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That’s the worst idea I ever heard,” I told Eric. Then I took another sip of beer and swallowed. “Let’s do it.”

“Meg,” Tiffany called after me. But I was already out the door of Eric’s Beamer. My beer sloshed onto the gravel as I led the way across the dark clearing to the railroad bridge.

Eric caught up with me. His hand circled the back of my neck, stopping me at the end of the bridge. We shared a hungry look. He’d been mad when I told him Tiffany and Brian were coming along tonight. And I knew why he was angry. If we weren’t alone, we couldn’t do it. If we couldn’t do it, what were we hanging out together for?

Now, without sharing a word, he and I understood we would do it after all. The four of us were drunk past the point of needing privacy.


In the light of the full moon I searched his handsome face a moment longer, marveled at his carefully mussed black hair. He was hot. We turned each other on. We were about to screw on a railroad bridge. It was a shame we didn’t like each other very much.

I gazed to the far end of the bridge. “It’s not long enough for those kids to have gotten killed on it. Seems like they could have run to one end or the other when they heard the train coming.”

“You don’t believe that story,” he said.

“Party pooper. Why do you want to cross the bridge if you don’t believe the story? It’s not a daring deed unless you think it’s dangerous.”

“The girl got her shoe caught in the tracks,” Brian said behind us. “That’s what I always heard. And the boy got killed, too, because he went back to help her.”

“That’s so romantic,” Tiffany cooed. She sounded like she actually meant it. She was completely wasted on her first three beers ever, way too drunk to produce sarcasm.

“And then, blammo!” I said. “Very dangerous. That’s more like it.” I swirled my beer in my cup. “Maybe we should take our shoes off.”

Despite his party pooping, Eric took his shoes off. We all left our shoes at the base of the sign that proclaimed No Trespassing and offered the number of the city ordinance we were breaking. We stepped in our socks across the railroad ties, toward the center of the bridge—Eric and me, with Tiffany and Brian behind us.


Through my cotton socks, gradually I began to feel the cold, hard ties. The air seemed colder, too, as we walked farther from the riverbank.

I heard Tiffany trip, then laugh. Brian probably thought tonight was The Night, and maybe it was. He’d been bugging me for months in the back of calculus class about how to take his relationship with Tiffany to The Next Level. I had told him I wasn’t that close with Tiffany anymore. I wasn’t that close with anyone. He said it didn’t matter. He seemed to think I was an expert on sex in general.

What did I expect? Good news traveled fast.

And I was pretty much getting what I asked for from Eric. I looked the part. As the only teenager in Shelby County, Alabama, with blue hair, I was everybody’s go-to girl for bad behavior. Tonight I wore a low-cut T-shirt that said Peer Pressure in the hope of luring Eric into another sexcapade. As if he needed any luring. He was pretty much self-luring.

As we reached the middle of the bridge, he steered me by the neck to the metal wall of the trestle. I didn’t mind being held around the back of the neck, but I minded being steered. The rich, dirty scents of rust and tar made me dizzy. I was about to shake him off when he slid his hand down to my butt and parked me against the wall.

I sipped beer and gripped the rusty wall with my other hand, looking down at the reflection of the white moon in the black river so far below us. Trees clung to the sides of the gorge, their tiny spring leaves glinting white with moonlight. People had said the view from the bridge was beautiful, but no one seemed to have actually seen it. Now I had seen it.

Now I had seen everything. Brian Johnson, salutatorian, math team captain, had Tiffany Hart, valedictorian, yearbook editor, sandwiched against the bridge wall in front of him. At least he’d taken the precaution of putting his beer down. He wore all the wrong clothes, a sure sign his parents didn’t let him watch TV. She wore the right clothes, clean version, no skin in sight. His hands moved up her sides toward a risqué area and I almost laughed. Every few seconds, he glanced over at Eric and me as if he needed instructions.

Oblivious to Brian’s groping, Tiffany shook her blonde windblown curls off her face and asked, “Why didn’t those kids just jump over the side of the bridge? Is that a stupid question? I can’t tell what’s a stupid question.” She was so drunk. I began to regret letting her and Brian, innocence incarnate, tag along tonight on my walk on the wild side.

“We’re really high up,” Brian said in the tone of the Professor from Gilligan’s Island. “Hitting the water from this height would be like hitting concrete.”

“Getting hit by a train is painful, too,” I said. “But the girl got her shoe caught, and the boy wouldn’t leave her. So they were stuck up here anyway.”

“I’m telling you,” Eric said, “that story can’t be true. What kind of dumbass would let himself get hit by a train because his dumb girlfriend got her shoe caught?” Immediately after declaring that true love was something he couldn’t fathom, he proceeded to kiss the back of my neck and work his way toward hickey-ville.

I tried to enjoy him, despite the irony. The cold March wind kissed my cleavage as he kissed me. A tingle of excitement spread through my body, and I tilted my head down to expose more of my neck for his mouth.

I’d grabbed him like a life preserver to float me through my last three months of high school. He wasn’t much, but he was the only thing that kept me moving, besides anticipating my spring break trip to Miami one week from tonight. I would live as high as I could that week, which would tide me over until I graduated in June and moved to Birmingham for college. It was only twenty minutes up the interstate, but at least I was getting out of this tiny town. In the meantime, I was seventeen, a boy wanted to do me on a railroad bridge in the middle of nowhere, and I knew I was alive.

