
[image: Image]


Praise for UNDER THE BRIDGE

“In this groundbreaking book, Rebecca Godfrey writes with insight and compassion about a startling teens-on-teen crime that prefigures Parkland, Columbine, and the ‘Slender Man’ stabbing. She unspools a story that feels only too relevant today—an outsider yearning to fit in, a Queen Bee holding on to her crown, and an unfortunate misfit in the wrong place at the wrong time. A revelation for any lover of teen crime . . .”

—Stephanie Savage, co-creator, Gossip Girl and Marvel’s Runaways

“Chilling . . . Godfrey applies the In Cold Blood treatment to the 1997 murder of a fourteen-year-old Canadian girl, allegedly at the hands of seven teenage girls and one boy. . . . She spent six years following the case . . . [and] will make you understand why a girl would kick another in the head—and why a parent would deny what is before her eyes.”

—GQ

“Godfrey skillfully blends hard-nosed journalism with a literary lyricism that far and away transcends that of her true-crime colleagues.”

—Elle.com

“A beautifully written, meticulously reported book that illuminates with empathy and grace the darkest desires of the human heart.”

—Jenny Offill, author of Dept. of Speculation

“A tour-de-force of true crime reportage.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

“Rebecca Godfrey’s acclaimed book explores the circumstances of, and history surrounding, the killing of a fourteen-year-old girl, Reena Virk, by a number of her fellow students in British Columbia in 1997. Godfrey’s book provides an in-depth look at the social circumstances and societal and cultural influences that led to this horrific event.”

—Tobias Carroll, Rolling Stone

“Offers an insightful perspective into the challenging, disturbing pressures of adolescent life in the twenty-first century. A must-read for parents and educators.”

—New York Daily News

“Godfrey, who mixes novelistic suspense with a journalist’s key eye for detail, does a terrific job of presenting the facts and letting readers decide how to judge the accused.”

—Bustle

“Will keep anybody with a brain and a heart reading into the night.”

—Knoxville News Sentinel (TN)

“Under the Bridge, as does In Cold Blood and The Executioner’s Song, defies and transcends genre. Yes, the crime—a gang of teenage girls plotting and carrying out the murder of another—is horrific, but make no mistake about it: Godfrey’s book is a brilliant work of literature. The prose is as exquisite as Capote’s, the unfolding as original as Mailer’s, and the insights she offers are as profound as both. The hard and heartbreaking truths that Godfrey uncovers about these girls are what disturb the reader most, and are impossible to forget.”

—Binnie Kirshenbaum, author of Rabbits for Food

“Hypnotic, obsessive, wonderfully transformative.”

—John Guare, author of Six Degrees of Separation

“Haunting . . . phenomenal cinematic raw material.”

—The Hollywood Reporter

“Under the Bridge is a prodigiously researched and carefully observed account of a senseless murder and it’s aftermath. Rebecca Godfrey brings a sympathetic imagination and a finely tuned ear for language to bear on a dark subject, with spectacular results.”

—Evan Cornog, publisher, Columbia Journalism Review

“A skilled and emotionally compelling investigation into the dark heart of adolescent society, both in isolation and in the context of our culture. Godfrey . . . combines a storyteller’s skills with a journalist’s keen eye for detail to create a complex interwoven narrative of the events that is at once intimate and detached. . . . A keen-edged and heart-rending account.”

—National Post (Canada)

“Godfrey’s portraits are complex and unsentimental. . . . A homicide is best told as a story, and this marvelous book makes this very clear.”

—The Globe and Mail (Canada)

“Easily one of the most harrowing nonfiction books of the year. . . . Godfrey cannily shifts perspectives, which allows for insights not only into the legalities of the case but also into the minds of the teens involved. This is a dark ride.”

—The Vancouver Sun (Canada)
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INTRODUCTION

Mary Gaitskill

Under the Bridge is on it’s face the opposite of a fairy tale. It is an especially ghastly true story about the vicious beating and murder of a fourteen-year-old girl by her equally young cohorts, most of whom did not even know her. The crime happened in 1997, in a small pastoral town in British Columbia where murder was so rare that the victim went missing for a week without arousing suspicion of truly foul play even though the killers and their accomplices blithely told people what they’d done. The police had to be essentially talked into investigating, and when they finally did, they were scarcely able to deal with whom they arrested: teenage girls (and one boy) who pouted, posed, talked trash, kicked a stuffed animal across the children’s interrogation room, and demanded to talk to their friends.

The opposite of a fairy tale, at least until you consider what fairy tales are about: girls punished for selfishness or for nothing at all; transformed, for example, into an underwater statue in a goblin garden; frozen to death on the street on Christmas Eve; condemned to dance in cursed shoes and barred from church by the dancing feet even when they are cut off. These tales of horror are also tales of wonder, of magical forests, messenger birds, talking trees and flowers, enchanted mirrors, talismans, angels, people with strange powers who fall in love and are loved because of their beauty, love unlocked with a single kiss. There is wonder and glory and there is danger everywhere: the troll under the bridge.

Bridges are meant for safe crossing from one place to the next, and you don’t usually see what is under them. Rebecca Godfrey begins her story not by introducing us to the “characters” or the action. She opens with a long description of men diving into the deep, cold water spanned by the Craigflower Bridge, an inlet called the Gorge where they searched among “beer bottles and rusted nails and shopping carts” for the battered body of a girl. They are searching and they can’t see in the filthy water; indeed, the first line of the book is “You can’t see anything.” It seems an odd entry point, especially considering that the searchers did not find the body under the water on this day. But the indirect entry makes great artistic sense, for this sordid true story occupies the same dark nexus inhabited by fairy tales, a place into which it can be impossible to see, a place of innocence and cruelty, virtue and sin, violence and beauty, raw forces that children feel more intensely and directly than most adults, maybe because they haven’t yet internally separated and sorted them morally or even coherently. Then childhood becomes adolescence, and suddenly the confusion deepens as the night is filled with the seductive calls of princes, princesses, goblins, and trolls.

In 1999, Rebecca Godfrey walked into this story. By that time the involved teens had been so hounded by journalists that they distrusted and were disgusted by them. (There is an almost satiric moment in Under the Bridge when a respected Canadian journalist draws an indignant and absurd parallel between the Columbine killers and a completely innocent girl only tangentially involved with the attack on the fourteen-year-old.) But Godfrey was no journalist. She was a twenty-nine-year-old artist and therefore closer to the strange, mixed heart of adolescence. She had written a kind of contemporary fairy tale, a novel called The Torn Skirt, about a teen girl afflicted with a nonstop fever who is bewitched by the sight of another girl and lured into a treacherous world of drugs, gangs, and prostitution. Godfrey sent The Torn Skirt to the sixteen-year-old boy who had been convicted and jailed, and to the fifteen-year-old girl who was still undergoing trial. She also sent a copy to the boy’s fourteen-year-old former girlfriend. The boy read the book and called Godfrey; they talked on the phone for three months before she went to visit him in prison.

