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Take heed that ye do not your alms before men, to be seen of them: otherwise ye have no reward of your Father which is in heaven.
Therefore when thou doest thine alms, do not sound a trumpet before thee, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, that they may have glory of men. Verily I say unto you, They have their reward.
But when thou doest alms, let not thy left hand know what thy right hand doeth.
—Matthew 6:1–3

Prologue
Out Of Time
Ray—January 10
Ray Mitchell, white, forty-three, and his thirteen-year-old daughter, Ruby, sat perched on the top slat of a playground bench in the heart of the Hopewell Houses, a twenty-four-tower low-income housing project in the city of Dempsy, New Jersey.
It was just after sundown: a clear winter’s night, the sky still holding on to that last tinge of electric blue. Directly above their heads, sneaker-fruit and snagged plastic bags dangled from bare tree limbs; above that, an encircling ring of fourteen-story buildings; hundreds of aluminum-framed eyes twitching TV-light silver, and above all, the stars, faintly panting, like dogs at rest.
They were alone, but Ray wasn’t too concerned about it—he had grown up in these houses; eighteen years ending in college, and naive or not he just couldn’t quite regard Hopewell as an alien nation. Besides, a foot and a half of snow had fallen in the last two days and that kind of drama tended to put a hush on things, herd most of the worrisome stuff indoors.
Not that it was even all that cold—they were reasonably comfortable sitting there under the yellow glow of sodium lights, looking out over the pristine crust under which, half-buried, were geodesic monkey bars, two concrete crawl-through barrels and three cement seals, only their snouts and eyes visible above the snow line, as if they were truly at sea.
Two Hispanic teenaged girls cocooned inside puffy coats and speaking through their scarves walked past the playground, talking to each other about various boys’ hair. Ray attempted to catch his daughter’s eye to see if she had overheard any of that but Ruby, embarrassed about being here, about not belonging here, studied her boots.
As the girls walked out of earshot, the snowy silence returned, a phenomenal silence for a place so huge, the only sounds the fitful rustling of the plastic bags skewered on the branches overhead, the sporadic buzzing of front-door security locks in the buildings behind them and the occasional crunching tread of tenants making their way along the snowpacked footpaths.
“Dad?” Ruby said in a soft high voice. “When you were a child, did Grandma and Grandpa like living here?”
“When I was a child?” Ray touched by her formality. “I guess. I mean, here was here, you know what I’m saying? People lived where they lived. At least, back then they did.”
At the low end of the projects, along Rocker Drive, an elevated PATH train shot past the Houses, briefly visible to them through a gap in the buildings.
“Tell me another one,” Ruby said, her breath curling in the air.
“Another story?”
“Yeah.”
“About Prince and Dub?”
“Tell me some more names.”
“More?” He had already rattled off at least a dozen. “Jesus, okay, hang on . . . There was Butchie, Big Chief, Psycho, Hercules, Little Psycho—no relation to regular Psycho—Cookie, Tweetie . . .”
“Tell me a story about Tweetie.”
“About Tweetie? OK. Oh. How about one with Tweetie and Dub?”
“Sure.”
“OK. When I was twelve? Dub’s thirteen, we’re playing stickball on the sidewalk in front of the building, about eight guys. You know what stickball is?”
“Yes.”
“How do you . . .”
“Just go.”
“OK. We’re playing on the sidewalk. Dub’s standing there at the plate, got the bat . . .”
Ray slipped off the bench, struck a pose.
“Ball comes in . . .” He took a full swing. “And behind him is this girl Tweetie, she’s just like, daydreaming or whatever, and the stick, on the backswing, like, clips her right over the eye like, zzzip . . . Slices off half of her eyebrow, the skin, the flesh—”
“Stop.” Ruby hissed, jiggling her knees.
“Dub, he doesn’t even know he did it. But she’s standing there, and you know, like Dub she was black, Tweetie, very dark-skinned, and it’s like all of a sudden over her eye there’s this deep bright pink gash, totally dry, she says, ‘Oh Dub,’ in a shock voice, not mad, more like upset, or scared. And, I remember what was freaky to me, was that from the waist up she was calm, but below? Her legs were running in place. And in the next second, that dry pink gash? It just fills up with blood. And now Dub sees what he did, everybody sees it, and I remember, she says, ‘Oh Dub,’ again, in this fluty voice and then the blood just . . . spills, comes down over that side of her face like someone had turned on a faucet, and everybody just freaks, just . . . We’re all twelve, thirteen years old, Tweetie is like, ten, but when we saw all that blood? People, the guys, everybody freaked and most of them, they ran away, they just ran, except me, I’m standing there, and Dub. Dub is still holding the stickbat and he has this angry look on his face like, it’s not, it’s more like he’s stunned, he knows he’s in trouble, he knows he should do something, apologize, explain why it’s not his fault, but he can’t, he can’t even move, you know, the blood, and now she’s crying, Tweetie, and me, I’m as freaked as anybody but I just wound up going robot on it. What I do is, I pull off my sweaty T-shirt, a white T-shirt, roll it up in a ball and I go over and put it on her eyebrow, like a compress. I’m holding it there with one hand, and I put my arm around her shoulder, she was a short little pudgy kid, a butterball, and I steer her to the curb and we sit on the curb rib to rib. I’m holding my T-shirt to that gash, I got my arm around her, and we just sit there. I have no idea what to do, what I’m doing, she’s crying, and Dub, he’s still standing there with the stickbat. He looks fierce, like he wants to punch somebody, but he is stone paralyzed . . .
“We’re sitting there maybe three minutes, me and Tweetie, I think I got the blood stopped, Dub’s playing statue, and all of a sudden I look at him and his eyes go, Pop! Buggin’. And he’s, someone’s coming from the other direction and just like that he drops the stickbat and hauls ass out of there. And he could run, Dub, but this wasn’t running, this was freight-training, he was pumping so hard he could’ve gone through a wall.