For the moment.

“Stop. Shhh.” I pushed Eric’s shoulder to detach him from my neck.

“What is it?” Brian asked over Tiffany’s giggle.

“Shhh. Hush, Tiff.” I leaned against the rusty wall, out over the distant black water, which stirred in the wind and distorted the reflection of the moon. My eyes strained, searching the dark for the source of the low hum. “Do y’all hear that?”

“No,” Brian said.

My heart pounded in my chest. I hated being the cautious one. I couldn’t help it this time. I looked one way up the tracks, but I didn’t see the terrifying headlight of a train rounding the bend. I looked the other way down the tracks. Blackness. I considered setting down my beer and putting my ear to the railroad tie to listen for vibrations, like in an old Western. “Suddenly, I am full of fear.”

Eric put both arms around me and massaged my boobs, too hard. “You’re just stoned,” he whispered so Brian and Tiffany couldn’t hear. Even in their inebriated state, they would have been truly horrified at a mention of marijuana.

That buzz had worn off an hour ago, or so I’d thought. But Eric must be right. I was paranoid from the pot, and now I was drunk, too.

None of that explained the low hum in my ears.

The clearing at the end of the bridge exploded with the blue lights of the police.
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Move off the bridge, toward my voice,” came the command, tinny through a megaphone.

I felt Eric tense behind me. We both looked away from the cop car to the opposite end of the bridge. Eric and I were a lot alike, unfortunately for both of us. I’m sure we were considering the same scenario. If we bolted away from the cops, we wouldn’t have a car. We’d follow the railroad tracks to the next town, or hike miles through the forest to the next bridge over the river. We’d have to come back home anyway, and the police would catch us eventually. Brian and Tiffany would rat us out to save their GPAs. Worst of all, my dad would tell me I’d made it even harder on my mom by letting her think I’d been kidnapped, not just arrested.

Besides, I needed to stay with Tiffany. I hadn’t exactly gotten her into this mess. She’d come to me, requesting a mess. But she wouldn’t be in the mess now if it weren’t for me. And Brian definitely wasn’t staying with her. He was already following the cop’s order, stepping from railroad tie to railroad tie, leaving Tiffany frozen against the cold metal wall. He probably hoped to get time off for good behavior. I never would have expected Eric to be strong for me, but for Tiffany’s sake, I’d expected more out of Brian.

I took the beer cup from Tiffany’s shaking hand and set down her cup and mine. The cop must have suspected we’d been drinking, but it seemed stupid to carry the beer off the bridge and present it to him. I put my arm around her. “Come on.”

“Oh my God oh my God oh my God oh my God.” As we walked behind Eric, she fished her cell phone out of her pocket and pressed a button.

“Who are you calling? Your lawyer?” I thought a little humor might cheer her up.

Apparently this was not the time. “Oh my God!” she screamed at me. “Mom?” she squealed into the phone. “I’m okay, everyone’s okay, but I’m in trouble. You have to come to the police station and get me.”

“Tiffany, turn the phone off,” said the tinny megaphone voice.

She pressed another button to hang up the phone, like someone used to following orders. “Oh my God,” she shrieked at me, “he knows who I am!”

This was kind of weird, but not impossible. It was a small town. We probably went to school with the cop’s daughter. “He would have found out who you were when he looked at your driver’s license, anyway,” I said. “What does it matter?”

“He’s going to tell my parents!”

It almost made sense. I was about to point out to her that she’d just called her parents herself, when Brian reached the end of the bridge.

The muscular cop with a military haircut stepped out of the shadows, into the moonlight and swirling blue light from his car. The sneaky shit must have driven all the way down here from the main road with his headlights off.

He said something quietly. Brian cowered before authority. He bent his head, gave the cop one wrist to handcuff to the railing at the end of the bridge, and spread his legs. Then he let the cop pat his hands over him, searching him. Hell, he would have submitted to a strip search if the cop had snapped his fingers.

Now Eric reached the end of the bridge. The cop didn’t look quite so enormous next to Eric, who was six foot three. But Eric was skinny, and the cop was built like Matt Damon.

Eric let the cop handcuff him to the railing and search him, too. Unlike Brian, Eric gave the cop shit the whole time, almost like they knew each other. Which was likely, considering what Eric had been up to lately. Anyway, everybody in town knew Eric because his daddy was a hotshot lawyer.

I helped Tiffany sit down on a railroad tie at the end of the bridge so we could put our shoes on. The cop had his back turned, and I couldn’t hear what he was saying. But I could hear Eric lying. “I’m not high. You think anybody in town would sell to me? Lord knows I’ve tried.” Then, “It was my girlfriend’s idea to come up here in the first place.”

“Thanks, asshole,” I called, giving him the thumbs-up. “Chivalry isn’t dead.”

“It was your idea,” Tiffany reminded Eric. She squinted at me. “Wasn’t it?”

“Don’t say anything else to each other.” The cop still spoke as he had through the megaphone, calm and cool with a threat underneath. He curled one finger at Tiffany. “Your turn.”

“Oh my God.” She stood and walked toward the cop. I watched her, ready to catch her if she collapsed. At least, I would try. I wasn’t too sure about my own balance.

