it into pigtails. Julie had made a few brief childhood attempts at taming the unruly curls, but as she had grown up, she had learned to live with (and maybe even like) her floppy locks.

				Julie was a natural leader, inspired even from childhood to seek out and create mischief. She had a strong sense of justice and was never shy about speaking her mind. But she was also prone to spells of pensive quiet. Julie was riddled with inherent contradictions, chock-full of anomalies. She often said, “If I don’t look in the mirror, I can go around thinking I’m gorgeous when I’m not.” It was that modesty that made her all the more electric.

				As an English major at the University of Missouri at St. Louis, Julie was having a full-blown love affair with words. Her poetry was her passion; it helped her to interpret her life, to put things in perspective. She wrote this piece, “Selling Manhattan,” for her Native American literature class at UMSL, using what she had learned about the culture and incorporating her own wry wit:

			sure we sold it to them

			biggest scam of the century

			imagine the fools

			thinking they could contain

			the earth

			hold it in their hands

			like gold coins

			thinking they could engrave

			their names across the land

			they must have been new

			in town

			or tourists maybe

			we laughed about it afterwards

			surprised they didn’t ask

			to buy the sky too

			we would have sold it

			to them

			could have made a real

			killing

				Julie was serious about her poetry and her studies, but her friends, including Tom, were equally important to her. They were an outlet for her, an opportunity to put her seriousness and her studies aside and act like a goofy kid sometimes.

				For lunch one day in St. Louis, she and Tom went to a shady little sidewalk cafe with plastic furniture, potted trees, and umbrellas over the tables. Tom ordered a triple club sandwich with extra mayo and french fries and Julie had the same. An impossibly Midwestern waitress served them with a smile and a “Y’all enjoy ’em now.” They ate and watched the people go by without a care in the world.

				A few minutes passed at the table in relative silence, the smacking of lips and slurping of Cokes taking precedence. Julie looked at Tom, who sat with a french fry in one hand and his huge sandwich in the other, and failed to stifle a laugh.

				“What?” Tom asked, only mildly defensive.

				She covered her mouth with one hand, then thought better of it and showed him her chewed-up food. When she regained her composure, she sipped from her bendy-straw and cleared her throat.

				“Our manners,” Julie laughed. “You’d think we were raised by wolves.”

				Tom looked down at himself in his sweat-stained T-shirt and ratty sandals, posture that would make any schoolteacher cringe, mouth stuffed with food and still chewing while he talked. Julie for her part was slumped so far over her plate that her shoulders were almost touching the table. They had both devoured most of their food in under five minutes. And their two cigarettes burnt completely to soot in the little glass ashtray between them. They hadn’t even bothered putting them out when the food arrived. So Tom saw her point. And he showed her his own chewed-up food before he swallowed.

			But of all of Julie’s most valued companions, there was no one whose friendship she treasured more than her sister Robin’s. According to Julie, she and Robin had their fair share of typical sisterly aggravations—the odd argument over whose turn it was to do the dishes, or who had used the last square of toilet paper and hadn’t replaced the roll. But the outstanding feature of their relationship was that, even in their cantankerous late teens, they recognized and celebrated their similarities, their common interests. Robin shared Julie’s love of music and poetry, her sponge-like intellect, and her wit. But it was their shared sense of justice, their passionate activism, that distinguished their lives from the norm. Ginna’s friends always marveled at how well the two sisters got along, but Ginna couldn’t imagine them any other way. Julie and Robin were best friends, and they spent hours talking, hatching their plans to save the world.

				At Christmastime the year before, Julie had read an article in The St. Louis-Post Dispatch about the one hundred neediest families in St. Louis and decided that they needed to adopt one of these families for the holidays.

				“I’m sorry, honey, but we don’t have three cents to spare,” Ginna responded when Julie brought up the idea. “I think somebody needs to adopt us.”

				But Julie and Robin wouldn’t let the idea drop. They persisted until their mom gave in, but even as Ginna agreed, she wondered how they would ever come up with the money. When Julie came home the next night and announced that she had adopted two families, Ginna threw up her hands in despair. But her anxiety was short-lived. Within days, Julie and Robin had petitioned everyone they knew and raised six hundred dollars. Ginna was absolutely overcome with pride as she helped her daughters deliver five carloads of necessities and Christmas gifts to their two adopted needy families.

