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There are two ways to be fooled:
One is to believe what isn’t so;
the other is to refuse to believe what is so.

–SØREN KIERKEGAARD



The Last Friday in March

8:27 A.M.

Nadia and I scramble down the hill at the edge of school property right as the morning’s final late bell rings behind us.

“Come on, hurry,” I say, passing her and leaping across the little creek that divides the school from the back of the businesses on Main Street. “We can’t get caught.”

“Relax, will you?” she says, stepping neatly across the creek and stopping beside me. “This is an adventure, Rowan. It’s supposed to be fun.”

“Yeah, well, we have to get there first,” I say, because we’ve cut school twice before and crossing this flat, empty lot stretched out before us is always the most nerve-wracking part. Stay alert. Always be aware of your surroundings. How bizarre that I’m pretty much using the key points from my father’s personal-safety lecture against him. “All right, let’s go. And try to act casual.”

“Whatever you say,” Nadia says with laughter in her voice.

And maybe I’m just all tensed up, knowing there’s no turning back now, but the moment I step out of the sparse trees and onto the open lot my back gets twitchy, like the entire school faculty is watching us ditch and the principal has my father on speed dial.

I break into a jog, heading for the back of the row of businesses.

“Panic is not casual,” Nadia calls from somewhere behind me.

“Run, will you?” I yell, speeding up.

“No,” she says amiably. “They’re not going to see us and even if they do, so what?”

“Easy for you to say,” I mutter, hurling myself into the shadows behind the bank. High drama maybe, but too bad. This is serious stuff for me. My parents are way stricter than Nadia’s, so if we do get caught all she’ll get is a resigned sigh and a slap on the wrist while I’ll get lectures, grounding, no computer and even worse, no phone.

This had so better be worth it.

I press myself against the cold brick wall and watch Nadia’s easy, ambling approach. Her jacket’s open and her white top is cut in a low V. Her jeans hug her legs and disappear into a pair of her mother’s over-the-knee, black stiletto-heeled boots. Her long hair, twenty shades of rippling, layered blond highlights, makes her recognizable at least a mile away, and my parents know that wherever the social butterfly Nadia is I usually am too, so—

“Could you maybe even try to hide?” I say, scowling.

“No. It’s Senior Cut Day,” she says, sauntering up. “That’s the whole point, isn’t it?”

“Well, it would be if we were seniors,” I snap, grabbing her arm and pulling her against the building beside me.

“So? We’re sophomores hanging out with seniors,” she says mischievously, and pulls out her phone to check messages. “Text from Brett: ‘Still waiting. Where are you?’”

I snort and give her a speaking look because Brett would know exactly where we were if he and Justin had just picked us up at the corner fifteen minutes ago like they said they would instead of going straight to McDonald’s and then texting us to meet them there. I don’t say it though because Nadia really likes Brett and she says Justin thinks I’m hot. This morning’s rendezvous is the farthest we’ve ever gotten with them and so for now we’re willing to overlook their bad behavior, or justify it, or whatever kinds of deals girls make with themselves just so they can stay in the game.

“Tell them we’re on our way,” I say, sidling along the brick wall to the corner and stopping.

“Mmm-hmm,” Nadia says distractedly, texting away.

I take a deep breath and release it.

Stay alert. Always be aware of your surroundings.

Right.

I inch forward and peer around the corner to Main Street, to Dunkin’ Donuts, where yes, of course, there is a local cop car parked right up front in the lot. “Damn.” I pull back, heart pounding. “He has to get coffee now? I can’t believe this.”

“Is it your dad?” Nadia says, sighing and leaning against the brick.

“I don’t know,” I say, rubbing my forehead. “He’s on duty this morning but I don’t know which patrol area he has, so yeah, it could be him.” I peek around the corner again in time to see a very tall, solid, stern-looking cop with mirrored sunglasses and iron-gray hair step out the door and head for the patrol car. “Shit!” I whip back out of sight, praying he hasn’t seen me. “It’s Lieutenant Walters.”

“Did he see you?” Nadia asks, finally sounding concerned. “Here, let me look.” She starts to step around me. “He might not recognize—”

“No!” I hustle her toward the back of the building and we stand for a moment, listening for footsteps and hearing nothing but sirens in the distance. This is bad. He could be sitting there waiting till we come out or walking right up on us. “Forget Main Street. We’ll go the back way and come out down by McDonald’s.”

“That’s going to take longer,” Nadia says, frowning.

“Don’t care,” I say in a singsong voice, and take off across the back of the buildings. “Watch for white cars pulling up to corners,” I say, cutting down a side street. “And keep checking behind you, too. He’s good at sneaking up on people.” My tone is grim because Lieutenant Walters and I have a history, part of which Nadia already knows but part I will never tell her because it’s just too humiliating to ever say aloud.

It happened three years ago, during the annual PBA picnic. I’d been spending every day at Nadia’s that summer watching all the trashy reality show reruns I wasn’t allowed to watch at home, and on the day of the picnic I was thirteen, trying hard to look eighteen. I’d been sent storming back to my room to change my clothes three times before my appalled father, calling the rejected outfits “middle school stripper” and asking where in the almighty hell I’d gotten them (“borrowed” from Nadia’s mom’s drawers), decided my lame, midthigh white shorts and stupid turquoise tank were respectable enough for me to set foot out the door.