“So I turn to see what made him go off? It’s Eddie Paris, his dad. Eddie doesn’t chase him or anything. He just crouches down in front of me and Tweetie on the curb, you know, like squatting on the balls of his feet? And he’s calm, got a cigarette hanging from his lips, got his hair all processed, you know, marcelled back and I’m like, finally we got a grownup there, thank God, but instantly Tweetie starts saying, ‘Mr. Paris, it’s not Dub’s fault, he didn’t see me, it’s my fault,’ because she, I mean, everybody knew how Eddie lit into his kids when they screwed up and it was— I guess she was a nice enough person, a kid, I didn’t really know her but . . .
“She says all this stuff to get Dub off the hook, but Eddie, it’s like he’s not even paying attention to her. He just puts his hand on my hand holding that T-shirt, I mean that thing was a big red sponge by this point, and he tells me to let go and he starts trying to tease the shirt off the gash to see the damage? But he can’t. The cotton has meshed with the wound and was like stuck to it so he takes my hand, puts it back on the T-shirt, says, ‘Just sit tight.’ And that’s what we did . . .”
“Where was Tweetie’s dad?”
“I don’t think she had one. Her family, her mother was some kind of wino or something, had this crackly voice, dragged herself around in a housedress . . .”
“A what?”
“Bathrobe. And she had two older brothers, Tweetie, one was like this ghetto-style drag queen, Antoine, he’d go around in flip-flops and a hair net. He’d like, camel-walk like . . .”
Ray got up again and took a few steps in a languid undulating mime, his eyes both sleepy and predatory. “You know, hung around the boys’ room at school, tell you you were standing too close to the urinal, make you take a step back to see what . . .” Ray broke it off. “Anyways, Antoine, he stabbed someone, went to reform school, came out, stabbed someone else, went to jail. And she had this other brother Butchie, in and out of jail, real hard-core tough guy, stickups, guns, drugs, no sense of humor . . .”
“What do you mean no sense . . .”
“I’m, it’s a joke.”
Ruby stared at him, the story getting away from her.
“OK. Five minutes after he left us, Eddie Paris pulls up to the curb in his station wagon and he puts me and Tweetie in the backseat. We’re like Siamese twins connected by a T-shirt.
“He drives us to the Dempsy Medical Center, I’m still with no shirt on and I’m wearing white dungarees.”
“Dungarees?”
“Jeans. They just started selling white ones that summer. White, so you can imagine what they looked like with all that blood.
“We go into the emergency room. I’m topless, sitting there with her a half hour on the benches until she gets called. The doctor finally takes over on the T-shirt-holding job, they give me a hospital smock to wear and they let me watch as they kind of wash the T-shirt away from her eyebrow, little by little; then they sew her up, guy looked like he was lacing a boot.
“Eddie drives us back home, not saying a word, and little Tweetie, she just keeps up this line of ‘Mr. Paris, Dub didn’t see me, it’s not his fault, it was an accident,’ which is pretty amazing that a ten-year-old could have that awareness of other people, the trouble they were in, you know what I’m saying?”
“Go on.”
“Eddie just keeps driving, doesn’t say a word, takes us back to Hopewell and that was it.”
“Did she say thank you?”
“To who.”
“To you.”
“Nope.”
“Why not?”
“I don’t know. She was a little kid.”
“But she talked about Dub.”
“Dub was in trouble, I wasn’t. Ruby, she was in fifth grade. ‘Thank you’ is like Latin to a fifth-grader.”
“I would have said thank you.”
“And I would have said you’re welcome, whatever.”
“What happened to Dub?”
“Somebody said that he slept on the roof of our building that night, came home the next afternoon once his dad went off to work. But I don’t really know.”
“What happened to Tweetie?”
“I’m not sure. Something not good, I think. The last thing I remember with her was about three, four years later, when she was a teenager. She got caught spray-painting ‘White Bitch’ on the wall of Eleven Building, caught by the housing cops right in the act. And, I remember, that day, being on the basketball courts, all of a sudden everybody’s running to the fence and there’s Tweetie between these two cops and she’s not exactly crying but there’s, like, leakage, coming down her face and they just march her off to the management office on the other side of the projects, a whole bunch of kids kind of following them, making jokes and whatever. I mean, I hate to say this, Ruby, but kids can be real shits.”
“Did you make any jokes?”
“I don’t remember. I hope not.”
“Did Dub make any jokes?”
“I don’t think he was there.”
“Did Dub ever apologize?”
“For the, to Tweetie? My guess is not.”
“I would have apologized.”
“I don’t doubt it.”
Another train shot past down on Rocker, distance giving it the scale of a Christmas toy.
“Go on,” Ruby said.
“Go on where . . .”
“Tell me another one.”

Part I
Contrecoup


Chapter 1
Ray—January 4
Entering Paulus Hook High School for only the second time since graduation twenty-five years earlier, Ray approached the security desk, a rickety card table set up beneath a blue-and-gold Christmas/Kwanza/Hanukkah banner, which still hung from the ceiling in the darkly varnished lobby four days into the New Year.
The uniformed guard standing behind the sign-in book was a grandmotherly black woman: short, bespectacled, wearing an odd homemade uniform of fuzzy knit watch cap, gray slacks and a commando sweater, a khaki ribbed pullover with a saddle-shaped leather patch straddling the left shoulder.
“You got a visitor’s pass?” she asked Ray as he hunched over the sign-in sheet.
“Me? I’m here to guest-teach a class.”
“They give you a teacher’s ID?”
“A what?” Then, “No . . .”
Straightening up, he was struck with a humid waft of boiled hot dogs and some kind of furry bean-based soup that threw him right back into tenth grade. “Today’s my first day.”