Over the next six years Godfrey repeatedly interviewed these three kids and over a hundred others, including family members, cops, detectives, and social workers; she sat in on trials and retrials and studied police records and court transcripts. The society she describes is vividly recognizable to anyone with an even slightly less-than-ideal childhood: Dusty, a sweet-voiced girl with a brutish physicality who loved it that her boyfriend had the same name as the noble thief in Titanic and who got kicked out of her sister’s house for holding a knife to her niece’s throat; beautiful Syreeta with one blind eye who worked at a fish-and-chips place and loved spending time with her friends in “the field,” where they kissed and got high and “lost their childish bodies” together; the drama queen Josephine, with her doll-perfect face who fantasized about John Gotti and murder and who had the power to enchant the susceptible, especially a seemingly ordinary if hot-tempered girl named Kelly, aka “Grubnut”; the girls and boys all around them who loved music and hanging out, and who wrote poetry about good and evil in art classes. (One of the American critics who reviewed the book expressed disbelief in the book’s remarkably detailed scenes: for example, the way Godfrey noted the pattern of a pillowcase in one of the girl’s bedrooms. How odd that the critic did not realize that Godfrey could’ve been, and had been, in the girl’s room and that, being a novelist, she would notice exactly that kind of characterizing detail.) “They’re quite a group of girls,” mused a detective. “Definitely tougher and more worldly than they look. They’re all into rap, gangster music. They all want to be Puff Daddy.” Quite a group: vivid and recognizable in their timeless and chaotic adolescent force—but far more self-conscious, sophisticated, and extreme than similar girls from my late-sixties childhood.

Their victim, Reena Virk, is also recognizable—painfully so. Very few people, even her family, seem to have really known her. But childhood pictures reveal her eloquently: fleshy face; bright, too-small eyes; a hopeful smile; and oddly blurred features that convey a deep gentleness that is both powerful and hopelessly awkward—a dangerous combination in a young girl. She reminded me instantly of a girl I had gone to elementary school with in Michigan, a girl mockingly nicknamed “Emotional”—the worst thing her classmates could come up with!—for a similar combination of fleshy awkwardness and psychic gentleness that, had it not been so ruthlessly crushed, might have blossomed into something very beautiful. “Emotional” was not beaten, at least not while I was at that school. Nonetheless, I found the psychological violence toward her terrifying—and terrifyingly normal. Perhaps I intuited that, under the right circumstances, it had the potential to be much, much worse. (One of the most disturbing things about Under the Bridge is the way it reveals how “normal” bullying suddenly became something truly savage.)

Reena Virk was different from “Emotional” in at least two obvious ways. Regardless of her personality or her appearance, she was an automatic outsider because of her South Asian ethnicity. (South Asians were a beleaguered minority in Canada.) Her parents were immigrants who, as Jehovah’s Witnesses, were outsiders even in their demographic enclave. There is a great deal of talk in America now about the criminality of immigrants, and while it’s true that, as Nabokov somewhat cutely remarked, “stranger always rhymes with danger,” it’s usually the stranger who is the more vulnerable party, for he or she is outnumbered and often alone. Reena rejected her parents’ religion because she saw it as joyless; she, too, loved gangster rap and wanted to join the quasi-gang of local kids who somewhat ridiculously called themselves “the Crips” after a street gang in Los Angeles. But she was culturally less equipped than her peers to understand what she was embracing—at least, in the form it took locally—and that was a great strike against her. And then, she did have a personality. Unlike “Emotional,” who seemed to accept her position with pure, miserable submission, Reena tried to assert herself, and that assertive impulse caused her to do something almost unbelievably foolish: she stole a private object from the violence-obsessed Josephine and in doing so awakened a troll that even the most hardened kids did not suspect lived among them.

Under the Bridge is a remarkable work of investigative journalism. But while journalism generally stops at sociological analysis, Godfrey goes into more mysterious territory. She certainly gives sociology it’s due: she is astute about the influences that 1990s pop culture brought to bear on these small-town kids—the routine violence of images, lyrics, and attitudes combined with addiction and broken families. But she also hints at something else, something that can’t be analyzed or really even seen: how savagery can intersect with normalcy, even innocence. It is Rebecca Godfrey’s great accomplishment that she allows us to almost see what is essentially unseeable.

Toward the end of the book, I began to have the strange experience of actually forgetting who the author was; twice I looked at the jacket to remind myself. This has never happened to me previously and I can’t explain it except to say that at a certain point it was almost like the story was telling itself. This probably has something to do with the artfulness of the writing, which so seamlessly joins with the story that I almost lost awareness of it as writing by an author; it was as if I were instead reading about something we might call “fate,” such a stark drama of good and evil that it stopped mattering who the author was. And although I haven’t yet made it clear, goodness is present in this story. Indeed, Reena Virk’s murder might never have been uncovered if it weren’t for the courage and goodness of two particular girls.

But on the night of Reena’s death, goodness was either not there or it was looking the other way. In fact, the entire town, including the police department, was literally looking the other way that night: right before the attack on Reena, a freakish international event lit up the sky, causing the police to field dozens of calls about aliens from outer space. It was after this bizarre occurrence that fate unfolded, and banal or twisted or simply drunk and fucked-up children descended into a violent never-never land that many of them did not see coming and none seemed to fully understand after they had emerged. It is Rebecca Godfrey’s great accomplishment that she allows us to almost understand and, through her work, to bear witness.

—Mary Gaitskill



AUTHOR’S NOTE


The material in this book is derived from author interviews and observations, official records, and court proceedings. Certain conversations have been re-created based on these sources and some names and details have been changed.


“Never again are you the same. The longing is to be pure. What you get is to be changed.”

—Prayer, Jorie Graham



PROLOGUE


Carefully Floated

You can’t see anything. In the dark waters of a saltwater inlet known as the Gorge, Sergeant Bob Wall was underwater, searching for the body of a girl. Though he had been a member of the elite Dive Unit for twelve years and was properly and fully equipped with full scuba gear, insulated underwear, neoprene gloves, a buoyancy compensator, and a twenty-five-pound air tank on his back, his search for the girl was frustrating and difficult because underwater, everything was so dark. His eyes were open as he moved forward, yet he could see only blackness. He would have to look for the girl by feeling alone, feeling and touching the darkness that surrounded him, a cold, black depth below the surface of the world.

*

Concealed in his black wet suit, Bob Wall moved slowly, twelve inches at a time, while the other men held the rope taut and firm. Under water, he touched the detritus of suburbia. Bicycles, so many bikes. He touched beer bottles and rusted nails and shopping carts. “There’s so much junk in the Gorge,” the men of the Dive Unit say; they speak of the water as if it is their enemy. “The visibility’s awful. The water’s crap.” You can’t see anything.

When you’re searching, you like to sink to the bottom, the men say.

You have to use your buoyancy compensator, make yourself “negatively buoyant,” so you’re almost prone on the bottom. It looks as if you’re doing a push-up. You’re as far down as you could possibly be.