Ugh.

I’d been allowed to bring Nadia as my guest though, and when we stopped to pick her up she came sauntering out of her house in almost the exact same outfit I’d had on—tiny black boy shorts and a black halter (mine had been red)—smiling and waving good-bye to her mom standing at the pool gate, who waved benignly back and hitched up the strap of her little black bikini with the thong bottoms.

“It’s not fair. I look stupid and Nadia looks hot,” I said from the backseat, where I’d been working up a mighty case of outrage. “And I swear, Dad, if you tell her to go back and change I’m gonna—”

“Hey, watch your tone,” my father said, frowning at me in the rearview mirror. “Who do you think you’re talking to?”

“He’s not going to say anything,” my mother said at the same time, giving him a smile and her peacemaking look. “It’s the style, Nicky, and she’s not your daughter. If Nadia’s mother thinks that outfit is appropriate for a thirteen-year-old child—”

“Thirteen isn’t a child,” I cried, highly insulted. “How can you say that? She looks like she’s at least sixteen!”

“Physically, in those clothes, yes,” my mother said, shifting and glancing over her shoulder at me. “But her emotions and logic, Rowan, and her decision-making capabilities . . . no. There’s still a thirteen-year-old brain controlling that body.”

“So, what’s wrong with that?” I said, scowling.

My mother, ever the librarian, hesitated as if searching for just the right words.

“Nothing, if you’ve got a good head on your shoulders and aren’t trying to grow up too fast,” my father said as Nadia opened the back door and plopped onto the seat beside me. “Hi, Mr. Areno. Hi, Mrs. Areno. Hey, Rowan.” She shook back her blond mane and her dancing gaze took in my outfit. “Um, cute top. Is it new?”

I gave her a black look. “Right.”

“Hi, Nadia,” my father said, glancing at her in the rearview mirror. “You bringing a jacket? It might get chilly later.”

“Oh, c’mon,” Nadia burbled, leaning forward and poking his shoulder. “It’s like a hundred degrees, Mr. Areno. You’re so funny.” She sat back and buckled her seat belt. “So like, are they going to have all kinds of food there or what? Because I’m starving.”

My father glanced over at my mother, mustache twitching. “Butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth.”

“Ah, the peril and glory of youth,” she said, and, smiling, turned up the CD player to drown us in some ancient Isley Brothers tunes.

Nadia and I glanced sideways at each other and cracked up.

And it wasn’t until dusk, after we’d been good long enough for my parents to relax their vigilance, after my father and his best cop buddy, Vinnie, joined the softball game and my mother was lounging on the bleachers cheering with the other cops’ wives, that Nadia finally nudged me and nodded toward the two guys hanging out near the tree line past the bathrooms.

“They’ve been watching us,” she said, lifting up her hair and fanning the back of her neck. “Want to take a walk to the bathroom?”

“Uh . . .” I sneaked a peek and even from here, I could tell two things: One, they were definitely not part of the PBA picnic, and two, they were cute. And older. Like, “out of high school” older. Like “facial hair, college and real muscles” older. A thrill ran through me. “Okay, I guess.”

And so we eased away from the picnic table with studied casualness, taking our time smoothing our shorts and acting like we were totally bored and in absolutely no hurry to go anywhere for any reason. Nadia whispered updates as we strolled across the lawn toward them—“The one in the green T-shirt just smiled and said something to FUBU T-shirt and they both kind of turned toward us like they’re waiting. I want FUBU and you can have green T-shirt, okay?”—but I felt awkward and obvious, like my whole body was a neon sign flashing our intent to my parents.

I kept expecting to hear my father’s voice stopping us but it didn’t happen, and every step screwed the tension in my stomach tighter. Moths fluttered around the bare bulb lighting the girls’ room door. Peepers sang in the deepening shadows. The heat coming off Nadia was scorching, my was heart pounding so loud I could barely think and suddenly we were there. The guys were lounging against the side of the cinder-block building, smiling, gazes smoky with the kind of dazzling, open appreciation that seventh-grade boys wouldn’t master for years. They asked if we wanted to hang out, drink a few beers and smoke a little, exchanging mocking grins and saying what a farce it was, partying in the middle of East Mills’s finest. I didn’t like the tone in FUBU’s voice but green tee was staring at me like I was the best thing he’d ever seen, handing me a beer and easing back into the shadows while FUBU lit up and passed Nadia the joint.

I’d never really partied before—my father ran the DARE program from middle school up through junior high and was always on the lookout for deviants—but when Nadia handed me the weed, her gaze brimming with dark excitement, I took it without hesitation.

This was an adventure and we were in it together.

I don’t know whether it was the weed, beer or desire that made me so woozy; I don’t know how I went from laughing and giddy at flirting with college guys, smoking a joint, draining a beer and feeling green tee’s sinewy arm claiming me, his hot breath in my ear, to melting against him weak-kneed and wanting, feeling an insistent tug at my waist and then hands on my bare skin, sliding high, leaving a shivery trail of ripples in their wake, prying up my bra and closing around—

A burst of light blinded me. “Okay, come on, break it up.”

“Shit,” green T-shirt muttered against my mouth, and suddenly his groping hands were replaced with a cool wash of air and emptiness. I stood there blinking and confused until the dim realization that my boobs were exposed penetrated the slow fog in my brain. Belatedly, I folded my arms across my bare chest.