With all regulation classrooms booked at this hour, Ray had been offered the faculty lounge to conduct his volunteer writers’ workshop, but in his anxiety for this thing to come off he had shown up too early, walking in on four real teachers brown-bagging it around a long conference table that centered the room.
Despite his stranger status, not one of them even looked his way, and after standing inside the doorway for an awkward moment, he quietly maneuvered himself behind a large scuffed desk wedged into a corner and just sat there waiting for the period-ending bell.
The teachers, all men, seemed to be working their way through a hit list of rotten apples.
“Rosario?”
“Out.”
“Jenkins?”
“Out.”
“Fanshaw?”
“Out. I talked with his mother and I think he’s out of the house, too.”
“Maldonado?”
“Out. I just told him. I swear, that kid does ‘Bewildered’ better than anybody on two feet. ‘Mr. Rosen, what I do? Suspended! Why?’ Because you’re on your own fuckin’ planet, Edgardo . . .”
“How about Templeton . . .”
“I’m giving him one last chance.”
“Aw, he got to you with that smile, huh?”
“Nah, nah nah, I just said, ‘Hey Curtis, there’s a new statute on the books—Consorting with Known Morons. I see you with Dukey, Ghost, or any of that crew? I don’t care if it’s a country mile from school property. You’re vaporized.’”
“Vaporized?”
“Don’t worry, he understood me loud and clear.”
They were either ignoring him or simply letting him be, Ray scanning the walls, taking in the student artwork; mostly crude cut-felt mosaics featuring idyllic tableaus of urban positivism: a black family eating dinner together, multicolored neighbors planting a community garden, big brown kids reading to little brown kids.
When the bell finally rang, the teachers at the table groaned to their feet, as reluctant to go back to the classrooms as any of the students.
Three of them filed out of the lounge without ever acknowledging him, but the last one made a stop at the desk, leaning forward on his knuckles to offer a confidence.
“I would rate ninety-six percent of the kids in this school from OK to Great; the other four percent are just stone fucking assholes taking up space and there’s nothing we can do about it.”
Alone now, Ray took in the disembodied sound track of the students out in the halls, a steady murmurous stream of agitation, punctuated by squawks, bird caws and bellows.
Five minutes went by, the muffled hullabaloo gradually fading away out there, yet he found himself still facing an empty room.
To conceal how awkward and vaguely embarrassed he was beginning to feel, he began fiddling with his cell phone; checking for messages, calling the sports hotline, the 970 weather forecast; played with his datebook; then scribbled down a few introductory notes for his phantom students; coming off busy as hell, yet when the school’s principal, Bill or Bob Egan, knocked on the open door of the empty lounge, Ray almost shot to his feet with relief.
Despite his office, the principal, whom Ray vaguely remembered coming in as a new English teacher way back when, struck him as a knockabout guy: knobby-faced, silver-haired, sporting an inexpensive suit and a broad blue tie patterned with New York Giants football helmets.
Swinging around one of the chairs from the conference table, Egan sat facing Ray across the catercorner desk.
“So I understand you’re from Hopewell Houses originally,” he said, hauling one leg up across the other, the weak afternoon sun hitting his exposed shin, making the fish-white skin there gleam like marble.
“Originally,” Ray said, waiting for more.
“I’m from the Howard Houses myself. Used to be half-Irish back then. It was never a picnic but it wasn’t like it is now.”
“No kidding,” still waiting.
“And you graduated from here, what . . . the late seventies?”
“Seventy-eight.”
“Seventy-eight. That’s great, just great. And for how long were you a writer on that show?”
“Three years,” Ray said, understanding now that all this Q and A was nothing but a preamble to an apology.
“Three years,” Egan mused. “Out in LA?”
“Yup.”
“I spent some time in San Diego when I was in the navy, but I never made it over to LA. Got any new projects in the works?”
“Not really,” that question always weighing a ton. “Just kind of recharging my batteries for now.” Then, to speed things along, “Other than, you know, teaching this class here.” He gestured to the empty conference table.
Egan looked at his wristwatch; winced. “You know I told my Language Arts people, ‘Get your kids to the workshop, it’s an incredible resource. Make sure you get them . . .’ You try to delegate responsibility around here. You try . . .” He winced. “Look, the truth of it is, getting a dozen kids in this building to commit and see through on a voluntary class? It’s like pushing a rope. But I know they want to do it. You want to shoot for tomorrow? Same time, same station. And I will personally, physically, get them in here.”
“Sure,” Ray said, the day now like chalk in his mouth.
Egan got up, shook his hand.
“Hey, we have Wall Street guys coming in here seven, seven-thirty in the morning to tutor? I call the kids at home the night before. ‘Yeah, Mr. Egan, I’ll be there, I’ll be there.’” He shrugged. “Like pushing a rope.” He shook Ray’s hand again.
“I thank you for your patience with us.”

Chapter 2
Nerese—February 9
Entering the Hook for the first time since graduation twenty-two years earlier, Detective Nerese Ammons, lugging two slide carousels featuring a freak show of murdered bodies, confiscated weapons and various drug still lifes, approached the security desk on shaky pins.
The uniformed guard, tilting back in her folding chair as she watched Nerese coming on, was Tutsi-tall and sharp as flint, the set of her eyes and mouth exquisitely unforgiving, eight silver rings dangling in a crescent along the outer shell of her right ear.
“You got a visitor’s permit?” It was more of a throw-down challenge than a question.
“A what?” Nerese half-snapped, the impersonal hostility combined with the psychic disorientation of being back in this building working on her nerves.
The guard just stared at her.
“I’m here for a special assembly,” Nerese said more evenly.
“Do you have, a visitor’s permit,” the guard said a little more loudly, a little more slowly, Nerese wondering if perhaps at some point over the years, she had locked up a member of this bitch’s family.