Blind and feeling everything, Bob Wall touched the sand with a single hand. His other hand held tight to the rope. Two members of the Dive Unit sank with him, keeping the rope as taut as they possibly could, holding on with both hands, holding tight.

The girl who was missing was fourteen years old.

The girl, she’d been missing for over a week.

If the terrible rumor were true, she would have sunk to the bottom of the Gorge by now. Sergeant Rick “Gos” Gosling was glad he was holding the line and not the one doing the physical search. The “anticipation of finding a body is so stressful,” he explains. “You always have that nightmare of finding the face looming up against you, like that scene in Jaws.” You’d be pushing yourself against the dark water and knowing you might see a face, lifeless and still. You’d come up against the horror of death, right there, literally, before your eyes. Gos remembered the time he’d found an old woman trapped in her sunken Chevrolet. Her eyes met his; the old lady, she looked right at him and he jumped back, feeling nausea and sadness. The old lady’s eyes were blue and her mouth was open, as if she’d died in the midst of a roar or a song.

*

Sometimes under water, there would be these strange moments of beauty, a light that would crack through the blackness and the sandstorms. In the darkness, the men say, sometimes, “You get swirls, a pale green, a glimmer.”

*

It was a strange occupation—looking for something you didn’t really want to find. And on this pale, blurry day in November, the men really didn’t want to find the fourteen-year-old girl because it would mean the rumors of murder were true. “You’ve got to be kidding,” Gos said when he heard about who was alleged to have killed the girl. His partners scoffed as well, for the story of her supposed killers seemed such an absurd and impossible tale.

The absence in the water seemed to confirm their disbelief.

If you asked the men why they didn’t believe the story, they would answer quite logically. This was Victoria, British Columbia, a small island in the Pacific Northwest famed for it’s natural beauty and easygoing lifestyle. Young girls did not get murdered in Victoria. Girls in this town, they grew up unharmed. They shopped at Hillside Mall, attended schools named after politicians and war heroes. Girls lived safely on streets named after trees and explorers. Girls may have been murdered in the closest big cities of Vancouver and Seattle; in these cities murders were common and no one would be surprised to hear the story of a young girl brutally murdered. But girls did not die young here on this idyllic island, a sheltered paradise. Gos never before had been asked to investigate the murder of a young girl.

Bob Wall reached the end of the line. Still nothing. The girl was supposed to have been killed right on the sandy shore, near the old white schoolhouse, now covered by lurid yellow crime scene tape.

Gos wished he could look at the sun, get a sense of the time of day. He did not know it was 11:15. He knew only that they’d been underwater for almost an hour. He wanted to lift the seaweed, which was clammy and cold against his cheek, but to remove his hands from the rope would cause the line to flail, cause his partner to drift off his path.

Suddenly, this: a tug on the rope. One tug, then another, then a third. Three tugs was the code for discovery.

All three men rose and left the dark below.

In the eelgrass, Bob Wall had seen something, a pale white strip of fabric. As he moved closer, he reached for the fabric, retrieving it from the rough stalks tinged with a color like ivory. His hands reached in; they found the fabric was a pair of girl’s underwear. “Panties,” he would later write in the Dive Unit Operation Log, “were retrieved from the eelgrass.”

Using a camera floated out to him, Bob Wall photographed the underwear. He then marked the spot with a wooden stick known as a pelican marker. He kicked back to shore and placed the underwear inside a sterile Ziploc bag. Wall flinched slightly as water fell from the bag and as he touched the wet fabric and saw the label, so ordinary and familiar: Fruit of the Loom.

Several minutes later, at 11:29, Bob Wall made a second discovery.

The men holding the rope felt a sudden, sharp pull and thought together and silently, we found her. The young missing girl. She would be there, on the bottom of the Gorge.

But when Bob Wall rose, his left hand held something smaller than a body. In his hands, he held only a pair of blue jeans. The jeans were covered in silt as gray as ash.

Bob Wall photographed the jeans, stuck the pelican marker in, placed the jeans in the plastic bag, sealed the bag, returned to the marker, and went down again.

“We knew we were close now,” Gos recalls. “We were expecting to find the whole package,” Gos says. “We’ve got the clothing. She should be right there. That really did confuse us.”

The men moved along westward more slowly, feeling every inch of the sand and the black water.

The line search continued until they had covered every inch of their planned path. The area under the bridge was still to be searched, but this search would require a new plan, for there were pillars to be navigated and the route was not as clear.

The men surfaced, kicking back toward the small Zodiac boat. They climbed aboard, lifted their goggles, and wiped seaweed away. A light mist fell on the surface of the water, and the air smelled like autumn bonfires. Near the schoolhouse, reporters, photographers, and onlookers gathered, all drawn to the scene by the obvious presence of something major going on. The men in black, the yellow crime scene tape, and this unusual site as well: in the sky, a red Coast Guard helicopter hovered over the Gorge.

The Dive Unit were slightly cynical about the presence of the helicopter. The Coast Guard was not trained to deal with evidence, and besides, what could you really see when you were so far above? To really find anything, you had to dive down.

The men drank coffee.

“We will do this,” they said. “We will find her.”

*

At 12:22, static came over Gosling’s radio. The men shivered and drank their coffee. On the radio, a distraught voice said: “We’ve got something.”

The vagueness, the Dive Unit knew, was meant to deter journalists. On the radio, searchers never say they’ve found a body. The men knew the code. And then the helicopter above them, on the other side of the Gorge, near lavish and proud homes, the helicopter suddenly started to descend.

When they received the oblique message, the four men jumped into their van without bothering to take off their wet suits. They drove quickly through the quiet streets of a suburb named View Royal, past homes still decorated with Halloween images of ghosts and falling spiders and lanky goblins. On reaching the home at 2814 Murray Street, they parked the van crookedly and ran past the stone pillars and scarlet foliage and through the backyard down toward the silver water. “It was a big frenzy there,” Gosling recalls. “Everybody converged. The coroner, some journalists, investigators, there was everybody.”

And there was the girl, who’d been found not by the men underwater but by the men up above.

She was floating in the reeds, her body hidden by the stalks, which were dry and close to the color of cinnamon. Her long, black hair floated like a velvet path, and the naked part of her body was covered by the cold rise of water.

In the water, the girl was floating while the men stood upright. They surrounded her in a circle, and the scene might have seemed like a baptism in reverse, a girl lifted from the water and placed on a gurney, her body in a black T-shirt instead of a white dress.

The body was carefully floated to the wharf by the men of the Dive Unit. Carefully floated was the term Bob Wall would choose for his police report. Carefully floated. The phrase, like the gesture, was poetic and kind, an act that might have been the only poetry and kindness shown to the murdered girl.

The men lifted her out of the Gorge, away from the spot of her secret grave.



PART ONE



The Youth of View Royal




COLIN JONES


The girls liked Colin Jones. He could not get rid of the girls. In the months before the murder, the girls were always coming over to his house at 14 Marton Place. Colin Jones was that guy. Sixteen and laid back. Handsome and easygoing, with sandy freckles, a slim face, and a casual and constant grin. He was not the type of guy to become involved in a murder or the dreams of a murder. He was the kind of guy who lives in every small town—a boy at the end of boyhood who dreamed of new cars and the next raging party. Colin Jones describes himself like this: “I had long hair, nice long curly hair. All the girls liked it. I listened to Guns N’ Roses. I was a party animal.”

