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  Thanks to Jon, whose suggestion inspired the idea for writing this trilogy of stories, and to all those responsible for making the classic Hollywood cop

  films of the 40s and 50s, after which this was styled, and without which I'd have had a very dull childhood.




 





  




  

  

  THE SISTER


    


  

    In the real world—though what defines real these days, I am not so sure—a minute is no time at all.






  I am seated in a dark room before a wide window. There are curtains on the other side, and they are drawn tight. It is like a movie theater, a small one, but still a movie theater. The seats are

  banked so the folks in front don’t block the view of the folks behind. They want to make sure that a good view is had by all, I guess. It’s pretty dark, but I think the walls are

  papered in some kind of dark maroon color. And there’s a smell. Hard to identify. The smell of men, but not unpleasant—like shaving soap and cologne and starched shirts. I guess they

  don’t see many girls in here. I wonder whether I am the first.




  To my right is a man I have never met before. His name is Patrick and he wears bay rum aftershave. He has a kind voice. My right hand rests upon his left forearm, and he has told me that if I

  become too scared, too horrified by what is about to happen, I should say nothing at all. I should just squeeze his arm and he will take me out of the room to safety.




  So there it is.




  One minute.




  Sixty seconds.




  I can peel an apple in one minute, or pet a cat, or tie shoes, perhaps catch the attention of a barkeep and order a Manhattan.




  In the real world.




  But in your own world, your own internal world, a minute holds some infinite capacity for all things. Memories of events that unfolded throughout a year can be reexperienced in five seconds,

  perhaps less. Like a dream. A dream of a decade is lived in a heartbeat.




  So there it is.




  A minute begins now, and within that minute I will hear whether someone will live or someone will die. And if they are going to die, I will see it play out in front of me like a picture

  show.




  Unless I squeeze Patrick’s arm.




  Which I won’t, of course.




  Because I want to see someone die, you see?




  I want to see him die so much it hurts.




  And whether or not that someone will die in the next minute has something to do with Mr. Kennedy, for Mr. Kennedy might be our new president, and Mr. Kennedy has a more liberal attitude toward

  things. He says that rehabilitation is the solution, not the death penalty. Our governor follows Mr. Kennedy’s politics, and he might wish to demonstrate his support for this idea by

  commuting death sentences to life terms. Oh God, how I hope he doesn’t…




  I look at the clock, up there above the window and a little to the left. It is the size of a dinner plate, and it has a black surround and a cream-colored face. The hour and minute hands are

  black also, but the second hand is red. And even though it is silent, it still seems like I can hear each second ticking by. It is a precise

  sound—tick—tick—tick—and, as I concentrate on it, it seems to grow ever louder.




  The minute hand comes up past eleven, and we are there.




  Sixty seconds.




  I remember something then, something I heard or perhaps read in a magazine. It was about bad things. When something bad happens, you have three choices—let it define you, let it

  destroy you, let it strengthen you.




  Not true.




  When something bad happens, something really bad, you are invariably defined, most definitely destroyed, but rarely ever strengthened.




  So here I am, and I am not strong, not strong at all. I am weak. Weak in my mind, my heart, my knees, my hands.




  I have also heard that it takes a full turn of the calendar—every birthday, every memorable day, every public holiday, Easter, Thanksgiving, and Christmas—to get over losing someone

  special.




  Once again, not true.




  I could tell you now about the crying jags, the burden of conscience, the sheer weight of human guilt; the certainty that had I said one thing, had I done one thing differently, then she might

  not have been where she was, that she might not have met him, that she would still be alive today; that somehow, some way, it was my fault, my fault alone, and that I should have been the one to

  die in her place. If it had been me, she would be alive. And if she were alive, I would not feel this way. I could detail the late nights and early mornings, the sense of confusion and sheer

  hopelessness. I could tell you about the first year, the second, the third, how each of them was haunted throughout by their own ghost of this terrible thing, and how each ghost was

  different—neither better nor worse than the last—but still burdensome and exhausting.




  I could tell you of all these things, but I will not, not today, because today is set aside for something else.




  Fifty-eight seconds.




  I can remember this morning so clearly. I can even see myself standing in the hallway, looking into the mirror above the umbrella stand. Twice now I have applied lipstick, and twice it has

  smudged. My mascara has run, and I have wiped it away and started again. However, I will persist, because I believe I should put on a brave face.




  I am Carole’s only living relative—her sister—and soon I will be on my way to see her killer executed.




  My name is Maryanne Shaw, I am thirty-six years old, and there is no context within which to place my feelings.




  I will be ready soon—my coat, my gloves, my hat, my scarf. I will take the bus from the corner of Washington and Everhardt. I will ride the eight blocks to the end of Wintergreen, and

  there I will alight. I will walk half a block to the City Jail, I will give them my name, show them my driver’s license, and they will permit me entry to the closed observation room. There I

  will sit and wait patiently among the journalists and the police.




  Just as I have waited these past four and a half years.




  Four years, five months, fifteen days, and twenty-two hours. More or less.




  Right from the moment I was told she’d died, just after noon on Tuesday, May 22, 1956, to the moment her killer will breathe his last.
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