“Let me ask you something!” Nerese near shouted as she prowled the stage of the auditorium, mike in hand. “Let me ask you”—addressing the fistful of hyped yet surly At-Risk students who made up her audience—“who do you think, remember we’re talking the police now, who do you think, is the more dangerous of the species. Male? Or female . . .”
“Male!” the boys howled, hooted, spreading their tail feathers, but not really listening.
“Male, huh?” She laughed, the detective’s shield clipped to the waist of her dark blue skirt suit winking gold in the mahogany-stained hall. “Male, OK, male.”
Having blown off the entertaining yet useless slides after the first tray, the “Be a Leader, Not a Follower” speech altogether, Nerese was winging it this afternoon, almost free-associating.
Trailing mike cord, she walked off the stage to stand before the students in the front row.
“You.” She pointed at a big lunk slouched so low in his seat he seemed to be melting, the kid shave-headed with small turned-down ears. “Come on up here . . .”
That was enough to make the others cut loose with another twist-and-shout session, the boy tentatively rising to his feet half-smiling and fake-limping down to the police in front.
She had picked a giant; six-four, -five, towering over her self-consciously, muttering “Shut up” to his classmates in the seats.
“What’s your name . . .” She had to rear back to make eye contact.
“Jamiel.”
“Shamiel?”
“Jamiel,” then, “Shut up,” again to the seats.
“OK now,” holding Jamiel by the elbow as she addressed the others. “I’m on patrol, I come up on Jamiel here in an alley and he’s up to no good. But it’s just me and him . . . All things being equal, who do you think’s gonna come out that alley like nothing happened. Who . . .”
Some of the kids got all thinky and quiet, trying to suss it out as if it were a trick question, others spinning out to new heights, Nerese ignoring the ruckus. “Who . . .”
“You?” one girl said cautiously, the others tentatively agreeing, the alternative way too obvious.
“All things being equal, you think me?” She curled a hand against her chest. “Hell, no. Look at this ol’ boy! He can kick my behind up one side of the block and down the other . . .”
Jamiel started rocking, a hand covering his face.
“Look at him! What do you think, they teach us some supersecret karate moves? Do I look like Jackie Chan to you?”
The kids turned into popcorn.
“Look at him, and look at me. But now, and this is why I’m telling you the female is the far deadlier of the species . . . Because all things are not equal, and if it’s just me and him in that alley? I’m gonna do whatever I have to do to survive. If I got the time? I’ll get on my radio, call out the troops. But if I don’t? I’m goin’ right for Baby Huey,” patting the holstered Glock on her belt. “See, a male cop, he might be all macho, thinking, Yeah, I’ll take this kid down with my bare hands, and all that. But me? Unh-uh. I can’t take him like that. And I will survive . . . The female, boys and girls, is the far more deadlier of the species . . .”
The PA speakers affixed to the balcony booped loudly, signaling the end of the period, and the kids began to file out of the auditorium, not one of them even looking back at her over their shoulders.
“You’re welcome,” she said out loud but not really put out, seized as she was by the irresponsibility of her own crackpot lecture, once again proving to herself that you could say anything you wanted in this school system—in this city, most likely—because no one ever really listened anyhow.
She had never considered herself a sour or even pessimistic individual before, and she hoped after retirement she would come back up to the light, but these last few months of endgame assignments were just straight up kicking her ass.
Coming off the stage with her Crime Doesn’t Pay slide show in a Waldbaum’s shopping bag, she noticed a gray-haired gent in a shiny suit sitting by himself toward the rear of the auditorium, and as she made her way up the aisle he rose to greet her.
“Detective Ammons?” The guy offered his hand, Nerese faltering as she stripped the gray from his hair, filled in a few facial creases.
“Mr. Egan?”
“Yeah,” cocking his head. “Do we know each other?”
“Mr. Egan.” Nerese brightened. “I was in your English class like twenty-odd years ago. Nerese Ammons?”
“Nerese?” he said tentatively, not remembering her.
“I loved that class. I’ll never forget, you read us parts of Grendel in Old English.”
“Beowulf?” he gently corrected.
“What did I say,” Nerese flushed, praying that he hadn’t sat through her Looney Tunes lecture.
“So you’re a detective,” he beamed. “That’s great, just great.”
“I also had two years of college,” she blurted, embarrassing herself further. “You still teaching English?”
“Well, these days I’m the principal, actually,” he said, almost apologetically.
“Hey, there you go.” Nerese smiled, but just wanting to get the hell out of there now.
“Listen,” Egan took her hand in both of his. “These kids, I can’t tell you how grateful we are for you coming in like this.”
“No problem.” Her hand slid free as she headed once again for the doors.
“Listen, Denise . . .”
“Nerese,” she listlessly corrected him, just like she had to correct every third or fourth person who addressed her by name every day of her life.
“Nerese. Sorry.” He perched on the arm of a chair. “Can I talk to you about something?”
She dropped into the hinged seat directly across the aisle from him, the two of them dwarfed by the oceanic emptiness of the hall.
“Which district do you work out of?”
“The Bow and Arrow district,” she said.
“Come again?”
“I’m ten weeks from retirement. When you have less than a half-year to go they take you out of the field, give you stuff like this.” She flapped a hand toward the stage.
“Oh yeah? Why’s that?”
“It’s a long story.” Nerese sinking, sinking.
“The reason I’m asking, Nerese, is that we had a teacher here, a volunteer no less, local guy, terrific guy, was a very successful television writer out in California, came back to town, came to us, offered to teach a writing class off the cuff, got stood up by the kids three four times in a row before I could make it happen. The guy was patient, never complained, just kept showing up until we finally got the thing airborne. Taught here for a month, like I said, a great guy, an incredible resource for us . . .” Egan took a breath, hauled one leg up across the other.
Nerese stole a peek at her watch: 2:15.