“Those girls hung around me,” he recalls.

Hung around me. Those girls.

Colin Jones noticed Nevada the minute she moved onto his street. She was long-legged and gawky, and her face was framed by ringlets the color of flames. She chewed bubble gum and wore tight jeans. When he said her name, he thought of American casinos, of rodeos, of cheerleaders and of gasoline. Nevada. Her front tooth was chipped and when she smiled, it seemed like she was winking at him.

Nevada lied, smiling shyly; she said she was seventeen.

*

In View Royal, everybody knew everybody. The suburb was a village of fewer than eight thousand persons, a village full of cousins and old sweethearts and drinking buddies and lifelong friends. There were no bachelors in View Royal. There were no women called Ms. There were only families. Children went first to View Royal elementary, then to Shoreline Junior Secondary, and then to Spectrum Senior Secondary. College and travel were rarely considered. Men worked at the mills and the dockyards, and when the mills and dockyards closed, their sons worked at the Costco and the Wal-Mart and the lumber stores. Women worked at the nearby Helmcken Road Hospital, and their daughters worked at the many stores in the Tillicum Mall.

Colin Jones himself knew practically everybody in the town and could offer quick dismissals (“he’s a little puke”) or nods of respect (“that guy’s hilarious”). He knew the older brothers of Nevada’s two best friends, and he knew Nevada’s dad rode bulls in the rodeo. Above all, he knew beauty and innocence, and Nevada—okay, he’d admit it: he had a crush on her, but he lost interest when he found out she lied to him.

Nevada was, in truth, only fourteen.

*

Often, in the months before the murder, late at night, Nevada and her two best friends would sneak out of Nevada’s home and walk down the lane, shaded and hidden by the high boughs of oak trees. The girls would sit on the curb of the cul-de-sac, under a street lamp, and they would smoke cigarettes and stare restlessly at parked SUVs and closed white doors. Autumn on Vancouver Island always is a gray, bleak season. That autumn the fog and rain were even more present. During the murder trial, James Stevenson MacDuff, an expert weather “interpreter,” testified that in November 1997, “many days had no sunshine or less than one hour of sunshine a day.”

*

The three girls would throw rocks at Colin Jones’s window. Josephine flung the pebble to the glass. Josephine, like Nevada, was fourteen, and her features were as classic and delicate as those of a new doll. Her eyes were round and an icy blue; her lips resembled a full and perfect heart. Yet Josephine could be reckless and cruel, and her heroes included A1 Capone and John Gotti. She longed to be a gangster. This longing was not the idle dream of an adolescent teenage girl but a fervent and heart-felt ambition.

Although he did not know of her ardent affection for the mafia, Colin Jones was nonetheless unsettled by Josephine right from the start. He did not share the infatuation of his friend Paul who thought Josephine was “the bomb.” Colin Jones was not fooled by the porcelain skin and sultry lips. Josephine, he said to himself, was “a twisted little troublemaker.”

Kelly Ellard, on the other hand, was cute and awkward and seemingly ordinary. Her brown hair flipped up just below her tiny ears. Her manner was reminiscent of the little sister, annoying and desperate for her older brother’s company. In fact, Colin had gone to school with Kelly’s older brother and thought he was “quite the dick.” He could gleefully recall the time her brother’s obnoxious bravado resulted in a harsh beating from the notorious Barker brothers. (“He got beat up bad!”) He knew that Kelly’s brother owned a “sweet” Monte Carlo, with tinted windows and an “awesome” sound system. And he knew Kelly’s stepfather, George Pakos, was a former soccer star, who had scored, according to the Victoria Sports Hall of Fame, “two of the most important goals in the history of Canadian soccer.” During the 1986 World Cup, while playing for Team Canada, he’d stunned 50,000 Honduran fans with his winning kick, bringing victory to the Canadian underdog team. Everyone in View Royal knew George and said he was “a great guy.” These were the notable and distinct facts to a boy like Colin Jones: fights, triumphs, and cars. As for Kelly herself, he knew little about the young girl, though she seemed more polite and less lascivious than Josephine. He could only later explain her fate by saying, with some sympathy: “She’s been picked on most of her life by her brother. Her mother couldn’t control her, but her brother could.”

Kelly was not a troublemaker, he says. “She just seemed lost all the time.”

*

“They’re like lost puppies,” he thought as the girls came up the stairs and into his bedroom. Pillow creases marked Josephine’s pale cheek, and her blonde hair was wild with static electricity. He was not sure if they came to him for company or weed. Nevada lay down on his bed, and her scarlet curls fell across the clean cotton of his pillow case.

Josephine seated herself before his mirror, her back perfectly erect. “Can we have some of your weed, Colin?”

“Yeah, Colin, please,” Kelly begged.

Josephine stared into the mirror, and Kelly gazed at Josephine as one looks at a map.

“Pass me that joint, slut,” Josephine said to Nevada.

Hey, Colin wanted to say, Don’t talk to Nevada like that. But he was lazy and high, and he felt subdued by the onslaught of perfume and giggling.

Colin Jones had posters on his bedroom wall, posters of Metallica and a Ferrari and a Mach 1. Best of all, he had eight speakers. Awesome, he thought, gazing about his domain. Awesome cars, awesome speakers. The girls were ruining his reverie. Giggle, giggle.

The girls wanted to listen to Tupac Shakur, but Colin Jones possessed none of that “gangster shit.” He did not listen to rap, and he scoffed at the younger boys of View Royal with their saggy pants and backward baseball caps, fronting like they were from the ghetto.

“Why are you such a headbanger, Colin?” Josephine said, giggling.

“You’re like one of those guys in Wayne’s World,” Kelly said, looking up at Josephine to see if her remark garnered a laugh.

“Give me some of that Bacardi,” Josephine said. As she took the bottle from Nevada’s purse, she boasted to Colin that she had “jacked” it from Nevada’s mother.

What kind of girl calls her friend a slut? Colin wondered. What kind of girl steals liquor from her friend’s mother? Answer: a twisted little troublemaker.

Colin Jones knew then that Nevada was too far gone. “Basically, Josephine corrupted Nevada,” he would later say. Though he was often high and always easygoing, he observed the corruption and felt concerned to witness this: the fall of the girl next door.

*

“Bring some women,” his friend Tommy told him. Tommy had just moved into his own apartment and wanted to have a tequila party. Colin couldn’t find any women, and so, as a “last resort,” he brought the girls—a decision he would later regret. The girls seemed so happy when he invited them. Awesome! Colin, you’re the best! Josephine’s smile was sincere, and her face was luminous. Nevada sat on his lap as they drove to the party in his friend Paul’s station wagon. Kelly handed her last cigarette to Josephine, and as she did so, Colin observed the red dots above her eyes, on the skin where she’d plucked at her eyebrows. Josephine’s eyebrows were thin and overly arched, and her skin was white and pure, without the slightest mark. Kelly, he thought, just doesn’t really have the act of artifice down pat yet, and he remembered then that he’d heard the boys at her school teased her and called her “Grubnut.”