				Robin was tiny like her sisters, just clear of five feet and not more than a hundred pounds soaking wet. And she was strikingly pretty, but she rebelled violently against anything “cute.” She had beautiful high cheekbones and large, darting eyes. Despite her unaffected beauty, she always insisted that Julie was “the pretty one.” She had an infectious smile and her hair (at least for the first couple of months of 1991) was straight and shiny and hung in natural-colored chestnut wisps to her shoulders, with the exception of one long tiny braid which came from behind her right ear. It was no more than an eighth of an inch thick, the tip was dyed black, and it hung almost to her waist. That braid was the only section of her hair that remained constantly unchanged. To Robin it was not just a braid—it was an anchor that connected her to her past and her future.

				Robin was a nineteen-year-old freshman at the University of Missouri at St. Louis. Just as she had done all her life, she was following in Julie’s footsteps—just close enough behind to adopt her sister’s good qualities and just far enough behind to command her own unique persona. Robin was bright and defiant. She watched everything Julie did, chose the qualities she liked best, and made them her own. Julie was her mentor, her muse, but Robin was one hundred percent her own person. She was the shier of the two sisters, but her quiet demeanor masked an ever-active wellspring of activity in the mind. She was witty, sarcastic, and passionate.

				Her bedroom was a haven of self-expression and artistry. She proudly displayed her sculptures around her room, and sketches of dragons and fairies filled the margins of her notebooks and textbooks. She surrounded herself with things of beauty, things that reflected the abundant goodness she saw in the world. Robin was a believer in karma and in the inherent decency of humanity, and these beliefs outweighed her natural tendency toward cynicism. “Give me a place to stand and I will move the world” was one of the sayings she had adopted from her sister Julie. And that is precisely what both sisters spent their time and energy doing.

				Like Julie, Robin was more than active in the community; she was hyperactive. Whenever the two sisters had time off from class, they trekked to the Salvation Army’s Family Haven in downtown St. Louis where they tutored first graders, helping them with their homework. They also did volunteer work with Amnesty International and Greenpeace.

				One year, early in her elementary-school education, Robin participated in her first food drive, and the experience changed her. The concept of giving food to people who couldn’t afford to eat made perfect sense to her. So while the other kids went home to raid their parents’ pantries for old cans of beans and the soups they didn’t like, Robin went straight to her piggy bank. She cracked it open, took the seven dollars in nickels, dimes, and quarters to Ginna, and asked for a ride to the grocery store. On the way, Robin asked Ginna for advice about what foods to buy. Ginna thought it over and explained that tuna fish and peanut butter would be good choices because they were high in protein, and most people wouldn’t contribute these kinds of expensive items. When they arrived at the grocery store, Robin picked out as many cans of tuna fish and jars of peanut butter as her seven dollars would buy. From that year forward the annual food drive became a downright campaign with Robin.

				But she wasn’t a blind idealist. On the contrary, her natural pessimism was what really triggered her activism. She believed she had a responsibility to make a difference. Her reasoning was: if she wasn’t going to make an effort to help, who else was going to do it? Robin was a natural fighter—fiercely protective of the things and people she loved—and nothing could dissuade her from standing up for a worthy cause. She believed she could do anything if she tried hard enough.

				Robin was only fifteen years old when her parents divorced and Ginna headed back into the workforce after an eighteen-year stint as a stay-at-home mom. Money was tight and Robin was determined to contribute. So she started saving the money she made at her after-school job, and on Christmas morning she gave her mom a teddy bear with a note stuck to his paw that read “The Bearer of this note is entitled to the payment of any two bills of choice.” Robin knew that paying even one of those bills would wipe out her savings, but that wasn’t about to stop her.

				So her battles weren’t strictly theoretical—Robin recognized the importance of action. One day, in between classes at Hazelwood East High School, she overheard the six-foot-something school bully threaten the class runt. It was an exchange she had witnessed a hundred times, but today she decided that enough was enough. She simply could not stand by while this jerk tormented the little guy day after day. She slammed her locker, marched over to the bully, and punched him in the jaw. She probably didn’t do a lick of damage, but the bully straightened up, the runt got off the hook, and Robin earned herself a reputation for fearlessness.