“Anyways, two days ago, the guy was assaulted, got his head bashed in pretty good. He’s laid up in Dempsy Medical. And, I made some inquiries, they don’t know what happened, who did it, but the poor bastard almost died.”
“This was in school?”
“No no no. In his apartment. Now, I know a few detectives, made some calls, but my guys, turns out they’re retired, on vacation, one guy’s under indictment apparently. The thing is, whoever did this? They’re still out there and for whatever reason there doesn’t seem to be much of an investigation going on, and you know, Jesus Christ, I’d like to see someone nail that sonofabitch.”
“No, I hear you,” Nerese said softly, thinking, Not my table.
“I mean, I feel like I owe this guy for what he did for the kids here, you know?”
“You think it was any of them?”
“His students? Nah. I mean who the hell knows these days, but no. Not really. Anyways, I’m just wondering if I could impose on you, you know, see if you could look into it, light a fire under somebody’s ass, because . . .”
“I’ll look into it,” Nerese said, just to say something, as she cautiously rose from her seat.
“That’s great, just great.” Egan offered his hand again, Nerese having to put down her shopping bag to shake.
“By the way,” she said. “Your security guard?” She nodded to the lobby. “Has got a real attitude problem.”
“Hey,” he shrugged, “she’s a security guard.”
“Nice to see you again, Mr. Egan.” And once again she began to make her way up the aisle to the doors.
“Nerese?”
She turned.
“You want the guy’s name?”
She just caught herself before asking him, What guy.
“Ray Mitchell,” he said.
“Ray Mitchell.” She nodded, embarrassed yet again; lethargy tending to perpetrate itself.
She headed for the rear doors again, stopped, turned back. “Ray Mitchell?”
He nodded.
“From Dempsy?”
“Originally,” he answered cautiously.
“How old’s this guy . . .”
“How old? I don’t know. Forty? Early forties?”
“Early forties?” Nerese put down the Waldbaum’s bag. “And you’re saying he was assaulted?”
Nerese read Egan’s awkward silence as a yes, and for the first time in months she felt within herself something akin to joy.

Chapter 3
Hospital—February 10
Contrecoup contrecoup contrecoup—the word leaden and tasteless, a gray mantra that braided its way through Ray’s open-eyed dreams, the dreams themselves going on and on, stretching like putty and always involving his daughter, Ruby—Ruby in a crowded elevator, someone lecturing her, “They don’t give out trophies for trying, and they don’t give out trophies for crying”—Ruby building a house out of ice bricks for herself, cheerily rejecting Ray’s entreaties to put on a hat and make some friends—Ruby and her dead grandmother in bed, Ray setting up TVs for them to watch; a dozen in a tight horseshoe around the mattress.
Ray clawed his way back into the world with a tooth-grinding hypnagogic lurch; then lay there in the hospital bed, balloon-brained, trying to remember what had happened to him. He slipped back into dreams, then fought his way out again and again and again, each time resurfacing with another detail, another crummy piece of the puzzle.
All the beds in the monitored-care ward were separated from each other by Plexiglas partitions and open at the foot facing the nurses’ station, so that the only way he could get any privacy was to keep his eyes shut; the problem with that was the brilliant juddering sparks that went off against the darkness every time he lowered his lids.
Catching his reflection in a stainless-steel pitcher on the night table, he discovered that the whites of his eyes had turned cherry red, the surrounding skin from forehead to cheekbone now slick and purple as a braised onion. And then, with a sleepwalker’s detachment, he took in the shaved patch, the circumference of a wineglass, on the left slope of his skull, bristling with blood-blackened stitches.
A nurse entered and adjusted his IV drip.
“Your wife and daughter’s out there, do you want them to come in?”
He could tell from the set of her mouth that it was taking him too long to process the question.
“No,” he finally, drunkenly blurted, his head paper-thin and pulsing. “No,” saying it more calmly, trying to seize control of himself, but no way would Ruby get to see him like this.
“No problem,” she shrugged.
He noticed that the pinky on his left hand was thickly taped, the dressing extending down across his palm and terminating in a mooring bind around his wrist.
“Contrecoup,” he said.
“Come again?”
“Contrecoup. What’s contrecoup.”
“That’s the fourth time you asked me that today.”
Ray waited.
“It’s a shift in the brain mass,” she said easily. “You take a good enough whack up here?” She suspended the heel of her palm between his eyes, the mere thought of contact nauseating him. “The brain gets bounced to the opposite side of the cranial cavity, then rebounds back to the center. It’s like whiplash of the gray matter. Contrecoup. Maybe I should write it down for you.”
There was no way he could judge if this last comment of hers was sarcastic, and he couldn’t marshal his wits to ask if that was what had happened to him, although why else would that be the new word for today. Or yesterday. Or the day before that . . .
Sighting from the open foot of his bed straight through the glass exterior wall that separated the monitored-care ward from the main hallway, he caught a slice of his ex-wife and their daughter seated on a couch out by the elevator bank, Ruby’s eyes wet, mouth pursed, his ex with an arm around her shoulder, looking self-contained yet braced: a crisis goalie.
But before he could organize a coherent reaction to the sight of them, a short heavyset black woman wearing a stocking cap and a North Face coat, a grocery bag in either hand, came barreling into his stall with the proprietary air of a nurse coming on duty.
“Hey, Ray! How you doing?” near-shouting as if to be heard over loud music, the hip-length puffy coat making her as round as a ball.
She put down the bags, which were brimming with videos; Ray now thinking that she was some kind of civilian candy striper, a recreation aide.
“Do you know who I am?” She briskly rubbed her hands as if she were still outside, then unzipped her coat to reveal the detective’s shield clipped to the breast pocket of a lumberjack shirt.
“A cop?” he said distractedly, desperately trying to put together a response to Ruby and her mother out in the lobby.