“Stay where you are,” a stern voice said, and then, “Fix your clothes, young lady.”

I drew a deep, hitching breath and, mortified, wrestled down my bra and tank top.

There was a sharp snort from behind the flashlight. “Jesus Christ, you’ve got to be kidding me. Nick’s kid?”

I squinted in the direction of the light, recognized the tall, forbidding-looking man behind it and burst into tears.

Lieutenant Walters, my father’s by-the-book, hardass training officer—and boss.

The flashlight beam did a quick sweep of the area, over green tee lounging against the wall, and returned to me. “Where’s your friend?”

As if by magic, Nadia appeared out of the girls’ room door behind Lieutenant Walters. “Rowan?” she said, rushing over in concern. “What’s wrong? What happened?”

I gazed at her, bewildered. Her eyes were bloodshot and her breath sour but her clothes were in place and other than her puffy lips and missing gloss, she looked totally normal.

There was no sign of FUBU, and nobody mentioned him.

The next ten minutes were torture: The look in Lieutenant Walters’s eyes, reminding me of what he’d seen; the sick knot of real terror that he would tell my parents in horrifying, irreversible detail; the weight of Nadia’s arm around my shoulders as if in comfort but actually making me feel like a stupid, pathetic baby, a victim instead of a hot girl who knew how to party and not get caught.

Like her.

But the worst was when Lieutenant Walters flagged down my father and drew him aside, and they spoke quietly for a moment. I saw the relaxed good humor in my father’s face tighten to anger, saw Walters’s gesture at the empty beer bottles, heard him say, “. . . caught your daughter and this guy getting a little too friendly . . . ,” and when my father glanced over at me with a look of disbelief and, worse, disappointment, I hated Lieutenant Walters like I’d never hated anybody.

I hated Nadia for a minute too, because somehow she’d ended up the innocent one.

The rest was a humiliating blur of green tee going into shock when he found out I was only thirteen and babbling that he didn’t know, didn’t even know my name, that we were just hanging out, no big deal, and of me nodding tearfully when my father glanced at me for confirmation—I lied, yes, but I was willing to agree to anything just to get it over with.

I didn’t dare look at Walters.

I never told Nadia what he’d caught me doing and I guess he never told my father the details either, because the questions, lecture, grounding and forced return of Nadia’s mother’s clothes were nowhere near as bad as they would have been had my parents known what really happ—

“Row, c’mon,” Nadia says, hip-bumping me and, since I’m not paying attention, almost knocking me off the curb. “Whoa.” She catches my arm, keeps me from falling and grins. “Nice save, huh?”

“What would I ever do without you?” I joke, bumping her back, because the McDonald’s is there right across the street and so is Brett’s car, parked in the lot and waiting. The Big Plan is that the four of us will head to an out-of-town diner (where my father won’t catch me) and then go back to either Brett’s or Justin’s empty house to hang out until three o’clock, when I have to be at work.

“Told you we’d make it,” she says with a cocky smile.

“Now I can relax,” I say, and, laughing, look both ways and then step into the street, heading straight for the golden arches.



The Last Friday in March

8:49 A.M.

I follow Nadia into McDonald’s.

Justin and Brett are sprawled at a table by the window, and judging by the crumpled food wrappers, they’ve already had first breakfast. Brett sees us, smiles and waves, but Justin is busy texting and doesn’t look up.

I smile anyway, just in case he does.

Brett sends Nadia a mock-chiding, “Hey, you finally made it.”

“Yeah, lucky you,” she drawls, laughing and flicking back her hair.

“Hi,” I say, but they’re too busy flirting to notice and Justin is still hunched over his phone, thumbs flying. I clear my throat and shift close enough to see the new pimple forming on the back of his neck. “Um, hi.”

Still nothing.

I shoot Nadia a sideways look.

“So, diner time,” she says brightly. “Are we ready or what?”

“Yes!” Justin crows, lifting his head in sudden triumph. “Brett, man, it’s on. Shane got the keys! Party at the shore house. Score.” He stands, stretches his meaty arms up over his head and finally notices me. “Hey. How you doing?” Turns to Brett. “Let’s get moving. Fun in the sun, bonfire on the beach tonight. Half the class is heading down there.”

Brett glances at Nadia. “You good with the shore?”

“Always,” Nadia says, eyes sparkling.

“Okay then, let’s—” Justin says.

“Wait,” I blurt, trying not to panic, and when everyone looks at me, I blush and say, “It’s already, um”—I glance at my watch—“five to nine. Can’t we just go to the diner?”

“Why?” Justin says, looking at me like I’m an imbecile.

Why? Because I risked a lot for a chance to hang out with you; am missing a history test; bought a new shirt; spent hours last night waxing, plucking, shaving, whitening, painting my nails, practicing my smile. Because I need you to do what you said you were going to do, what we planned to do, what I’ve been counting on. Because there is no way in hell I can go all the way down the shore, party and still find a way home in time to get to work at three. But all I say is, “Because I’m, uh, hungry.”

“So get something here and eat it on the way,” Justin says impatiently, falling back a step. “Come on.”

“Row?” Nadia says, and the question in her gaze is about way more than food.

You know I can’t, I tell her with a desperate look.

Brett jingles his car keys, slings an arm around her shoulders and starts steering her toward the door.