“Hey,” Josephine said to Paul, draping herself over the driver’s seat. “Did you know that I’m going to New York? I’m going to join the mob. I’m gonna be a hit man!”

“They let girls do that?” Paul asked.

“Hell, yeah. They like women in the mob. They don’t have to serve any time if they get caught.”

“Well, good for you,” Paul said, feigning support. In the backseat, Colin Jones shook his head, and it occurred to him then that most girls Josephine’s age were watching Cinderella, but Josephine, here she was, abandoning dreams of princes and preferring the narrative of Scarface.

*

“The party was a total disaster,” Colin Jones would later recall. “The girls said they were snorting speed, but I think it was just caffeine because Kelly started falling all over the place. Nevada looked really sick and I thought I better get them back to View Royal, so I had to leave the party and drive them all home.”

It seemed an omen of sorts to him: the three ill girls.

He dropped them off at Nevada’s house, vowing that he would never invite them to another party.

And then, only half an hour later, he heard the sound of a pebble chucked at his window. He ran down the stairs, eager to tell the girls to get lost and leave him alone.

But there was only one girl.

Josephine stood there, dressed as she had been dressed for the disastrous party. Barely dressed. A short black skirt, skinny legs, the rise of her black platform heels.

“We got kicked out of Nevada’s house,” she said, morosely.

Good, he thought, finally. He looked up the street and saw Kelly in her father’s arms, being carried into her father’s car.

“I’ve got nowhere to go, Colin,” Josephine said.

“Why don’t you go home?”

She looked intently at her blue fingernails. “I got in trouble at home, and my mom kicked me out and now I’m living at this group home and they lock the doors at 11:00. Can I just stay here?”

From the light affixed above the number 14, he could see Josephine’s stomach, her belly button, and he knew she was a twisted little troublemaker and she’d want something from him eventually. If he did not give it to her, she would take it—steal a CD or weed or his iguana named Steve.

For two seconds, she stood there silently. She did not swear or beg, but he knew she was waiting for him to take her in.

He looked away, over her thin shoulder, above her blonde head, toward the suburb, the ranch houses and bungalows, now unlit and closed. He shook his head, but she just stood there, and he thought he might never get rid of Josephine. She might be there at his window or door for the rest of his life, like a constant reminder of the soft and lost part of himself.

For some reason, he watched her, later, after he’d refused to let her in and gone back upstairs to his bedroom. She sat for a while on the curb in the cul-de-sac. He could not make out her expression, but he imagined it was hostile. Nevada was in bed, tucked under her down comforter, and Kelly was at her father’s home, with the hot tub in the backyard and her brother’s Monte Carlo all agleam. Josephine might muster herself forward by imagining she was possessed of the soul and bravery of John Gotti. Really, she was so wraithlike, dragging her feet as she began her slow walk away from Marton Place. He imagined she might look up and give him the finger. Fuck you Colin Jones. But she did not, and he put on his headphones and stared at the pulsing black net of his eight speakers, while Josephine walked away, into the darkness of the night, which was becoming darker and quieter still.



WARREN G.


Many people on the paradise-like island of Victoria refer to View Royal as “the place near the hospital” or “the wrong side of the tracks,” but to Warren, View Royal was “heaven.” For as long as he could remember, he’d moved around, and the list of places would take up the length of his left arm: Medicine Hat, Regina, Nanaimo, South Wellington, Castlegar, Trail, Estevan, and back to Nanaimo. He thought the constant moves were the reason his father wanted to live in a trailer, for as far as he could tell, his dad made a lot of money and Warren would later say, “I didn’t want for anything.” After a life of moving, Warren grew used to packing up all his possessions in a duffel bag and not holding on to anything. Luckily, he made friends easily and could let go of them just as easily as his last address. Well, actually, letting go was harder. Letting go, starting again. Warren was getting pretty sick of it in the year of the murder, the year he would turn sixteen. In the fall of this year, around the same time neighborhood girls were pestering Colin Jones, Warren’s dad announced he was moving once more, this time to California.

Warren’s father was moving to live with a rich widow he’d met in a Vegas casino called Circus-Circus. He wasn’t taking the trailer this time. He was moving into the widow’s home, where there was a collection of art and a view of palm trees. Though he’d never traveled outside Canada, Warren knew a few things about California. He knew his namesake, Warren G., as well as Dr. Dre and Ice Cube, lived in the cities of Long Beach and Compton. He knew those Mexican gangsters, cholos, roamed the streets, and he thought cholos were pretty cool ever since he saw them in the movie Once Upon a Time in America. (“I liked the way they wore Virgin Mary’s around their neck.”) Yet View Royal had this and mainly and truly this: Syreeta.

For six months, he’d spent every day with her, or as he put it, “Me and Syreeta, we were together 24/7.” First love, true love. He believed these were the words to capture the experience of always, always, forever wanting to be by her side. First love. True love. So when his dad offered the information about the move to California (which was perhaps more information than invitation), Warren said, “I think I’ll stay here.”

Him and his dad, they didn’t have much of a relationship anyway. His dad was the strong, silent type. He looked the part, kind of like Clint Eastwood. You wouldn’t want to mess with him. He wore tight jeans and cowboy boots and tinted shades, and his hair slicked up just slightly on his forehead in the shape of a treble clef. Warren’s mom, she liked those kinds of guys—she liked men like Charles Bronson and Clint Eastwood. (“She had a huge crush on Dwight Yoakam.”)

Warren knew this: he wasn’t supposed to be born. Not that he wasn’t wanted, but his parents weren’t married and they both already had a couple of kids and bad marriages in their history. Warren’s mom, she’d had it with motherhood, gone so far as to get her tubes tied, and still, somehow, he was born. How could that be? “You must have been one strong kid,” his mother told him.

The surprising birth of Warren occurred on April 26, 1981, in a town called Medicine Hat. His parents tried to stay together, for him, though they didn’t get married and didn’t really like each other at all. It was a disaster right from the start. Maybe they’d been in love once. Yet he couldn’t imagine they loved each other, and he knew in his heart he was the son who caused all their fights.

*

In 1996, Warren’s father moved his family to Nanaimo, to the last place the three would reside before their familial demise. Nanaimo, on the far end of Vancouver Island, was a town of strip malls and the Harmac Mill, where Warren’s father worked as a welder from 7:30 A.M. to 6:00 or 8:00 or 10:00 P.M. Some Sundays, he’d take Warren to the swap meet, and he’d look for welding equipment while Warren wandered around looking at the chipped dishes and toasters, and once his father bought him a hockey net.