I also watched to make sure the cop wasn’t a perv, but he didn’t pat her down and handcuff her to the railing. He handcuffed both her wrists behind her back while she mouthed, “Oh my God oh my God.” Then he guided her by the elbow into the backseat of the cop car, strapped the seat belt around her, and closed the door.

He motioned to me. My turn.

The low hum started again. Or maybe it had never stopped.

Eric and Brian both made a noise. “She has a little problem with being restrained,” Eric told the cop. “I’ve tried that, too.”

“Sounds like a good reason not to drink underage and trespass on city property.” The cop walked over to me.

“She does have a real problem,” Brian said. “Sir. I haven’t tried it, but there was this incident in the ninth grade.”

I wondered whether Brian meant the time I couldn’t get my ankle untied from Julie Meadows’s ankle after the three-legged race in PE, or the time Todd Pemberton trapped me between floors in the handicapped elevator.

“Stand up,” the cop told me.

“Look,” Eric called, “when she resists arrest, I don’t want to get in more trouble for that. Remember I told you.”

The cop did not care. I stood slowly, shaking worse than Tiffany. Something bad was about to happen. He was going to handcuff me. Or I was going to break down and plead with him not to.

“Turn around,” he said.

Heart pounding, I faced the cop car.

Behind me, the cop grabbed my wrist. “You need to find out what this feels like,” he said, warm breath on the back of my neck.

“I already know what it feels like,” I whispered.

“I don’t think you do.” Handcuffs opened with a ping of metal.

“Oh, look,” I cried as more blue lights emerged from the woods. A second cop car pulled into the clearing. Maybe the arrival of backup would distract Dudley Do-Right from his mission. “Are we that much of a threat to society? Or is it just a slow crime day?” Now an enormous fire engine eased into the clearing. Low-hanging tree branches screeched against its red lights. “Slow fire day,” I added. Last came an ambulance. “Slow stroke day. Why’d you call the cavalry?”

“Thought we’d need them when you got hit by a train,” the cop said.


“What train?”

The low hum escalated into a roar as the train’s headlight emerged from the dark trees at the far side of the bridge. In a few seconds, the locomotive had reached the middle. Two beer cups blew over the metal wall and floated downward, disappearing into the darkness.

A few more seconds and the locomotive passed us. The engineer chose this moment to lay on the head-splitting horn. Eric and Brian, chained close to the tracks, each put one free hand up to one ear.

I stumbled a few paces before I realized the cop was dragging me backward by the elbow toward his car, cussing.

We passed a knot of emergency response personnel chatting together, disappointed there was nothing for them to do. “There’s McPherson,” called Quincy, the paramedic I happened to know. “I could see even when you were thirteen years old that you were nothing but trouble.”

“Of all the freaking nerve!” I screamed back at him, but the cop shoved me into the car and closed the door.

I tried the handle. Locked.

Do not panic. I made myself breathe slowly. At least the cop had forgotten about handcuffing me. And I couldn’t panic in front of Tiffany. Stretching the shoulder belt to the limit, she lay sideways and sobbed into the vinyl seat.

I pulled her head into my lap and wiped her wet hair out of her eyes. “Have you put the yearbook to bed yet? You could add something to the list of accomplishments under my senior picture. ‘Managed to get the valedictorian arrested.’”

She sniffed. “It’s not funny, Meg. They might take valedictorian away from me. They might take away our scholarships to UAB.”

I seriously doubted the University of Alabama at Birmingham was watching the police blotter for incoming freshmen. “They can’t even keep my name straight,” I told her. “I’ve been getting registration forms addressed to Mr. Mac McRearson. I almost wish I was going to live in the dorm so they’d give me a boy for a roommate.” But I planned to work my way through college to pay for an apartment. I didn’t want to live in a dorm with visitation hours and curfews and monitors. I’d had enough of the Big Brother treatment from my parents at home. And my arrest wouldn’t help that situation for the next few months.

Tiffany laughed a little, sniffed again. “I’m going to need a new boy, too, after this.”

That was the truth. Now that Tiffany and Brian had been arrested together, a date at the putt-putt golf course wouldn’t hold the same romance. While tank cars and flatbed cars and boxcars decorated with graffiti continued to rumble by, the cop got down in Brian’s face and shouted at him. Then he got up in Eric’s face and shouted at him. Through the rolled-up windows of the police car and over the roar of the train, I couldn’t hear what he was saying. But judging from the look on Brian’s and even Eric’s face, it was pretty intense. One of the spectator firemen took a step in their direction as if to coax the cop to back off.

A second cop put a hand on the fireman’s shoulder and held him in place. The second cop was older than our cop. Not nearing retirement age, but way too old to be wearing a patrolman’s uniform without getting a promotion to detective.

The endless train behind them made me dizzy. I looked down at Tiffany, who had resumed mouthing, “Oh my God.”

“We’re getting off easy, Tiff. Too easy, come to think of it. Why are the boys the ones who get yelled at, like they’re the only ones who matter? We should be offended.”

“Then go tell the police officer how offended you are,” Tiffany snapped. “Let him handcuff you to the bridge.”

I tried the handle once more, jokingly. “Door’s locked.” But I began to shake again in the warm car.