She resists for a moment, glances back at me, pleading, frustrated, and when I don’t move to follow, expecting her to pull away, she mouths, I’m sorry. Don’t be mad, flashes me a lame, apologetic smile and trails Brett out the door.

Wait . . . what?

Brett unlocks his car.

Nadia slides into the front passenger seat.

“You can’t be serious,” I say to no one, and plop down at the deserted table.

Justin pauses and glances back. Spots me sitting there, shrugs and lifts a hand. Climbs into the backseat and slams the door.

I gaze in disbelief at the crumpled, grease-stained napkins and Egg McMuffin wrappers littering the table. Squeezed-out ketchup packets leave bloody smears across the bright laminate and salt is strewn everywhere. It’s wreckage, ruins spread out before me, and when I look up again, the three of them are gone.

And they left me their garbage.

I stare at it for a moment, then shove it away across the table. Why should I get stuck cleaning up their mess? I’m not even supposed to be here right now. I’m supposed to be on my way to the diner with my best friend and two cute seniors, one of whom supposedly likes me, talking, laughing and having a blast, because that was the plan.

That’s what we said we were going to do, and I believed it.

Stupid.

I scrub a frustrated hand across my forehead, totally at a loss. Sit back and look around the place. It’s nearly empty, only me and a couple of senior citizens across the room in a booth in the corner.

Great. Now what?

Glance at my watch.

Nine oh one.

Only six hours to kill till work.

My stomach growls.

I dig around in my jeans pocket for my money.

Two dollars and thirty-eight cents.

Stupid me again, I actually thought they’d treat us to breakfast.

Well, at least Brett will still treat Nadia.

To breakfast, lunch and dinner around the bonfire.

Right.

She’s going to owe me big-time for this one.

I shake my head in disgust and glance out the window, look right at the patrol car pulled up to the curb beside me, at the unsmiling, weary-looking cop staring back, badge number 23, Patrolman Nick Areno, my father, who is talking into his radio mike and motioning for me to come out.

Shit.

I gather the garbage, shove it into a can and trudge toward the door.


The life I touch for good or ill
will touch another life,
and that in turn another,
until who knows where the trembling stops
or in what far place my touch will be felt.

—FREDERICK BUECHNER



The Last Friday in March

9:26 A.M.

She’s lying, and he knows it.

Impatient, he rests his hands on the gun belt at his waist and says, “All right, Rowan, let’s try it again, and this time, how about telling me the truth?” He tempers his voice, keeps it calm and cool to mask his disappointment and stares down at the sixteen-year-old girl sulking on the bed. “How many times have you done this?”

“I already told you.” She lifts her head, flicks a long strand of hair from her eyes and glares up at him, her dark gaze bitter with all the resentment a thwarted daughter can summon against the father who has ruined her fun. And then she looks past him, making certain the accusation spills over to her mother, too. “Only once. Today.”

“Only once,” he repeats, and in his measured tone is the same polite disbelief the tired answer Just a coupla beers, Officer always earns. “I see.” He nods, thoughtful. “So if I check your attendance record with the school, they’re going to confirm only one unexcused absence.”

“Check my attendance record? Oh my God, are you kidding?” She bounds off the bed, an explosion of dramatic outrage, and storms around the cluttered bedroom. “I told you I only cut once! Why can’t you just believe me and let it go already? Why do you always have to make everything into such a big deal? I’m not a criminal, you know!”

“I know,” he says, resisting the urge to add but this is how it starts and I’m not letting it happen. “You’re too smart to go down that road. And I will believe you, when you tell me the truth.”

“But, Dad, I swear I didn’t—”

“Don’t.” He holds up a hand, stopping her. “I get it all day, every day from the general public. I don’t need it here, too.” He only has another minute or two, no more. “I’m not your enemy, Row. Just be honest. Talk to me. How many times have you cut out of school so far this year? Two? Three?”

“Three? Oh my God, Dad, come on,” she says, but her eyes are too wide, her tone too quick. “You must think I’m a real degenerate.”

No, he doesn’t, and if he didn’t have to call out on a break and leave his assigned patrol area on the other side of town just to bring her home, if he was free to parent and not police right now, then he would sit on the edge of her bed, not caring if Stripe’s wispy black and gray cat hair clung to his uniform pants, and invite her to sit down next to him like a daughter, not a suspect, and talk.

If his shift didn’t start with an adrenaline-spiked nightmare of domestic horror, then maybe he’d have more patience, but it’s hard to ramp down to teen truancy after being the first car on the scene of this morning’s brutal assault, after following the frantic, sobbing mother into the bedroom to check the vitals of little Carrie Connolly, a limp, unresponsive three-year-old clad only in a pair of pink underpants and suffering a half-dozen savage, crushing head wounds.

Her eyes were rolled back and her pulse weak. Her skull was misshapen, her blond hair matted, stained a sticky maroon-black from the frenzied blows . . . but it was the position of her body that pierced him, the sight of her chubby, outstretched arm, fingers dug into the rug in a last desperate attempt to escape the attack and . . .

Crawl under the bed to hide.

He’d always been calm and capable during crises, trained to keep an emotional distance, remain in control, to assess the situation and do what needed to be done. He did it this time too, swallowed the despair and, with sirens growing closer, surveyed the scene. The bedroom windows were closed and locked, with no signs of forced entry. Blood drenched the pillow and splattered a floppy-eared stuffed rabbit lying nearby. Reeking, urine-soaked Little Princess sheets had been half wrenched off the mattress, leaving it askew, and trailed across the floor next to Carrie’s body.