In Nanaimo, at the age of fourteen, Warren discovered on his own: acid, how to drive, the collected works of Too Short. Clara, an older neighborhood girl, taken, as the girls often were and might always be, by the sight of Warren’s large eyes and hopeful smile, introduced him to gangster rap, while Laura gave him his first tab of acid one night when they sat on the steps of the Silver City Theater. Clara would pinch his cheeks and tell him how cute he was, and he’d blush but enjoy the affection because he knew it so rarely.

He learned to drive because his mom was always begging him to get her cigarettes. His mom wore tasseled moccasins and spandex pants, and because of her predilection for almost ceaseless inebriation, Warren never invited Clara or Laura into his home. He’d dress his mother in the morning, when she was dizzy from drink. He’d get her some food, drive off to get her cigarettes, and then return to the trailer, make her some coffee, and tell her to take it easy with the booze. Nights, he’d sleep on the couch knowing he shouldn’t have to and didn’t want to hear the fighting from the bed behind the thin wall. When school was over for the summer, he decided to go off on his own to visit his older brother in the prairie town of Estevan. It wasn’t that he was unwanted, he would later say, it was just he wanted to give his parents some peace of mind.

During his summer stay in Estevan, Warren always appeared happy-go-lucky (“I put on a false face, smiled”), but quite frankly, “Estevan sucked. I just didn’t feel comfortable there. I didn’t feel right. I was younger, smaller.” Later, after everything that happened “with the murder and everything,” one memory of that summer would emerge to Warren as if it had been an unheeded warning.

“Me and my brother were driving to a party, and this cop pulls us over, and he asks me my last name. When I told him Glowatski, he kind of smirked, and he said, ‘Another Glowatski, huh?’ and he shook his head. I didn’t want that stigma.”

Warren asked his dad about their heritage, and his dad just said something quick about Poland, but he didn’t want to talk about it much, as if he had no interest in traditions and legacy.

All summer, he saw violence and parties. There were fights at the parties, and parties at the fights. “I was too young to be in that scene,” he admitted, and his only good memory was of an older pretty neighborhood girl who pinched his cheek and called him “little cutie.” Otherwise he learned of neither art nor philosophy, and only of how it felt to be an outcast, which to him meant, “I didn’t feel comfortable. I didn’t feel right.” There were bonfires in the gravel pits and he got high, and stared at the flames and the dust. His mom called him and said she missed him and she was so lonely and could he please come home? He felt guilty and loved, and in this way, he went back to Nanaimo.

His absence had not seemed to improve relations between his parents, and shortly after his return, they fought loudly and cruelly over the happenstance of laundry. His mother did not want to do his father’s laundry, and his father screamed prophetically: “I’m going to Vegas. I’m going to meet a rich widow. And you won’t be seeing me and Warren ever again.”

The next morning, Warren and his father left in the trailer and moved to the Fort Victoria Park in View Royal, not far from the train tracks. Warren didn’t mind leaving Nanaimo because it was “quite a dump,” just doughnut shops and movie theaters and huge malls and nothing much at all. Warren loved View Royal right away, for there was the Gorge, silvery and blue, and the mountains, which seemed to float in the sky as if suspended, their snow-topped peaks rising from the clouds. On his own, he went to Shoreline School and registered himself. (“Teachers are a bunch of yammering idiots,” his father often said.) A tall and pretty girl with curls down to her shoulders told him, “I’ll show you the ropes.” She told him he was such a little cutie. He met Rich and Erik, two handsome boys, who said they were members of the Crips, the Los Angeles gang often sung about in songs by Too $hort and Snoop Dogg and Spice 1. Though the boys in View Royal had never met Crips from Los Angeles, the gang was part fantasy, part dream, as alluring as the mafia was to Josephine. To be a Crip meant you carried a certain menace and, more importantly, a private elite membership in a respected tribe. Rich and Erik showed Warren the black “C” tattoos on their hands. (“I’ve had the tattoo since I was twelve,” Rich would later say, while testifying at a murder trial.)

Girls at Shoreline said Rich looked like L.L. Cool J. They called him Richie D., and around that time, Warren began to call himself Warren G. Erik wore his baseball cap just tilted perfectly to the side and also knew every song by Too $hort and was impressed that Warren knew the lyrics so well. Rich and Erik and D’Arcy beat him into the Crips and, after this initiation by pummeling, they said, “You’re part of the family now.”

Though older boys in View Royal may have scoffed at Warren G. and “his whole gangster act,” older boys were unaware of the care and attention he brought to his outfits, which were, perhaps, both costume and disguise. He favored white. The color was distinctly his own, and it set him apart from his fellow gangsters, the members of the CMC (Crip Mafia Cartel). For the members of the CMC, blue was mandatory, red forbidden. White was Warren’s personal choice, and an unlikely one, for black may have better created the look of a badass he aspired to. At 5’4 and 115 pounds, Warren was far from a thug, and in fact could not have been cuter and, despite his knowledge of lewd song lyrics and his tempestuous domestic situation, innocent. Never has a boy looked more as if he wandered out of a fairy tale. His eyes were immense, and his eyelashes were long, and his expression was earnest and longing and always, always hopeful. He was possessed of the certain androgynous beauty that appeals so strongly to girls who have not yet turned sixteen. Like heartthrobs of past and present (that year it was Leonardo DiCaprio), Warren G. appeared neither manly nor mean, and in fact, his soft beauty suggested he might really need to be saved.

“Hey, little cutie,” the girls all said, the pretty girls of Shoreline. They teased him and called him Little Romeo. While his father spent weekends gambling in Las Vegas, Warren hung out in View Royal, and all the pretty girls gave him their wallet-sized school photographs and on the back of their portraits, they drew hearts and wrote of love forever. He was given photos by Felicity and Angie and Katie and Willow and Chelsea, Oressa, Maya, Tara, Brandy, and Marissa, but Syreeta was the one he would fall in love with, almost right away.

She was younger, in the ninth grade. He saw her in the hallway. He gazed at her as she walked away. At Diana Davis’s fourteenth birthday party, he spoke to her for the first time. On the porch, he asked her politely if she would like to go out with him.

Syreeta replied: “As long as you don’t mind that I’m getting braces in the morning.”

He’d laughed, said he didn’t mind at all, and they’d kissed on the porch, and in the morning, she called him, and she made him laugh again.

“You remember who I am?” she said.

“Of course.”

“You remember that we’re going out?” she asked. How could he forget? He’d thought she might not have wanted to go out with him because Syreeta was considered to be the most beautiful girl at Shoreline School. (“I liked her smile, I liked her shiny hair, I liked her smooth skin.”)

On the day his father moved to California, Warren G. packed his few possessions into his duffel bag. Among those few possessions were his Spice 1 and Too $hort and Geto Boys CDs, and his three pairs of white baggy jeans—one given to him by his new friend, a tall and earnest basketball player named Dimitri. He packed his sweater with the Mossimo logo. He’d asked Syreeta to bleach the sweater for him because the sweater was cream and he thought cream was an “ugly” color and he wanted the Mossimo sweater to be white.