“I shouldn’t have said that.” Tiffany sat up awkwardly and leaned her head on my shoulder. “You have a thing about being locked up. I’m glad I’m handcuffed and not you.”

Me too, I didn’t say. I had thought of Tiffany as a walking, talking version of Microsoft Excel, but she had more soul than I’d given her credit for.

We both jumped, probably delayed a few seconds by our hampered reflexes, as our cop opened his door. The racket of the train followed him inside. The last of the train cars had cleared the bridge. I watched its flashing taillights disappear around a bend in the tracks.

The cop shoved his muscular frame into the driver’s seat and slammed the door shut. Then he said a few words into his CB, reached for a clipboard, and began filling out forms. He never glanced at us through the metal grid that separated him from us dangerous criminals. A bead of sweat trickled down the back of his thick cop-neck.

I looked for Eric and Brian and saw them in the backseat of the old cop’s car, which was parked on the far side of Eric’s Beamer. The dejected fire truck and ambulance eased out of the clearing and up the road without flashing their lights.

“What are you so mad about?” I asked the cop. “Is it true that a couple of teenagers got killed here a long time ago?”

“It’s true,” he said without looking up. “And y’all came close to adding four more to the body count tonight.”

“Not four,” I said. “If I’d gotten caught on the tracks, I would have been the only one killed. My boyfriend wouldn’t cross the street to save my life.”

“Some boyfriend.” The cop drew broad strokes through parts of the form that did not apply to us, perhaps previous convictions or gainful employment or significant other.

“How’d you find us down here?” I asked.

“You were out of luck. Beware the Ides of March.”

A wave of that paranoia I’d felt on the bridge washed over me. It was March 15. Then my drowning brain struggled to the surface.

But before I could make a smart-ass remark, Tiffany lifted her head from my shoulder. Her own drunken brain must have recognized the Ides of March line from Shakespeare. “Oooh, were you an English major in college? I’m going to be an English major!”


“At this rate,” the cop said, “you’re not majoring in anything.”

It was all I could do to stop myself from screaming at the cop. Surely he could see how freaked out Tiffany was already. If she thought her college English degree was threatened, she was liable to melt into a pool of tears and beer right here on his torn vinyl police car seat. And it would serve him right to have to clean it up.

“Everybody reads Julius Caesar in high school,” I told her, loudly enough for the cop to hear. “You don’t need a college education to be a cop. What for? You just need to be able to drive. Read. Write.” I watched him X through another section of the form. “Or not.”

“Don’t,” she warned faintly.

I put my arm around her again and asked the cop, “Can you take her cuffs off? I’ll vouch for her.”

His eyes finally flicked up to mine. Probably because everything was a bit blurry to me, I hadn’t registered his face at all before. I don’t know if it was the alcohol or the adrenaline draining away, but I noticed his eyes for the first time now, framed perfectly in the rectangle of the rearview mirror. They were a strangely dark brown in his light face. He looked down at his form.

“Why not?” I asked. “Do you feel threatened? Big strong guy like you?”

He actually turned around in his seat and glared at me through the metal grid between us. One of the taunts I’d flung at him had hit home. He did feel threatened. What in the world for?


“Yow!” I yelped as Tiffany reached behind me with her cuffed hands and pinched a big hunk of my butt.

The cop was out of the car. He opened Tiffany’s door. She scooted backward toward him across the seat, and he knelt to unlock the cuffs.

“Those boys just want to get in your pants,” he said. “You know that, right?” I guessed he was talking to Tiffany. He wasn’t looking over her shoulder at me.

Then his eyes met mine, and returned to Tiffany’s cuffs.

“That’s not true,” Tiffany said.

Well, of course it was true. But if Tiffany didn’t know this, now was not the time to clue her in.

“How do you know we weren’t trying to get in their pants?” I asked.

The cop stopped fiddling with his key in the cuffs, sat back on his haunches, and stared at me.

Tiffany’s chant of “Oh my God oh my God” morphed into “Shut up shut up.”

The cop said, “You’ve got such a mouth that you’d get yourself and your friend in worse trouble just to have the last word.”

“Some people just don’t know when to shut up,” I said.

“Shut up!” Tiffany wailed.

I began to think this was good advice. The cop gave Tiffany’s cuffs just a few more seconds of attention. She pulled her arms free with a sob and rubbed her wrists. Then he slammed her door, rounded the back of the car, and opened my door. “Get out.”


I climbed out and stood against the car, trying not to flinch when he slammed the door again. He stood directly in front of me and looked way down at me. I was about to get it like Eric and Brian.

Maybe not. His glance traveled briefly down to my Peer Pressure T-shirt. Or the absence of said T-shirt over my cleave. Theoretically this could have worked to my advantage. But I was unwilling or unable to Work It under the intensity of those deep brown eyes. Despite myself, I looked around to make sure the old cop’s car was still a few yards away and he had not abandoned me to this cop and the forest and an unrequested sexcapade.

Now the cop managed to collect himself. He pulled his gaze from my shirt up to my eyes. Probably he was checking whether my pupils were dilated. All I could do was hope the pot had worn off enough by then to make my pupils normal size. I gazed right back into his dark eyes as if I had nothing to hide.

He nodded toward Tiffany in the car. “How much has she had to drink?”

“Give her a break, would you? I know she’s blotto, but this is her first time drunk. Hell, it’s her first drink. Drinks.”