“But who am I,” going all playful on him like it was a game.
She brought herself to the edge of the bed, Ray reading “N. Ammons” off her shield.
“I don’t believe this,” she said with theatrical exasperation.
“N. Ammons,” he said, a little frightened of her now; all this bizarre familiarity. “N. Ammons, N. Ammons . . .”
“Ray,” she cut him off. “Up here.”
She touched the remains of her left eyebrow, more than half of it a whitish plug of scar tissue, all the more livid for being set against the deep brown of her skin.
“Tweetie,” he said flatly.
“Tweetie . . .” She laughed deep and gravelly like a man, took off her coat and dropped heavily into the visitors’ chair next to his bed. “Nobody’s called me that since the Flood.”
“Tweetie Ammons,” he said, his eyes flitting back and forth between the elevator banks and this woman who might or might not actually be here. “And you’re a cop.”
“Going on twenty years. So you remember this, huh?”
“The stickbat. With Dub.”
“With Dub. He’s a cop too now, a sergeant over in Jersey City.”
“Your brothers are Antoine and Butchie and your mother is Olive.”
“That’s right,” she said in a more sober tone, sizing him up now.
“So how are they?” Ray trying so hard but sounding to himself like a cordial robot.
“Nah nah nah,” she growled. “Don’t get me goin’ there. How’s yours? How’s your folks?”
“My mother’s dead, my father’s down in Mississippi.”
“Aw, I liked your moms, Ray. She was like a movie star.”
“Yeah,” he said. “She thought so, too.”
“Man, I hate this hospital . . .” Nerese hunkered in, her voice dropping to a confidential drawl. “Can I tell you what happened to me here one time?”
Ray’s ex-wife finally got up from the couch and pushed the elevator button, refueling his struggle over how to greet them.
“Ray, you got to hear this . . . Ray.” Nerese touched his hand to bring him around. “Last December, right before Christmas? Me and my partner, Willy Soto, we caught a job up in the Heights, some old Irish lady, her live-at-home son had broke her nose, right? So we bring her here, but we can’t find the son. Turns out the guy was an ex-cop about forty years old, a juicer, OK? So, all right, we get an order of protection for her, a warrant for him. Now, I went back to the building and interviewed this woman’s neighbors, found out that the guy, when he got his load on? He used his mother like a regular punching bag but she never once complained, called 911, asked him to move out, nothing. And, you know, when I heard that, I knew she was gonna protect her little baby no matter what, right? So, back in the hospital I go to the lady in the next bed, give her my card, tell her if your roommate’s red-nosed Sonny Boy shows up, you page me.”
“Huh,” Ray declared, trying to fall into the story, but at the same time becoming aware of a vague sense of shame starting to creep up on him, curling in wisps around his heart.
“Anyways, the next day, I get the page, the eagle has landed. Me and Willy, bang, we race down here, catch him in the room hanging over his mother’s hospital bed, yelling in her face, something about money. So we drag him out to the hallway, you know, trying to cuff him up?
“All of a sudden the nurses, the doctors, the visitors, everybody starts yellin’ at us, ‘Hey! Hey! What are you doing to him! We’re calling Security! Somebody call Security!’ You know, because Willy’s black too, so all they saw was two thugs pounding on a white man, read us as some kind of middle-aged gangbangers, crackheads, or whatever. Then Sonny Boy starts screaming, ‘Get this fat black bitch off me!’ At which point I’m like, Fuck the handcuffs, and I just start whaling on him because Ray, I am not that fat. But in any event, here comes Security, me and Willy, we got our hands full with this guy, neither one of us can get to our shields, next thing we know we’re fighting with Security too! It took fif-teen minutes for them to get it through their thick racist-ass skulls that we were cops. And that sonofabitch almost got away from us again, can you believe that?”
“Yes.”
“Sure you can. And after that? I came here every day to visit that nice old lady to try and drill it into her head that her son was a mortal danger to her. But don’t you know soon as she went home she had him move right back in with her?
“And six months later, guess what happened . . .”
“He killed her,” Ray said.
“Nah. She’s fine.” Nerese waved him off. “Him, on the other hand, he got good and oiled one night, wound up run over by a PATH train. Toot-toot. Peanut butter.” Nerese laughed. “God is good, huh?”
“Tweetie,” Ray said. “You’re a cop.”
“Yeah, but what’s even better”—she leaned in closer, rubbing her hands—“right now I’m your cop. So what happened?”
And just like that, she lost him, his bloodred eyes sliding away from her in a sullen glaze.
The catching detective had told her that Ray wouldn’t cooperate, which, in the always hopping city of Dempsy, New Jersey, automatically dropped the case into the Fuckit file.
“What happened, Ray,” waiting out both his willful reticence and the typically slow reaction time of a concussed victim. “Can you remember what happened?”
Having interviewed countless blunt force trauma vics over the last two decades, Nerese had a reasonably good idea of what she was dealing with here, the lacerated scalp resting atop either a so far bloodless brain contusion or a small intracranial bleed; anything more dire, and the skull would have been burr-holed to clip the bleed and evacuate the overflow.
And although the monitor showed his BP at 110 over 70 and his heart rate holding steady at 75, the IV was pumping Decadron, a powerful steroid given to control swelling of the brain, which probably meant the poor bastard hadn’t really slept since he’d been admitted and most likely immediately hooked up—no one slept on Decadron—which further meant that in addition to whatever disorientation he was experiencing, he was also probably on his way to a nice bout of sleep disorder psychosis, steroid psychosis, critical care unit psychosis, take your pick. He could also develop a subdural hematoma, the gap between the skull lining and the brain filling with expelled blood from the healing tissue, the doctors in that case, too, needing to go in drilling to relieve the pressure. Any and all of this meant she had to work fast, before he became either too estranged from reality or straight-out unconscious; any and all of this liable to happen in a blink, the emotional and medical status of brain-whack patients as treacherously unstable as the weather conditions around Mount Everest.