Syreeta thought it was mean of his father to not even ask Warren if he wanted to go to California. His dad said he was getting married to a nice lady he’d met in Vegas, and she lived in the town of San Clemente or San something. Later, no one could remember the town of the rich widow, only that Warren’s dad had left his son to go live with her there. Syreeta thought Warren’s dad just grunted out the invitation rather halfheartedly, like this: “I’m going. You comin’?” but Warren didn’t see it that way, and he hugged his dad and told him he’d come and visit him at Christmas, after school was done, and he told his dad again that he didn’t really want to leave Syreeta and he was “comfortable” in View Royal.

When he packed his duffel bag, he felt a momentary sensation of fright. He wished suddenly he was moving into Syreeta’s home, for if View Royal was heaven, the home of Syreeta Hartley was the highest part of heaven. Her house was all white. The rugs were white and the walls were white and the sofa was white. The whole place seemed to shine and illuminate him when he walked in, onto the white carpets and past the Marc Chagall print where a man seemed to float in the sky holding on to a cello. He found her house “relaxing” and “peaceful.” He’d asked Syreeta if it would be possible for him to move in with her, just for a while, just until he got his own place, but she told him her mom thought this was “not a good idea.” Warren did not tell Syreeta that he was disappointed. He just packed his duffel bag and prepared to leave the couch of the trailer where he had slept for almost every year of his life.

When his dad left for California, he said to Warren what he always said when he left.

“See you in the movies.” That’s what he always said.



SYREETA


Syreeta was born blind in her right eye, but the doctors didn’t notice right away. Her mother named her after Stevie Wonder’s wife. There was no correlation there, in the way her mother named her after a blind man’s wife. Syreeta’s mother owned an album by Stevie Wonder’s wife in 1982, and she just really liked the name. She found it romantic.

By the time the doctor noticed her eye’s flaw, Syreeta was used to seeing the world differently from others. Her vision could be brighter, clearer, depending on the tilt of her head. Her eye wandered too. They called it a lazy eye. But this too, the wandering of her pupil, she was not bothered by, and the truth was, by the time she was a young woman, she was so startling to strangers, with her full lips and dark hair, the Spanish blood, that no one teased her, or even noticed her different eye, and she sometimes even forgot that she did not see the world as others did.

The “Spanish blood” came from her father, who now lived not in View Royal, but in a town named Squamish where he raced Monster Trucks. He married her mother too young. In their wedding picture, they looked as if they were just kids. Syreeta screamed in surprise when her mother showed her the photo. My God, she thought, my mother looks so much like me, with her rippling black hair and her brown eyes and her dimpled chin. But her mother resembled a child bride, just nineteen, in her white dress with lace trim on the neck. No way I’m marrying that young, Syreeta thought, though her boyfriend, Warren, he had asked her several times to marry him, and though she was only fourteen, she imagined they would be together always.

Her mother and she often looked at pictures together. This wasn’t vanity so much as the photos were pleasing, and captured all the beauty that surrounded them: their own, their friends’, the island where they lived. Syreeta and her mother kept their photos in boxes rather than albums. Syreeta had started a new box for photos of her boyfriend, and on the top of the box, she wrote in her schoolgirl hand, Warren G.

On the days when she picked up new photos from the shop beside Brady’s Fish and Chips (where she worked after school), she would wait eagerly for her mother to get home from work. While her mother cooked their dinner, she would spread her photographs over the kitchen table so her mother could see. The snapshots weren’t careful portraits, just these fleeting moments that she wanted her mother to be part of, to know. A new photo: Diana, Tara, Marissa, Felicity, and her at a sleep-over, all in their pajamas. Another one: her and Marissa in the back of a blue pickup truck. “Look at Diana,” her mom would say. “She’s so cute!”

“I know. She looks like a little bunny or something,” Syreeta said. A third new photo: the boys. “Here, that’s Erik Cash. Remember I told you about him? I want him and Diana to get together.”

“What a baby face.”

“I know.”

“He’s got his father’s eyes. His dad looked just like that, exactly.”

“Really?” Syreeta would always listen carefully to her mother’s observations, as she had found her mother’s observations precise, though never judgmental or cruel. It pleased her that her mother liked Warren. “He’s so polite and well spoken,” her mother observed. Syreeta knew Warren wanted to make a good impression, but his politeness was not forced or false. He was besotted with her mother, in an innocent way, and whenever he came to her house, he would be sure to take off his Crip baseball cap and he would never swear. Always, he would always greet her mother warmly, shaking her hand, and asking her about her day, and once she found him sweeping the leaves off the driveway.

She could understand why Warren always wanted to come over to her place, especially after she saw the trailer where he lived, and his “mean” dad who just seemed “so angry.”

“I just feel really comfortable here,” Warren would say, and Syreeta would nod her head, because that’s what others said as well. Her mother’s competence was comforting, and the house revealed a quiet instinct for order and beauty. They hadn’t always lived so well. When Syreeta was a little girl, after the divorce, she and her mother lived in rentals, in basement rooms. But her mother soon became manager at Pacific Coast Savings and brought them to a better home. Sometimes her mother would hug her out of the blue. “Rita,” she’d say, tousling her hair. And sometimes when they were shopping together in the mall, the salesgirls asked if they were sisters.

Though she loved her mother, she loved her friends as well. The Five. “There was always us five,” she’d later recall. She could see her life as before and after. Before was the year when she got braces, when she met Warren, when there were always “us five.” She could almost rhyme the names off, for each name was melodic and sweet. Syreeta, Tara, Marissa, Diana, and Felicity. The Five were the prettiest girls at Shoreline, though they did not see themselves as possessed of the greatest beauty or perched atop a hierarchy. (“We were friends with everybody,” they’d insist. “If I can show someone that I’m a good-looking person on the inside, it’s more important than showing it on the outside,” Syreeta would say.) Still, the boys at Shoreline marked them in a certain way. In their yearbooks, around Syreeta and Tara and Marissa and Diana and Felicity, boys drew rays like those that surround children’s drawings of the sun, and above each girl’s photo, they wrote HOTTIE.

Of the five, there was no leader. When they were all in grade 5, Tara had been the leader of one clique, Syreeta the leader of the other. At some point, Syreeta wasn’t even sure when, the two leaders had formed an alliance, a slightly uneasy friendship. But in the fall, when neighborhood girls were bothering Colin Jones and Warren was looking for a new place to live, Syreeta and Tara were growing suddenly close and loyal. They worked together at Brady’s Fish and Chips after school. Brady’s was owned by Diana’s parents and was in a little strip mall just off the highway, next to a store that sold saris, and a street named Earl Grey. Marissa was the smallest of the group. She was born in December, born later, and was barely five feet tall, barely one hundred pounds. Her smallness suited her, for she giggled constantly and was neither rude nor hard, just possessed of a childlike giddiness. Warren nicknamed her “the little munchkin.”

Marissa had cried the night Warren asked Syreeta out. (“She just started bawling her face off because she had such a crush on Warren.”) Now Marissa was going out with the basketball player Dimitri. She still loved Warren, but “like a big brother.” Felicity was the “rowdy” one. Tara had the assured manner of the leader, for she was very tall, and like a Seventeen cover girl, with lovely bright eyes and straight blonde hair. The Five were together for sleepovers, shopping on Saturdays, reading fashion magazines. What were their interests? “Laughing,” Syreeta would later say. “I was always interested in just laughing and having fun.”