“Mmph,” he said. Thank God he believed me. I might have gotten Tiffany off the hook. “And what about you?”

“Me?” I laughed. “I’m guilty.”

He nodded. “What about the pot?”

I felt myself flash hot. Maybe he was bluffing. I asked, “What pot?”

The cop put his fists on his hips and cocked his head to one side. There probably was a line drawing of him like this in the dictionary, illustrating the word skepticism. “I might not have been to college,” he said, “but I have been to the police academy.”

He pronounced police academy carefully, like it was a foreign word. I thought he was poking fun at himself. I almost laughed. I wasn’t quite confident enough to laugh.

He went on, “What do you think we do at the police academy, surf the Internet?”

“I can honestly say I never gave it much th—”

“You know your boyfriend got expelled from Auburn for dealing pot out of his fraternity house,” he said.

“That’s why we’re dating.”

“You wanted some pot.”

“Not so much that. It’s just that Eric is my kind of people.”

“Eric is—” He stopped himself with a grimace. Then he tried again. “You’re an i—”

He was about to call me an idiot. Which I couldn’t argue with, considering the present situation. But it was shocking to have a cop tell me so. Or almost tell me so. “I’m a what?” I taunted him.

He shook his head. “You can’t tell a seventeen-year-old anything. They think they’re immortal. They don’t listen. Seventeen-year-olds have to see it for themselves.”

“See what?”

He sighed through his nose. “Before I pulled y’all off the bridge, I glanced in your boyfriend’s car. All I saw was two gallon jugs of beer. I don’t have anything like possession on you. Come clean with me now, and maybe we won’t do a drug screen on your boyfriend. You know if we do, we’re charging him with driving under the influence of narcotics.”

They certainly were. I backed against the cold car for strength and looked over at Eric’s shoulders hunched into the other police car. Actually, I’d been dating him, if you could call it that, for only a few weeks. He had come home to live with his parents and “get his head together” (translation: “smoke a lot of weed”) after the aforementioned untimely removal from the institution of higher learning.

But I knew him well enough to predict what his reaction would be. If I ratted on him and he got in trouble, he would call me a stupid bitch. If I didn’t rat on him, they tested his piss, and he got in worse trouble, he would call me a stupid bitch.

“It was just me and him,” I said in a rush. “Tiffany and Brian didn’t know. They would have wigged out completely. We smoked it before we ran into them. Eric and I were baked and hungry, and we went to McDonald’s for Big Macs. I saw Tiffany in the bathroom. I must have been obviously tanked, because Tiffany hinted she was going on the spring break senior trip next week without ever having a drink. She was afraid of looking naïve. And I’m like, ‘Oh! Poor baby. I can buy you some beer.’ Brian doesn’t drink, either, but he went along with it. Probably for reasons you mentioned previously.”

“Mmph,” said the cop.

“It was a spur-of-the-moment thing. She never would have done it if she’d had time to think about it. And I never would have done it if I hadn’t been stoned. Ditto walking onto the bridge. Completely unpremeditated.”

I tried to gauge the cop’s reaction. I couldn’t see a thing. His dark eyes could have been laughing at me, or considering how I would look when I got out of prison just in time to join the AARP.

“Interesting,” he said. “You’ve broken a lot of laws tonight.”

Definitely laughing at me. I lashed out. “Let’s list them, shall we? What fun. Trespassing. Possession of marijuana. Underage purchase of alcohol. What else? Public intoxication, loitering, unlawful assembly. Corruption of a minor. Wait, can you corrupt a minor when you yourself are also a minor?”

“You tell me. You’re wearing the Peer Pressure T-shirt.”

So he had noticed. “Yeah, I saw you taking in my Peer Pressure T-shirt,” I said, just to test how much he’d noticed.

He’d noticed, all right. His white face and neck flushed pink against his dark blue uniform.

I was horrified, truly. I’d gathered over the years from the way men on TV talked about Taylor Swift and Miley Cyrus that forty-year-old men were really into teenage girls. I wouldn’t have thought a blue-haired teenage girl would make the cut, but clearly there was no accounting for taste.

And here was this cop, out working hard at 11:30 at night, innocently providing for his wife and fourteen kids at home, scrimping and saving money for that new aluminum shed he’d had his eye on for storing the riding lawn mower. And I’d gone and flaunted my boobs in his face. It really wasn’t his fault for looking.

He sighed through his nose again. His blush slowly retreated, and he was back in charge. “Are you even sorry?”

Yes, I was sorry for distracting him from the little missus for two seconds. Better not bring that up. “I’m sorry you arrested Tiffany. And maybe I’m sorry you arrested Brian.” I was mad at Brian for abandoning Tiffany, but he had saved me from being handcuffed. Without the ulterior motive of getting himself out of more trouble, unlike Eric. “Do you want me to be sorry for getting stoned?”

“Are you sorry you almost got killed?”

“We didn’t.”

“You did!” Now he was furious, shouting down at me, finally giving me the Brian/Eric treatment. “Are you so drunk you didn’t see that train?” He looked like he was going to lay into me again. I cringed, waiting for it.

But he thought better of it. His mouth snapped shut, and he took a step back.