Blood on the bedroom doorknob and tracks down the hall to the kitchen.

The detectives arrived and he briefed them. They split up, questioning the distraught mother and her live-in boyfriend separately. The mother said she’d kissed her sleeping daughter good-bye and left for work. Halfway there she realized she’d forgotten her cell phone and raced home to get it, walking in to find her boyfriend with a blood-smeared arm plunged deep into the kitchen garbage can and the house eerily silent. She’d run into Carrie’s room and found . . . and found . . .

No, he was not Carrie’s biological father. They’d only been together for five months. He was a laid-off carpet installer who watched Carrie while she worked. No, Carrie wasn’t a chronic bed wetter; she’d actually stopped when she was two years old. This was something new, happening three, maybe four times a week now. Yes, it created stress between her and her boyfriend because for some reason he took it as a personal insult. No, she didn’t understand it either.

EMS rolled in and moments later, Carrie, her mother and one of the detectives were gone.

There were bloody prints all over the black plastic kitchen garbage can, a pair of stained men’s slippers and strands of Carrie’s hair on the tack hammer shoved inside.

And on, and on.

The lying sack-of-shit boyfriend was read his rights. He was a talker though, wanting them to hear his side and denying ever touching Carrie even as dried blood spatter freckled his T-shirt, his neck, his hairline, and congealed beneath his fingernails. He swore he’d gone into the bedroom to wake her up and found her that way, suggesting she’d probably wet the bed again and tried to crawl out of it, fallen and hit her head on the floor . . .

Yeah. Six separate, skull-fracturing times, not counting the smashed fingers on the tiny hand she’d lifted to try to shield herself from the blows.

Right.

It sickened him, knowing she wasn’t the first and wouldn’t be the last kid he was too late to save, that this little girl could have been anyone’s little girl, his little girl . . .

No matter how hard he tried he could never protect them enough.

He rarely gave voice to how futile it felt sometimes, trying to stop people from destroying themselves or each other, never discussed the most brutal parts of the job with his wife or daughter. No, for that he had his partner, Vinnie, or, more often, just pushed the scenes away into the back of his mind and tried to forget.

Sometimes when he was tired though, and his defenses were low, the ones he’d failed returned to haunt him: The first person he’d ever lost, a seventeen-year-old car-crash victim hopelessly pinned in the wreck, conscious, mangled and bleeding out, clutching his hand and begging him not to let her die. Even with police, fire rescue, EMS and the Jaws of Life working to free her, they had not been in time.

The bruised and battered baby with the beseeching blackened eyes, who, despite evidence of chronic abuse, was returned to the parents, and then four days later arrived at the morgue with third-degree burns charring over 90 percent of her body.

The elderly man on his way to the hospice to sit with his dying wife, driving too slowly for the asshole behind him, who, in a fit of rage, cut him off, stormed his car, grabbed the couple’s blind, arthritic Scottie dog from the seat beside him and threw it into traffic, where it was immediately hit and killed by a car that never even stopped. When he arrived at the scene the old man stood stunned and weeping, the dead dog cradled in his arms, and couldn’t give a detailed description of either vehicle.

Nineteen years’ worth of senseless tragedies, some more memorable than others.

He wants to explain this to his daughter, to tell her that if he is sometimes too strict or overprotective it’s because he’s seen what can go wrong, knows that her standard, scoffing Oh, c’mon, Dad, nothing’s gonna happen is sometimes true but other times not, and you don’t get to choose when it fails.

He wants to talk until her attitude seeps away and she confesses why, when he pulled up to the McDonald’s drive-through earlier for coffee, she was sitting inside, alone and miserable, when she should have been in class.

But he can’t because his break is over.

Keying the radio, he says, “Eight oh one central, ten-eight Victory Lane,” calling himself back into service. He glances up, meets his daughter’s stony gaze. “Never mind. I’ll just stop by the school.” Sees the flurry of guilt and panic flash across the face he used to know by heart, and suddenly he would give anything to go back in time, back to the days when she ran to him instead of away, when she would get home from school and skip right out to see him in his wood shop, telling him everything she’d learned while he sanded and stained, smiled and listened. Back to when leaving for work meant kissing both his girls good-bye, a ritual never sacrificed because they were his reason for vigilance on the job, for never getting sloppy or lazy or taking anything for granted, because that was the fastest way to get himself killed.

Now though, to kiss his daughter good-bye he has to tiptoe in and do it while she’s sleeping, or he can’t do it at all. Those same pink cheeks he kissed a thousand times when she was little are off-limits to him and her mother now, personal, private property reserved for whichever scruffy, slouchy, text-happy slug she was cutting school to see, and it reminds him—

“Mom,” she wails, abandoning anger for misery. “Oh my God, I can’t believe you’re gonna let him do this to me!”

It reminds him that although he’s her father, he’s no longer her hero.

His wife, Rachel, gives him a commiserating look over the top of their daughter’s head, and he’s about to tell Rowan she’s grounded when his radio squawks and the dispatcher says, “Eight oh one central.”

He keys the radio. “Eight oh one. Go ahead.”

“Eight oh one, Victory Bridge, possible ten-ninety-six, man with child climbing over wall.”