				Like Julie and their cousin Tom, Robin was at a crossroads in her life. She was maturing into a remarkable young woman of strong character and passion. Her life was a good and happy one and she valued her family. So when her Cummins cousins came to town for spring break, she spent as much time as she could with them. Julie and Tom were virtually inseparable that week, and she and Jamie had joined them whenever possible. She liked getting to know her cousins—they all got along so well. Tink had a sense of humor like Julie’s, and Robin found her easy to laugh with. Kathy admired Robin, which made it easy for Robin to talk to her about her passions and her plans.

				So this week in St. Louis had been a good one all around. The Cummins kids were having a great time staying with their mom’s parents and catching up with their various cousins from both sides of the sprawling family. But most notably, Robin, Jamie, Tink, and Kathy had built their own friendships on the foundation of Tom’s and Julie’s. Tom even found his own sisters to be less irritating, almost interesting people when he saw them through the eyes of his cousins. So despite Tom’s reluctance for the vacation to come to an end, despite having to return to work and leave his friend behind, he still couldn’t stop smiling as he sat in the Hornet beside Julie that early April night. They talked about the things they had done and seen together that week. How they had meandered around downtown one evening and ended up sitting under the Arch looking at the riverboats on the Mississippi. Rush hour had passed and the damp air was cooling and darkening, the river breeze caressing their faces and moving Julie’s curls in little tornadoes. They had stretched their legs out under the Arch and plucked at blades of grass, wondering how tiny they appeared to the late-lingering tourists who were still up inside the Arch, peering down at them. It was one of those rare moments of enjoyment for the very here and now, and both friends had sensed that a lifelong memory was in the making.

				Julie had smiled from pure contentedness and noticed that her cousin was smiling too. She had breathed deeply and, although the McDonald’s french-fry fumes overwhelmed the river’s natural scent, Julie had imagined that she was inhaling the very breath of her city, her home. This glorious river was the lifeblood of her town, the river of Mark Twain and William Faulkner and T. S. Eliot. Its currents ran like veins through her consciousness and like sparks through her poetry.

				The two cousins had shared a cigarette and watched the smaller boats drift by on the river beyond. That night was April 1—three days ago now—and Julie had drawn a card out of the inside of her black leather jacket and handed it to Tom, making him promise not to read it until she dropped him off at home. He was deeply touched but not surprised by the gesture. Julie was always doing thoughtful little things like that for her friends.

				When Julie had given him the card, Tom had no way of knowing what the next few days had in store for him, or how beautiful and poignant it would seem when he read it again a few weeks later. But when he opened the card before he went to sleep that evening, this is what he found on the front:

			We are not lovers

			Because of the love we make

			But the love we have

			We are not friends

			Because of the laughs we spend

			But the tears we save

			I don’t want to be near you

			For the thoughts we share

			But the words we never have to speak

			I will never miss you

			Because of what we do

			But what we are together

				—Nikki Giovanni

				Inside, Julie’s handwritten inscription read:

			1 April, 1991

			Tom,

				I love you—Don’t ever forget that, no matter where you are, or how much time passes between us. I couldn’t forget you in a million years. Remember me.

				Kisses and Revolution,

				Jules

			A few miles north of the McDonald’s Riverboat, just around a particularly sharp bend in the river, the Old Chain of Rocks Bridge arose from the water. The majestic Mississippi was reduced to insignificance in the presence of the old bridge. The water lapped timidly around the bridge’s stalwart ankles, concealing the wreck and tumble deep below the surface.

				Perhaps Julie was drawn to the old bridge because, like her, it was steeped in contradictions. It was a place where some people came seeking peace and serenity and others came seeking thrills and danger. It was a place of public solitude, of dilapidated grandeur, of terrible beauty. A place where the carefully painted words of her graffiti were surrounded on all sides by the tangled lines of nature—the dense trees, the gnarled vines, the winding riverbank. It was a place that spoke to her passions, that inspired her. She loved that old bridge with her whole heart and soul, and the poet in her recognized that at this precise moment in time, it probably represented more to her than it ever would again. For she was at a bridge in her own life. She was crossing over from childhood to adulthood, building her future and choosing her battles. She wanted to share this special place and all of its implications with her cousin before their week together was over.

				Julie pulled her little blue car to a stop on Riverview Drive. She had gotten her wish—she and Robin were here to show Tom the beloved old bridge and their poem.
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