Turning toward the bridge, he stared into the blackness. With my eyes adjusted to the pool of light from the cop cars, I couldn’t even see past the No Trespassing sign. But the bridge had really made an impression on this cop. Seemed like he could see that bridge even in the dark.
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The cop lightened up on the way to the police station. Or maybe it was just that the radio in the police car blasted Beck, which made the bad drug trip and forced incarceration a little more homey. I would have thought a cop would ride around in stark silence so nothing would distract him from his sworn duties. At the very least, I would have thought he’d listen to a country station. Maybe the last prisoner in the car had switched the radio to the Birmingham pop station as a joke.

Tiffany slouched against me, half asleep. Only the shoulder belt kept her from sagging into the floorboard. I was sleepy, too. The cop’s interrogation had drained every drop of life out of me. And the drone of the car’s engine lulled me. But I stayed in the middle of the seat. I tended to Tiffany, stroking her hair out of her eyes. This way, I could fool the cop, keeping the center seat belt lax across my lap without fastening it. I did not wear seat belts. Besides being a lot cheaper than a car, riding a motorcycle usually got me around this problem.

Tiffany shook her head and roused a little without opening her eyes. “Meg, you know what we are?”

“Criminals?” I guessed.

“Yes, but what else?”

“Felons?”

“We’re no-goodniks!”

In the rearview mirror, I saw the cop smile. Obviously he liked Tiffany a lot better than he liked me.

She opened her eyes and saw him smiling, too. “Mr. Policeman, do you think we’re no-goodniks?”

“Yes, but not for long.”

“Well, I want you to know, for what it’s worth, that I’ve learned my lesson. I have learned some things about myself tonight. They are all very bad.”

I rubbed her thigh soothingly. I hadn’t learned anything about myself tonight. I already knew these bad things.

“Your friend tells me this was your first drink,” the cop said.

“Oh, no,” she said.

“It was your first drink,” I said through my teeth.

“I don’t want to lie to the policeman.” She sat up straighter. “Mr. Policeman, I went to England with my grandma last summer, and I had a can of shandy, which is beer mixed with lemonade. I bought it out of a Coke machine. My grandma said it was okay. Clearly it was wrong of her.”


“Did you catch a buzz?” I asked.

“I don’t know. I ate a lot of fish and chips with it.”

The policeman laughed. Dimples showed in both his cheeks when he laughed.

I decided to try my hand at him. “Do you watch Cops on TV?”

“I love Cops,” he said. “It’s like my life, but with the boring parts taken out.”

“Do you watch Reno 911?”

“Yes. That’s probably even more true-to-life than Cops. At least around this town.” He parked and cut the engine in front of the jail/ courthouse/city hall, beside Tiffany’s mom’s minivan. “Sit tight just a minute, ladies.” He slid out from under the steering wheel, closed the door, and spoke to the old cop through the rolled-down window of the other police car, with Brian and Eric in the backseat.

Eric said something to me through the glass. It did not look good. Then he struggled with his arms cuffed behind him. Finally his head and shoulders disappeared, and his cuffed hands rose above the windowsill. He shot me a bird.

I pointed out the spectacle to Tiffany. “I’m glad I’m not going to the prom. He might refuse to go with me now.”

Tiffany rubbed her temple. “Invite him. We’ll all double-date. Can you imagine where they would take us out to dinner?”

“McDonald’s,” I said with conviction as our cop opened the door.

The old cop was already hauling Brian and Eric out of his car. The message Eric had been trying to send me rang through the parking lot and echoed against the building. “You told him about the pot. He faked you out, you stupid bitch!”

“Well! That is not a very nice thing to say.” I was actually kind of concerned about being faked out, and disappointed in myself. I had to keep up my rep around the Big House.

Our cop didn’t even look at me. I was just another snitch to him. “Don’t say anything else to each other,” he intoned to the space between us.

“Pot?” Tiffany echoed behind me.

“Not you,” our cop assured her. “I know you’re not that much of a no-goodnik.” He laughed and Tiffany giggled like they were old friends. God, these squares were made for each other.

Inside the police station, the cops didn’t seem interested in fingerprinting us or taking our mug shots or dressing us in orange. Possibly this was because they didn’t want to make a bigger scene. Tiffany’s parents were already there to fuss over her hysterically. She clung to them like a terrified Pekingese who had gotten separated from her owners in a tornado. I had wondered why Tiffany didn’t go Ivy League for college, with her grades and test scores. I sure would have gone farther than Birmingham if I’d gotten a scholarship somewhere else, somewhere that wasn’t just another small town traded for this one. But after witnessing the collective fawning between Tiffany and her parents, I understood she wasn’t ready to venture far.

“Call me tomorrow,” she said as she left.

“I will,” I said, knowing I wouldn’t. I did not call people. Her parents took her home.


Brian’s father arrived soon after. He was grim and quiet, like Brian. There was probably a lot of Silent Treatment going on in that household, and it probably worked. He took Brian home.

Then Eric’s father blustered in. He acted like it was the policeman’s fault for making the arrest, the city’s fault for making the bridge off-limits, my fault for seducing his child. At least, I assumed he meant me when he said “that punk whore.” He blamed anyone but Eric. He even dared to shout at my cop.