The problem with Nerese working fast, though, was that she was world famous for her tortoiselike pace—getting where she was going more often than not, but, as Willy Soto had once said, “Fast ain’t your speed.”
“Ray.” She took his hand in hers. “You need to tell me what happened.”
“Doorbell rings,” he finally said. “I open the door, next thing I know some paramedic’s asking me my date of birth.”
“Doorbell rings,” she nodded, reaching into one of the shopping bags and pulling out a notepad. “You got a doorman?”
“An intercom,” he said grudgingly, Nerese taking his willful surliness as a good sign, at least biology-wise.
“An intercom. So, you’ve got to buzz people up, right?”
“He must’ve rung someone else’s buzzer, got in the building that way.”
“He?”
“I’m assuming.”
“OK.” She shrugged. “‘He’ rings your doorbell. You ask who’s there? Or did you just open up the door?”
He took a long time answering, Nerese not sure if it was the head injury or Ray just trying to buy some time here.
“I don’t remember. I must’ve asked who’s there, I guess. I don’t remember.”
“Look through the peephole?”
“If I did, I don’t remember.”
“Don’t remember. OK, so you open the door. Next thing you’re in a rig heading for the hospital. So whoever did this, it’s not like you invited them inside because you’d most definitely remember that, right?”
“Right.”
“Ray . . . When you came to the door, were you carrying a big vase with you?”
“A what?” he said, then, “No.”
“You got one in the house?”
“I guess.”
“Where in the house?”
“Living room.”
“Where in the living room?”
“In a corner, between the couches.”
“See, Ray, I’m asking, because the medics told me, they come up to get you, you’re laying there, someone had smashed a big vase over your head. Blood and plaster everywhere.”
“Shit.”
“They said you were seizing up, flopping around like a fish on a dock, had a sharp chunk of plaster in your fist?” She pointed with her pen to his bandaged pinkie, Ray staring at it as if he had never realized that there was a hand at the end of that particular arm. “Almost severed your own finger there.”
He closed his eyes, winced as if pricked, opened them.
“So let me ask you this . . . When you opened the door, was this guy by any chance carrying a big vase? You know, like waiting for you, like, ‘Surprise!’”
He didn’t answer.
“OK . . . So you must’ve gotten clocked with that vase that was sitting in the corner between the two couches, huh?”
He started to turn away from her, reaching weakly behind him to close his open-backed smock, then gave up.
“So this guy had to have entered your apartment, looked around, spotted the vase, walked over to the corner between the two couches, picked up the vase, come back up to you and . . .” Nerese mimed raising that vase over his head, slowly bringing it down in front of his face.
“Why are you making me feel like I’m the criminal,” he said without heat.
“Ray. Are you afraid of this guy?”
“What guy . . .”
“Ray.” She sighed. “You invited the guy in, or he pushed his way in, or something, but there’s no way you can tell me you have no memory of it.”
Looking overwhelmingly dejected, he finally successfully rolled on his side away from her, delicately pulling the thin blanket up to his ribs to cover himself.
“Ray, you know this guy, don’t you . . .”
He turned back to her.
“You know, you have used my name in front of everything you’ve said to me. That’s a technique car salesmen use.”
“Ray, are you afraid of him?”
“No,” he said calmly, finally, as if not having the stamina for all this.
“You know him though, right?”
She was on the verge of repeating the question when he finally responded. “I don’t want to press charges.”
Nerese nodded, trying to read him, picking up not fear—more like embarrassment, shame; thinking, Maybe something sexual, man-man, hoping it wasn’t man-boy, Ray just wanting it to go away at any price.
“You want me to press them for you? I can do that.”
“No.”
“How ’bout I just run him for outstanding warrants? Get him like that? You don’t have to have nothing to do with it. Just give me a name.”
“No. No. No.” A weary, determined chant.
“Ray, please don’t make me go out to the lounge and get all psychological on your pretty daughter out there. ‘Did you ever see your dad have an argument with anybody. Did your dad ever seem worried about anybody. Can you think of anyone who’d want to hurt . . .’ Because I tell you, Ray, I don’t know about your wife . . .”
“Ex.”
“Whatever, but I took one look at your daughter’s sad little face out there? And I know she’s got something for me.”
His eyes reflexively shifted to the right of her, trying to see through the glass wall to the elevator banks. The girl and her mother must have left, because when he spoke again his voice was stronger. “What’s with all the videotapes?” He nodded to the shopping bags at her feet.
“We had a homicide in a Burger King down on JFK. These are from the security cameras. Twenty-four hours of people eating themselves to death.”
“Tweetie,” he said in that flat tone of his. “Last time I saw you, you were getting snatched up for spray-painting ‘White Bitch’ on the side of Eleven Building. How are you a cop.”
“C’mon, Ray,” she said softly, “I was thirteen years old.”
“How are you a cop.”
“I’m gonna save that one for down the line with you,” she said cleanly. “When I, re-know you better. Because that one there, is the story to end all stories. But I’ll make you a deal . . .”
“What’s the N. for,” nodding to her shield.
“Nerese.”
“Nerese,” he repeated. “Where’d ‘Tweetie’ come from.”
Nerese smiled; they were drifting way off subject; but if he needed to shoot the shit for a while, hear a story or two before he would give it up to her, she could do that.
“My grandmother had a cleft palate or something. That’s how she said ‘Sweetie.’”
“Sweetie,” Ray tried it on for size. “Officer Sweetie.”
“Actually, it’s Detective Sweetie. At least for the next few months. Then I’m out.”
“Out?”
“Retiring.”
“Retiring . . . What are you, forty? Forty-one?”