Her real dad wasn’t around much because he lived up in Squamish and really didn’t have much to do with her life. When she was a little girl, they had spent more time together. He used to ask her to sit in the front seat when he drove his truck at the Monster Races. When she started talking of a boyfriend, he seemed to change toward her and became unnecessarily stern and wary. As in the time he saw the red marks on her neck left there by kisses from Warren. Her father said: “You tell that boy to watch out, or I’ll skin him like a raccoon.”

She told Warren this, and Warren looked quite frightened, and then slowly appreciated the humor of it, because she was laughing and she wished she could be a mimic, and imitate her gruff and burly father, saying: “I’ll skin him like a raccoon.”

Gregory Green, her stepfather, wasn’t around so much because he was a logger, and so he was in the forests for weeks at a time. But when he came back from the forests, her mother would sing to herself and wear her nicest dress, with a silk belt around the waist, and white flowers on the burgundy.

Warren was always over for dinner, and after they’d eaten, he would sit out on the porch with Gregory Green. Syreeta noticed the way Warren’s face just lit up when Gregory asked him to come out on the porch, and she knew he wasn’t used to spending time with an older man who was good-natured and not so angry all the time. Gregory kicked his feet up onto the porch railing, and Warren did the same. Gregory lit a cigarette by flicking a match on his zipper, and Warren did the same. Warren smiled at Gregory, hopefully, and then said, “Well, I guess I should go help Wendy with the dishes.”

“Oh, let the women do the dishes,” Gregory said. “That’s what women are for.”

Warren was kind of surprised to hear that, but it made him feel good, a little, like when a rapper asserted his challenge to a foe. Warren stayed on the porch and did not move when Syreeta’s mom came out with one hand on her hip, the other on a dishrag. Although he didn’t really have a crush on Syreeta’s mom, Warren, nonetheless, thought she was beautiful and glamorous and out of reach and shimmering. Standing there, long legged, her black hair loose on her shoulders, she said, not cruelly, but surely, as if there were to be no dispute—“If you want to eat another meal here, Greg, don’t talk like that in my house.”

When she was back inside, Warren thought Gregory might offer up a retort, but he only looked a little stunned and chagrined. Warren couldn’t help but smile. He thought to himself, So that’s where Syreeta gets her spark. (Syreeta’s “cheeky,” he often said, admiringly.)

But later, when she would reflect upon the girl she’d been, Syreeta wouldn’t describe herself as cheeky or sassy or bold. Harsh words would soon be used about her, published in newspapers and magazines, spoken by judges, cops, and attorneys. And yet she never thought much about her personality. She really had no idea what she was like. Naive, she guessed. “I was probably like any other teenager. I was carefree. For us, life was great,” she recalls, not using the word murder or death, because these words still seem almost impossible to say, as if they don’t belong to her life, which was wonderful when she was loved and fourteen. “Life was great,” she says, “but then it all just changed in a flash, without any control over it.



SLIVERS AND SAWDUST


At Punjab University in India, Manjit Virk spent the late 1970s studying for his master’s degree in English literature. He read the Romantic poets—Lord Byron, Wordsworth. He specialized in Shakespearean drama. “I liked the tragedies best,” he would later recall, without irony.

His older sister had moved to Victoria, and she mailed him a magazine called Beautiful British Columbia. He looked at the photos of the West Coast landscape. “I couldn’t believe a place like Vancouver Island really exists with all the rocks, the trees, and the mountains. Everything looked freshly washed. There was no dirt.” He teased his sister. “No way,” he said. “That’s not a real place! I can’t believe it’s real.” She invited him to visit, and in 1979, when he was twenty-three, he took Pan Am Airlines to Delhi and then to England and then to Seattle. And he saw the real town of Victoria was even more wondrous, “very beautiful, so green.” On this trip, he met his future wife, a young woman named Suman Pallan. “She had a very calm composure. She was polite, soft—a good listener.” Falling in love was unexpected. He had never foreseen that he would stay forever in the place of photographs.

After they married, there were some “hurt feelings,” for the marriage had not been arranged, and there was some concern among their elders that an unarranged marriage would not last. He looked into teaching, but found out his MA was not recognized as complete. His credits from India could not be transferred, and, to become a professor, he would have to spend another four years in college. He considered becoming a pharmaceutical salesman, but this meant he would have to travel, and his wife was pregnant, and he did not want her to be alone. “And so, I became a lumberjack,” he says, rather surprised at the strange fate. “You have to survive.” He worked at the local mill, and earned $4.50 an hour, and he missed the heat and religion of his home. He learned first aid. In the mills, the workers found slivers in their fingers or pieces of sawdust in their throat, and he became skilled at taking away the slivers and the sawdust.

When his daughter was born, he became revived, grateful, full of joy. She was named Reena, which is the Punjabi word for mirror, “like a looking glass.”

Soon after Reena was born, the family moved to View Royal for the parks and the schools that were near their new home. After they bought the house, “we realized it was not a high-end area, that there were a lot of rentals and single mothers, but I never felt we needed to stay in the top neighborhood, like Oak Bay. We are humble. We don’t need to be proud, and say, ‘We’re stuck-up and better than other people.’ ” Later, it would seem to him as though the presence of evil was in the neighborhood, in the most unlikely shapes and forms. Yet for many years, he was not aware of the dangers, and he would watch The Muppet Show with Reena, and then put her on his shoulders and walk with her to Gorge Park, where white lilies and bluebells bloomed. Gorge Park looked like the places he had seen in the magazines his sister sent to India. The places he once believed too clean to exist. Gorge Park was his firstborn daughter’s favorite place to play.

*

In the months before the murder, Reena did not yet know that her name meant “the mirror,” nor did she know that in ancient languages, Reena also meant “the queen.”

Later, words like misfit and outcast would be used to describe Reena, but these words don’t capture her as she was at fourteen, a girl with the rare combination of boldness and innocence.

Reena attended Colquitz Junior Secondary, so she did not know Syreeta or Warren G. She had never met Marissa or Dimitri. Often, at her school, she was teased and ignored, for she was an uneasy loner, with her broad hips and nervous eyes. She was dark skinned and heavy in a town and time that valued the thin and the blonde. Taunted, left out, she started to skip classes. Starla, her neighbor, recalls that one day Reena said in her giddy and sudden way, “All your problems go away when you die.”

And then, just before Halloween, a momentous event occurred. Reena found a place where she wanted to be. She’d been wandering to a site near her home on Irma Place. Irma Place was around the corner from Brady’s Fish and Chips, but Reena did not find herself in that part of View Royal. Instead she found a park where unloved and unwanted kids smoked cigarettes and talked of dangers and sin. Reena began to smoke. She fought with her parents and missed family dinners and sermons and ultimately left her house for, as Suman recalls, “she would not abide by the rules of the home.”
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