Not like the cop had shouted at Eric, right up in Eric’s face. That was too personal. No, Eric’s father paced around the cop and waved his arms, never looking directly into the cop’s dark eyes. The cop stood there silently. He stared straight ahead like one of those soldiers on the Travel Channel who guarded the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier or Buckingham Palace with an expressionless face. He looked like he could use a shandy. Eric’s father took Eric home.

Then the cop spent a long time on the phone in an office with a glass wall. I tried not to watch him, but he kept looking at me while he talked into the receiver. Probably he was telling his wife how much he loved her and how he would never cheat on her with a blue-haired girl-felon, if such a creature existed. After a long while, he hung up and returned to the main room, where he said something to the old cop that I couldn’t quite catch. He leaned against the cement-block wall and folded his arms.

I yawned and stretched and shifted in my metal folding chair. I was watching an Andy Griffith rerun on the dispatcher’s tiny TV. The dispatcher, whose name was Lois, had three grown children, eight grandchildren, two cats, two dogs, an iguana, lots of gold jewelry, and much bigger cleavage than mine. She lived at 2043 Sunny Level Cutoff and did not mind giving out her address to juvenile delinquents.

“Do you want to call your parents again?” the old cop asked me. His name was Officer Leroy. He had never married and did not have any children of his own, not even an iguana. “When I talked to your dad, he sounded like he was already awake.”

Yes, my dad was already awake. My parents owned a diner called Eggstra! Eggstra! Underneath the name, the sign said Our specialty is breakfast, as if this were not painfully obvious already. It was open twenty-four hours a day, which is the only reason I could see that anyone would ever eat there.

“They’re not coming,” I said without looking up from the TV. I chuckled. This Barney Fife was a real laugh riot. I was still drunk.

“I’ll try calling them.” Officer Leroy picked up the phone on the dispatcher’s desk.

“Please don’t bother. This is the last straw,” I repeated what my dad had said to me on the phone. “They’ve washed their hands of me.”

In December when I skipped school with Davy Gillespie and Billy Smith and came home plastered, my dad had warned me this would happen. He’d told me that was my last time worrying my mother sick, and next time I would be dead to them. I hadn’t exactly kept my nose clean since then. I’d done plenty with Eric. But I hadn’t gotten caught, until now.


Officer Leroy put the phone down. Even though I still studied the exploits of Officer Barney Fife, I could feel Officer Leroy studying me. “I’m acquainted with your dad,” he said finally. I got this a lot. Translation: Your daddy is a hard-ass bastard.

I snorted. “You played ball with him in school, right?”

“Seems you’re his comeuppance.” He slapped my cop on the shoulder and called a goodbye to Lois, who was speaking into her headset and typing at her computer. She waved back vaguely. Officer Leroy pushed open the door. Part of the cold night elbowed its way in as the door closed slowly behind him.

“Well, come on,” my cop said to me. He shoved off the wall with one boot.

As I stood up to follow the cop, Lois called, “After.” It seemed like she was talking to the cop. Yeah, I would have liked this tour of the jail after. After I was sober. After it was daylight. After I was sure I wouldn’t have to spend the night here. But she heard something on her headphones, and her eyes glazed over. She spoke into her headset again and turned away.

The cop nodded a greeting to a guard watching his own TV, raked back a barred door, and led me down a cement-block hallway lined with jail cells. There were lots of sleepy catcalls, which I could handle. But one gentleman grabbed the bars of his cell, said, “Good evening, Clarice,” and proceeded to list which of my body parts he planned to explore with his tongue. It took everything I had left in me to keep walking by him at the same slow pace.

“Shut up, Jerry,” the cop said.


“Is this what you wanted me to see?” I asked the cop, trying to keep my shaking voice even.

“No, this is.” The cop slid open an empty cell at the very end of the hall and motioned me in.

I stopped.

I breathed.

“Come on,” he said.

I stepped toward him, stepped even with him, stepped past him into the cell, my heart pounding. I felt myself begin to panic. I whirled to face him and reached out with one hand to his shoulder. I didn’t know what I was doing. I was just trying desperately to connect with him, like a friend, anything.

He started back. “Never touch me while I’m in uniform!” he shouted. The blush crept back into his white face. As if I were trying to come on to him and lead him astray from his wife and fourteen kids and storage shed, shiny and new from the Sears catalog.

“Okay,” I whispered. I cradled the offending hand in the other hand and faced the far cement-block wall. The metal bars slid shut behind me with a clang. I tried to slow down my breathing. Red lights blinked behind my eyes, which was not a good sign. “Can you leave the door open a crack?”

“No.”

“Can you leave it unlocked?”

“No.”

“Can you put the key where I can reach it?”

“Like on Andy Griffith? That defeats the purpose of jail.”


“Right.” He was about to walk away. He was about to saunter back down the hall and leave me in this cell with two bunks secured to the wall with metal brackets, one metal toilet, and Hannibal Lecter next door. I couldn’t slow down my breathing, and I could hardly see past the red blinking lights.

“Meg.”

Creepy, this cop. “How do you know my name?”

“I’m well acquainted with your driver’s license. I’ve pulled you over twice in the past few months for riding your motorcycle without a helmet.”

Oh yeah. Now I vaguely remembered this asshole. But—and it was amazing that my brain could process this in its current state—my driver’s license listed my name as Margaret, not Meg. Somehow he knew I was Meg and not one of the other nicknames for Margaret, all of which I’d been called by my elderly relatives when I was little. “How do you know I’m not Maggie?” I asked the cement-block wall. “Peg? Margot? Of course, Margot has always reminded me of a fungus.” I was panting.