Ten-ninety-six. An emotionally disturbed individual.

With a kid.

Jesus Christ.

“Eight oh one copy.” He turns to leave. “I have to go.”

“What did they say about the bridge?” his wife says, sounding surprised.

“What’s a ten-ninety-six?” Rowan says at the same time, her voice bright with undisguised relief at the sudden reprieve.

“Tell you later,” he says, and in seconds is thundering down the stairs, striding through the living room and kitchen and out the sunporch door to the patrol car he’s left running and parked in the driveway alongside of the house.

|   |   |

At 9:26 that same morning, while Rowan Areno is up in her bedroom being questioned by her father, a husky, twenty-three-year-old man in jeans and a khaki jacket trudges past her house on Victory Lane and up the sidewalk of the Victory Bridge, a rural, rarely used overpass stretched high across the busy four-lane highway below.

The man’s bottom lip is chewed and chapped, his gaze glazed, detached, his hair uncombed and his cheeks rough with stubble, but his hands are scrubbed clean, the nails trimmed painfully short so as not to accidentally scratch the sleeping three-month-old baby, the son he has finally gotten for the weekend and now carries in a sling under his jacket, on his chest, nestled against his heart.

The boy is his pride, his legacy, the best and only thing he feels he has ever done right.

And he has failed him.

He stops and rests his hands on the flat, gritty top of the waist-high cement wall, closes his aching, red-rimmed eyes and, for a moment, turns his face to the early spring sun.

“Great day, huh?”

Startled, the man turns to see a kid sauntering up the overpass sidewalk toward him, a tall, wiry teen with sleek black hair pulled back in a ponytail, a smudge of soul patch under his bottom lip and a large, shaggy German shepherd padding along at the end of a leash.

“She’s friendly,” the kid says with a slight drawl as, fringed tail wagging, the dog stops and sniffs his shoes. “You mind?”

The man shakes his head but slides protective arms around his son. “Don’t let her jump. I got my kid here.” He turns slightly, allowing the boy a glimpse of the baby’s pink forehead and the wisp of unruly, ginger-brown hair, so like his own, that just won’t stay tucked up under the knitted hat. “Nice dog.”

“Thanks,” the kid says, reaching down and affectionately rumpling her furry, black and tan head. “She’s a good girl.” The shepherd looks up at him, tongue lolling, and leans her bulk against his leg. “Yeah, I know. We’re going to get you some water.” He glances at the man. “Something’s up with her. She’s been drinking a lot lately. We’re going to the vet’s this afternoon.” A shadow crosses his face. “It’s probably nothing but I don’t want to take the chance, you know? I mean, she was born in an Iraqi war zone. She’s already been through hell.”

The man grunts, not wanting to encourage him.

“I know, pretty amazing, right?” He shakes his head, scratches the smooth hollow between the dog’s eyes. “My dad found her and her sister starving when they were just like, six-week-old pups, and his unit adopted them. He busted his ass to get her out of there and shipped back to me before—” He stops as if he’s just remembered something crucial, averts his dark gaze, and it’s only then that the man notices the circles under the kid’s eyes, the tautness of the pale skin drawn across his cheekbones. “Anyway.” He shrugs and gives the dog’s leash a gentle tug. “Come on, Daisy.” But as they start past the kid hesitates, searching the man’s haggard face. He opens his mouth to speak, then shuts it again. “Enjoy the day.”

“Yeah,” the man says, but he isn’t watching the kid leave, he’s checking the sidewalk for others because streams of joggers, dog-walkers, foot traffic on this lonely overpass never occurred to him. Finding it empty, he puts his hands back on the cement wall.

His son squirms, hiccups and starts to cry.

The thin wail echoes out over the breeze.

“Shh.” The man pats the baby. Rubs his back. “It’s all right. We’re here now.” Brushes away the tears gathered in his eyes, tears that seem to come and go at will these days, and with a grunt of effort, slings his right leg up and over the wall.

“Whoa, hey!”

The man freezes.

“That’s dangerous. What’re you doing?”

The man turns his head, only his head, because he is straddling the wall, the baby is fretting and his fingertips burn from his grip on the rough cement surface. “Don’t,” he says, catching sight of the kid with the dog from the corner of his eye. They’ve stopped and turned back to him, standing maybe fifteen feet away. “This has nothing to do with you.”

“But—”

“Just keep walking,” the man says.

“Okay, but I don’t . . . You shouldn’t . . . Holy shit, wait, you’re not gonna . . . ?” the kid blurts, and then the man hears quick, musical beeping and the kid’s talking again, low and urgent.

The man wishes he could turn his head farther to see more but he’s dizzy, and he didn’t expect that, either. Heights have never bothered him but now, half over the edge, he dares not look down. He sits a moment, absently listening to the kid babble, gaze fixed on the crisp, blue sky, breathing deep to quell the sickening lurch of vertigo, and when it passes, he shifts his butt and swings his other leg over the wall.

Both feet dangle in the air.

“Oh, no way,” the kid says, his voice tight and shaking. “C’mon, man, don’t do this. Seriously.”

The man doesn’t answer. His heart is pounding too hard, his breath too scarce.

It’s the most alive he’s felt in months.

“Think of your kid,” the kid says. “Jesus Christ, it’s just a baby.”