“Something like that. See, you can retire after twenty years, go out with half pay for the rest of your life, and believe me, I am going. This job’s for shit these days if you don’t have a political hook, which I don’t, so come this summer? I’m moving to Florida, like near Jacksonville? That’s where my mother’s people are from originally. My son’s father’s people, too. You ever been to Florida?”
“Tweetie, I’m a Jew,” he said, and from the great effort he made to smile she guessed it was some kind of joke.
“Ray, I swear to God, every time I get off the plane down there? It all slows down. Air’s all sweet . . . And, I tell my son Darren, he’s almost eighteen, I tell him if he don’t get accepted into a college with a scholarship attached, or have a real job come June? He’s going into the army, ’cause Mommy has left the building. Not that he believes me or anything. He’s just like his father, wherever he may be, a big baby, thinks I was put on this earth to stuff his face and clean his mess. But it’s not just my son. I got a ton of people I’m carrying, and I more or less need to square them all away before I go.”
She took a breather, checking Ray out, not wanting him to go south on her, his hobbled mind lagging too far behind what she was building for him here. He looked fairly sunk into himself but was still listening.
“See, I bought this house in Jersey City, about five years ago, right? I gave the upstairs to my mother, she’s so preserved in alcohol I don’t think she’ll ever die, she’s like seventy-five now and she’s up there with her brother, my uncle, he’s like seventy-eight, and downstairs it’s me and my son, OK?
“Now, outside the house? I got my brother Antoine, you remember Antoine? Who, by the way, legally changed his name to Toni a few years back. Anyways, Antoine, Toni, he’s got the Package now . . .”
“Unh,” Ray softly grunted in sympathy, giving his face to her again.
“Yeah,” bobbing her head in acknowledgment. “Sometimes he’s in the hospital, sometimes he’s in jail, sometimes he’s on my couch. I’m trying to get him into this Christian Brothers hospice over in Bayonne, but he’s not quite sick enough yet . . .
“And my brother Butchie, you remember him too, right? He’s in jail. Again. But he’ll be out soon. Again. I tell him he can’t come around anymore, but he will. He likes to break in through the back door in the middle of the night. The way I find out about it is when I go down in the morning, see him dead asleep in the pantry, like to scare me half to death. He’s lucky I haven’t shot his ass . . . And you want to hear something else? I go down to Florida three months ago to see my cousins? And, as a courtesy I go visit my son’s paternal grandfather because I had heard that he was mandated into a state home for the elderly. I go in there, he takes one look at me, sits up in bed, says, ‘Flossie?’ He always thinks I’m his dead daughter Flossie. Anyways, he’s like, ‘Flossie? If you leave me here, I’ll die here . . .’ So, what the hell, I go and bring him back up with me to New Jersey, get him checked out by my doctor? Doctor says he’s got creeping dementia, it’s an early warning sign of Alzheimer’s. But Ray”—Nerese touched his arm again to keep him in this—“the man is ninety-seven years old. Ninety, seven. He ain’t got time for early warning signs of shit. So, OK. I go and stick him upstairs with my mother and uncle, and it’s like ‘Hell Up in Harlem.’”
Ray sighed, a deep chest-lifting exhalation that ended in tears. “Tweetie, I’m so fucked,” not looking at her.
She put her hand in his, and he took it.
“You want to tell me what’s going on?”
“No,” he said, “but keep talking.”
She waited a beat, to see if he’d say anything else, then got back into it. “See, Ray, I think one of the reasons I became a police officer to begin with was to make my family keep its distance. ‘You want to be a criminal, Antoine? Butchie? You too?’ ‘Well, you know you can’t be near me no more. I’m not gonna waste time telling you shit is wrong. You just best stay away ’cause I’m on the Job and that’s that.’
“But I tell you, Ray, praise to God, I have discovered over the years that I am blessed. I am truly blessed. And so now I’m like the man in the family, carrying everybody. But I don’t know if I’m doing anybody any favors. They could probably learn to make it on their own, you know, most of them, which is good for me, because the truth be known? Yes, I am blessed, but I am also tired. I am as tired as I am blessed, and that’s no lie.
“Like, OK. You want to hear a typical day off for me? A few weeks ago, that ninety-seven-year-old man I parked upstairs? He don’t . . . He’s crazy with that dementia thing. My mother’s all like, ‘Get that man out of my house!’ Her house, right? But so, OK . . . I make some calls, cash in some favors, and I get him placed in Beth Abraham, a seniors’ home something like five blocks from the house.
“So like, last Saturday I get Darren to pack him up, I take him over to the home, sign him in, take him up to his new room, unpack, and I see my son has done his usual expert job. The man’s got no pajamas, no robe, no toothbrush, no . . . So I leave him there, go running to Caldor’s over in Gannon, get him underwear, toothpaste, I don’t even remember if the man’s got teeth, underpants, socks, a belt, slippers; store’s a Saturday madhouse, checkout line’s a mile long . . . I run back to Beth Abraham, old man’s sitting up in bed just like in Florida, ‘Flossie,’ he says, ‘if you leave me here, I’ll die here. You ain’t even a Christian no more.’
“And I want to say, ‘Oh yeah? How ’bout you save that “no Christian” shit for that forty-six-goin’-on-five-year-old poppa-was-a-rollin’-stone no-show son of yours, except, oh yeah, I don’t see him around here for you to say that to . . . In fact, I haven’t seen him around here for you to say that to since I brung your no-blood-relation-of-mine ass up from Florida three months ago.’
“See, but I don’t say any of that. The man’s old and scared, and God doesn’t give us any more than he thinks we can handle and I am truly, truly blessed. However, that’s a typical day off for me, Ray, so who broke that vase over your head, just give me the name so I can lock his ass up, go home, get in bed and watch ER like everybody else. What do you say, huh?” She touched her scarred eyebrow. “C’mon. I owe you one . . .”
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