“Meg, look at me.”

I began to turn. As I shifted my head, the darkness closed in. The cop appeared through the bars at the end of a long tunnel that collapsed as I watched.

 

MY SKIN SHRANK AGAINST MY BONES. I could feel myself shrinking and floating up.

 


ONE MORE NOSE FULL OF AMMONIA and I knocked the smelling salts away with my hand. The cold of Lois’s metal desktop soaked through to my shoulder blades. I turned away from the close-up of her Rolodex and faced the cop’s belt buckle. He pressed two fingers to the inside of my wrist and looked at his watch, checking my pulse.

I reviewed what must have happened. I fainted on the floor of the jail cell. Ew. And the cop picked me up in his big strong arms and carried me here.

Ew?

“She’s faking,” the cop said, hating me with his dark eyes. “She made herself pass out by hyperventilating.”

Yes, ew.

“It doesn’t matter whether she’s faking or not,” Lois called from somewhere across the room. “Most high school girls would get upset if you threw them in the pen with a bunch of men.”

“There were no men in the cell with her.”

“Would you give it a rest, After?” Lois said.

“Better yet,” I said weakly, “give it a rest right now.”

The cop removed his fingers from my wrist. “Do you have any medical conditions we should know about?” he asked me in his Official Capacity.

“Do I? What year is this?” I remembered running five miles that morning. “No, not today.” I sat up slowly on the desk.

“Here, sweetie.” Lois handed me a Sprite. I popped the top with tingling fingers and took one gulp.

“Drink faster,” the cop said. “You can’t have food or beverage in the cell.”


“You are not going to put her back in there,” Lois said in disbelief.

“Lois, I didn’t pick her up for jaywalking. You’re going to let her spend the night sipping Sprite and watching TV?”

“The other three are spending the night at home with their mamas, in bed.”

They stared each other down for a few seconds.

“Shouldn’t you be on patrol?” Lois hinted.

The cop cussed, stalked across the room, and flung open the door. This time an even larger piece of the cold night stepped inside as the door closed very slowly. He was gone.

“Thank you,” I sighed.

“Mmmm-hmmm.” Lois helped me down from the desk and back to my metal folding chair. She sat down, too, and spoke softly into her headset.

When she stopped talking and looked at me again, I asked, “What’s his problem?”

“He’s a good cop,” she said. “A little too good, maybe.”

“What’s so good about him? He harassed me.” I set down my Sprite and put my head in my hands. “If this town ain’t big enough for the two of us, I’ll be gone to Birmingham soon. All I want is to graduate in June. And go to Miami next week.”

She murmured into the headset. Then she asked, “Miami? What for? Spring break?”

“Yeah,” I said dreamily.

“With your folks?”

“No, thank God. Tiffany and Brian and I are going with a bunch of seniors from school. It’s chaperoned, but loosely. Everybody wants to go on this trip. Each year, the football coach gets the cheerleading sponsor drunk on the first night, and nobody hears from them again until the end of the week. It’s a tradition.”

Lois slumped a little in her chair. “I hate to be the one to break this to you, sweetie.”

“Break what to me?” As if spending the night in the police station was too good to be true.

“I hope you don’t think the officer who arrested you is through with you. I overheard him on the phone with the Powers That Be a little while ago. He’s got your number.”

“He’s got my number?” Did she mean my phone number? He was planning to call me, despite his wife and fourteen children and the storage shed? He must be going through a midlife crisis.

“He’s hitting you where it hurts,” Lois said. “He wants to make sure you kids don’t get out of these charges with your parents paying a fine. He wants you to pay. But he wants you rehabilitated, not sent to juvy. So he came up with a plan.”

“I hate plans.”

“One of you will spend a week riding with the fire truck, one with the ambulance, and one with the police patrol. All the people you dragged out to the railroad bridge in the middle of the night.”

“What about the fourth one of us?” I asked, knowing the answer already.

She rolled her eyes. “I think everyone assumes that lawyer will get his druggie son off, like he always does.”


Of course.

“And by the end of the week,” she said, “you’ll have to turn in a proposal to the Powers That Be for a project to discourage other kids from doing what you did.”

God, how Goody Two-shoes. But I was sure I could bullshit my way through this stupid proposal in my sleep. “It doesn’t sound too bad. The riding around part actually sounds like fun. Maybe they’ll let me drive.” It probably would sound like fun if I didn’t feel right now like I’d been run over by that train.

“They want you to do it during the night shift,” she said.

“I can handle that.”

She shook her head sadly. “They want you to do it during your spring break, so you can spend a week on night shift without missing school.”

It took a second to sink in. Then I screamed, “What? That cop is the Devil!”

“No, he just understands how teenagers think.”

I wasn’t sure this was true. The cop thought I had plans to spend my spring break getting drunk and showing off my tits. Yes, there was that. But there was more. I felt tears well up in my eyes as I pictured the vast blue Atlantic. My parents used to talk about taking me to Florida someday when they’d saved up money. That talk stopped a few years ago. Now I’d spent my entire life five hours from the beach without ever seeing the ocean.
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