“He,” the man says, looking at him. “Sam. My son, Sammy.” The man stops, not knowing why he feels compelled to set that straight.

“Sam, okay, yeah, good,” the kid says, glancing worriedly back over his shoulder.

The road is empty.

The baby whimpers.

“Shh,” the man says soothingly, patting him. “I’m here.”

A horn blares somewhere down below on the highway, and the baby starts to cry.

“Hey, uh, look, it sounds like he’s not too cool with heights,” the kid says with false brightness. “What if I hold him or something for you? See if he’ll calm down.”

“No. He’s shy with strangers.” Dimly, over the thundering of his heart and the baby’s fussing, the man hears brakes squeal and an engine roar to a stop, the kid babbling, his frantic voice loud and loose now, charged with adrenaline and fear.

He hears the officer speaking, calm and controlled, hears the recited, “Eight oh one central, be advised I have a white male, early twenties, brown hair, jeans, tan jacket, sitting on the Victory overpass wall with an infant . . . ,” condensing him into an efficient, emotionless, no-frills dilemma, then going on to request backup, an emergency response team and traffic control both at the bridge and on the highway below. He stops listening, looks up instead and sees the police car parked at the curb, the solemn, uniformed cop and the kid, eyes huge, face filled with disbelief, the dog poised and watching, red lights spinning . . .

It disturbs him.

This moment was supposed to be peaceful, just the two of them, a permanent bonding of him and his son, the one thing they could have that no one could ever take away, but now, thanks to his poor planning, even that is slipping out of his grasp.

He tightens his grip on the baby.

The cop approaches, talking low and reassuringly, taking deliberate steps toward him, telling him everything will be all right, that his name is Officer Areno, Nick for short, and he’s just there to listen to whatever the man has to say and make sure everybody stays safe. The cop, Nick, is older, middle-aged and worn looking, not cocky, beefed up and bald but with a slight paunch and worry lines, dark salt-and-pepper hair sticking out from under his hat and one of those classic, old-fashioned cop mustaches.

His gaze is steady with purpose. Steadier, the man fears, than his own.

“We can work this out,” the cop says firmly, and then, into the radio pinned to his shirt, adds something in a low voice about getting the crisis negotiator here. “Come on down, sir, so we can talk. There’s nothing here that can’t be fixed.”

The man stares at him, unmoving.

“Do you have any weapons on you? Any knives, guns, explosives . . . ?”

“No,” the man says, offended.

“Okay, good. And I see you have your son with you,” the cop says, nodding at the baby held against the man’s chest. “Sam, right? How’s he doing? Mind if I take a look at him?”

The man hesitates, then, keeping one hand on the bridge, pulls back the edge of his jacket, the edge of the sling, and caresses the baby’s damp, ruddy cheek with a gentle thumb. The baby gurgles and beams up at him.

“Good-looking boy,” the cop says, nodding. “What is he, four, five months old?”

“Three,” the man says absently, lost for a heartbeat in the pure, hypnotic sweetness of his son’s smile. “He’s big for his age.”

“That’s good,” Nick says, ambling forward another several steps. “Good, strong, healthy boy. You two have a lot to look forward to. First birthday, teaching him how to swing a bat, ride a bike—”

“Stop,” the man says, dropping his hand and letting his jacket swing back into place. “I know what you’re doing.”

“Hey, just talking one father to another,” Nick says, and his voice is casual but there’s a watchful light in his eyes that the man doesn’t trust.

“Don’t come any closer,” he says, shifting forward on the wall.

“No problem,” Nick says, halting his advance. “So, what did you say your name was?”

“Corey,” the man says after a moment.

“What’s your last name, Corey?”

The man remains silent.

“How about Sammy? What’s his last name?”

The man’s mouth tightens and he doesn’t answer.

“Does anyone know you’re here?”

“No,” Corey says flatly.

“Is there someone we can call for you, a family member maybe, bring them down here to talk? Best friend, parent, girlfriend . . . ?”

“No,” he says again after a long moment.

“Well, if you change your mind, the offer’s open,” Nick says, his gaze never leaving the man’s face. “So are you from East Mills, Corey?”

He doesn’t answer.

Nick keys his radio and says in a low voice, “Eight oh one central, be advised subject’s first name is Corey, three-month-old male is his son, first name Sam. DOB and birth mother’s name unknown. Check Mercy General.” Dispatch acknowledges, and he says to Corey, “I don’t know about you but I could sure use a cup of coffee right now. Or maybe a nice, cold soda.” A bead of sweat trickles down past the cop’s ear. “What do you say you, me and Sam go grab something to drink and work this out together?”

“No,” the man says, forgetting his vertigo and shaking his head. The sky rises and dips, his stomach lurches and he gasps, fingers digging into the cement. “Just leave us alone.” The man tightens his jaw and his son, perhaps sensing the tension, lets out a whimper.

“Look, I can see you love your son,” Nick says, sweat darkening the armpits of his blue uniform shirt. “And right now you’re just sitting on a bridge with your boy, enjoying the day. Nothing’s happened and nobody’s been hurt, so let’s keep things safe, okay?”

The man is silent a moment. “Life is what’s gonna hurt him, not me,” he says finally, stroking the baby’s back.

“Yeah, sometimes it feels that way,” Nick says, resting a white-knuckled hand on the cement wall. “I have a kid, too. A daughter. She’s sixteen. She’s a great kid, really smart, but I still worry about her and want to protect her. That’s what fathers do. I know it’s not always easy, but it’s worth it. So what do you say, Corey?”

The man gazes past the cop at the kid with the dog. Somehow, in these last few moments the kid has aged and doesn’t look so young anymore. “Your father’s dead, right? Isn’t that what you meant before?”

The kid blinks, taken aback, and glances at the cop, uncertain.

“Come on, now, this isn’t about him,” Nick says, motioning the kid back a few steps. “Let’s—”

“Your father put himself in harm’s way to protect you, and when he died they told you he was a hero and that you should always be proud of him,” the man says, holding the younger guy’s stricken gaze. “Right?”

“Don’t t-talk about my f-father,” he stammers, his eyes welling up.

Corey ignores him. “Well, I’m putting myself in harm’s way too, but you know what they’ll tell my son when I’m gone?” He lowers his head, keeping his gaze on them, and kisses the top of the baby’s head. “That I was a coward and a loser who didn’t give a shit about anybody but himself, and how they’re all better off without me.”

“They’re wrong, Corey,” Nick says. “Come on down and we’ll talk.”

“They’ll poison my own son against me. He won’t understand, he’ll never forgive me and I can’t have that.” He is careful not to glance down at the highway below. “A kid shouldn’t grow up thinking his father didn’t care about him.” He looks into Nick’s eyes, letting him see all that’s left. “It screws him up inside.”

“Easy,” Nick says, and the tension in his voice is obvious. “We’ll get you through this; you have my word on it. If you come down from there we can sort this out and—”

“He didn’t ask to be born, and he doesn’t deserve all the miserable, rotten shit that’s gonna be dumped all over him because of me.” The man can’t even see them now; the sudden spark of anger has flared and died, and despair stains his vision a dense, opaque red, blotting out all but futility. “And it will.” His voice is thick, dull to his own ears. “It will.”

“Corey, listen, it doesn’t have to be that way.” Nick keys his radio. “Eight oh one central, requesting ETA on county crisis ERT.” The words are sharp, tight, and the radio squawks in return but for Corey it all fades and is finally gone.

Only the pain remains, overwhelming and unbearable, conquering him in what feels like an hour but is actually only seconds. It blinds and deafens him to all but the rumbling landslide of hopelessness and helplessness, drowns him in the unchecked misery flooding his brain, cutting off any chance of survival. He surrenders, beaten, exhausted from waging this brutal battle with himself every day, forcing his leaden limbs out of bed, tormented by the constant, bitter burden of unanswered prayers, the wanting, waiting, hoping to feel something better than desolation, sweeter than doubt, something kinder than the relentless, razor-sharp shredding of his own tortured thoughts twisting him up inside, fueling the hemorrhage of all he ever was, hoped for, would be.

A sudden, whispered thought—You can go now—twines through his mind, and, grateful, he accepts it.

“I love you, Samster,” he murmurs, tears streaking his face. “Close your eyes.”

“No,” Nick says, stepping closer. “Corey, wait. Please let me help you.”

“You can’t,” he says simply, and as the cop lunges the last few yards the man pushes off of the wall and, tipping forward into empty space, plummets out of sight.

“No!” Nick yells, and peers over the wall, shouting into his radio.

Eli Gage, the guy with the dog, stands forgotten, staring in stunned shock at the spot where the man and his son went over. Their plunge sends ripples through the air, and shuddering, he retreats a step, then another, but there is no escape. They widen, spread, and break over him. He is awash in it now, a part of it, and will be forever.

The cop stands, chest heaving, his face raw with anguish.

He is a part of it now, too.

Trembling, Eli pulls a pack of Marlboros from his T-shirt pocket, lights one and, knees weak, sinks down on the curb, head in his hands, dog at his side.

In the distance, someone is screaming.


But when I looked for good, evil came;

And when I waited for light, darkness came.
My lyre is turned to mourning,
And my pipe to the voice
Of those who weep.

—JOB



Chapter 1

Does bad news come in threes, the way dead people are supposed to?

Because it feels that way today, like something else is going to go wrong but I have no idea what, so all I can do is wait for it on this hot, hazy April Thursday when the air is hushed, heavy and strangely silver, the phones are silent and storm clouds bank in the distance.

I have the door propped open and am working alone for the first time in the month since I started here, standing behind the front counter of the dry cleaner’s trying not to worry about what’s happening at home and digging forgotten change from the pockets of old Mr. Hanson’s damp, ugly polyester slacks before pinning an ID tag on the waistband and tossing them in the bin scheduled for Friday cleaning.

I put the coins on the counter.

We’re supposed to return anything of value we find in our customers’ pockets, put it in an envelope and staple it to the ticket on their hanger, but my boss, Eva, left early to take her car to the shop and it’s only twenty-seven cents, so I drop the pennies in the Need one? Take one! bowl by the register and pocket the quarter.

I’m saving for a car and I figure anything under a dollar is fair game.

Besides, the red and white plastic WE ARE NOT RESPONSIBLE FOR ITEMS LEFT IN CLOTHING! signs posted everywhere in the store pretty much cover it.

And one stupid quarter is small compensation for having to wait on Mr. Hanson twice a week, to maintain my professional smile and not gag every time he touches my fingers when he hands me his ticket, licks his purple, livery lips and stares at my boobs.
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