
  
     
  


  
     


    Copyright © 2022 David Ellis


    


    All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the copyright owner, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews and certain noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. Please respect the hard work of the author and do not participate in or encourage the piracy of copyrighted materials.


    


    To request permissions, contact:davidhunter.ellis@gmail.com


    


    ISBN:979-8-9853767-0-8


    


    This is a work of fiction. Any references to real people, historical events, or real places are used fictitiously. Names, characters, and places are products of the author’s imagination.


    


    Book Cover by DAMONZA


    


    First print edition 2022.


    


    www.davidhunter-ellis.com

  


  
     Chapter One


    The kid on the steps tensed up as the cop car pulled to a stop mere inch from his feet, which were stretched out from where he sat on the curb, extending into the street, the worn heels of his once white Converse sneakers resting in a large crack in the cement. The middle school’s vice-principal, the humorless bureaucrat who had sent the boy outside to wait, had gone several rounds with the city about repairing the numerous potholes around the school and lost each time. He was not a bad guy for a humorless bureaucrat, just outmatched.


    Darryl, fifteen and fidgety, sighed and stood up, waiting impatiently as the officer sat making notes in a logbook balanced on top of his steering wheel. He was wearing typical cop shades, so Darryl had no direct knowledge he was being observed, but he figured he was. Even the black cops in blue watch black boys with suspicion, but only a chosen few want to make a difference in their circumstances. Darryl leaned down and tapped on the window, which the cop pointedly ignored as he continued making notations in the logbook.


    Darryl sighed again and stepped back, shifting his weight from side to side. He briefly considered planting his butt on the hood of the cruiser and sitting there until the cop got out of his car, which he figured would be about half a nanosecond in that circumstance. He giggled at the thought but decided against it. No use getting him mad before he even had a chance to explain.


    “What are you laughing at, boy?”


    Darryl looked up. The cop was tall and well-muscled and moved around the front of the squad car with the lithe, fluid motion of a panther. Darryl didn’t know why everybody made jokes about cops and donuts because every cop he knew looked like a boxer or something. This one, in particular, looked a little like Muhammad Ali crossed with Jim Brown. The cop finally took off his sunglasses and just stood there looking at Darryl. He didn’t look nearly as forbidding without the shades, but he didn’t look happy, either. Darryl figured he’d better say something.


    “Sorry, Dad.”


    Kevin Hunter, a police sergeant and father of Darryl, just shook his head. “Let’s get this over with,” he said. “Got a lot of paperwork to do today.”


    They walked in silence up the long sidewalk leading to the school’s front door. Darryl opened the door and held it for his father. Once they were inside, Kevin decided to address the reason for his presence on campus in the middle of his workday. “You gotta learn to focus, Darryl,” he said as they walked down the hall.


    “I focus,” the boy complained.


    “Then what’s the problem?”


    “I can’t explain it, Dad. I sit down in English class, and I just can’t concentrate.”


    “Ain’t no trick to it, Son,” his father said. “You just do it.”


    “It’s not that easy.”


    “The hell it ain’t. Get your head straight, boy. How many times I gotta tell you to get your head straight?”


    “It’s straight,” Darryl said.


    Kevin huffed and stopped walking. “Then what am I doin’ here?”


    Darryl sighed and turned back to face his father, but he could only shrug.


    Kevin nodded and barreled forward, his son trailing behind him. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.” They were almost to the end of the long hallway before he stopped again and turned to his son. “Where the hell are we going?”


    *


    Miss. Jensen was writing on the blackboard with such intensity; her ass shook twice as much as the rest of her body. This is also more than likely why she didn’t notice when the police officer and his son walked into the classroom behind her. Kevin grabbed his son’s arm, stopping the boy with a sudden force that indicated he would tolerate no movement or sound until further notice. Darryl followed his father’s eyes back to Miss Jensen’s backside, which was the kind of ass that seemed to constantly be in motion, ‘bouncing and misbehavin’, as his father would say. “Now I know why you’re having trouble concentrating,” he whispered as he leaned down while not taking his eyes off the show. Darryl tried to stifle his laugh, but Miss Jensen whirled around, startled at the sight of them. Kevin gave his son a pained look for cutting the performance short and walked straight towards his son’s English teacher.


    She was one fine-looking woman, five feet eight and one thirty-five by Kevin’s estimation, which was almost always right on the money. But, of course, nobody was better describing a suspect than Kevin Hunter. And right about then, he suspected that his son’s teacher was the kind of woman who would enjoy a ride in his cruiser. Miss Jensen was dark and voluptuous, with a fine set of headlights and a big round bumper that made for the perfect picture.


    Kevin strode up to her as if he would introduce himself but instead leaned close enough to smell her perfume and looked over her shoulder to the last of the quotations she had been writing on the blackboard when they walked in.


    “The beautiful thing about learning is that nobody can take it away from you,” he read aloud and then looked into her eyes for the first time. “It is a beautiful thing,” he said. For a moment, neither of them spoke, and the room seemed to get smaller, covering them like a freshly laundered blanket, warm and full of possibilities. “B.B. King said that?”


    Miss Jensen quickly recovered her composure. “He did,” she answered. “Mister…”


    “Hunter,” Kevin said, smiling.


    “Of course,” she said. “You look like a Hunt – I figured you were a… Darryl’s father.”


    “Oh, I’m guilty, all right,” he said. “Guilty as charged.”


    “Um…Darryl, why don’t you join us and…officially introduce me to your father?”


    She smiled and walked behind her desk, obviously hoping to retain control of her classroom.


    Oh, I like this one, Kevin thought.


    Darryl walked to the front of the classroom with a slightly sheepish look on his face. For a minute there, he thought maybe he could slip out the door and let the two of them have the meeting on their own. “Miss Jensen, this is my father,” he said. “He’s a cop.”


    “I can see that, Darryl,” she said. “And –”


    “Dad, this is Miss Jensen.”


    They shook hands, lingering a bit longer than necessary. “I was hoping for a name, but –”


    “Kevin. You?”


    “Sheila,” she said.


    “Sheila,” he repeated.


    “Well. Thank you, Darryl,” she said, sitting down. “Mister…Kevin. Please.”


    Kevin and Darryl sat down in the first row. Kevin had to maneuver uncomfortably into the school desk with his utility belt and gun, which caused Miss Jensen to smile.


    When Kevin caught her, the smile turned to blush, and they both ended up laughing together.


    After a moment, Darryl ends the flirtation with, “You guys want me to leave?”


    *


    Darryl walked with his father back out to his cruiser following the parent-teacher conference. Unfortunately, his dad was whistling, which completed the humiliation. Kevin opened his door and noticed his son’s sour expression for the first time. “What’s the matter with you?”


    “Are you kidding?”


    “No.”


    “Dad, you were hitting on my teacher.”


    “So, what if I was?”


    “I have to go back to her class tomorrow.”


    Kevin put his hands on Darryl’s shoulders. “That makes you one lucky kid.”


    “C’mon, Dad.”


    “Hey, I was a perfect gentleman,” he said, walking around to the driver’s side door. “Did it ever occur to you that maybe she was hitting on me?”


    “What’s the difference?” Darryl said glumly.


    Kevin opened the door and looked at his son across the roof of the car. “The difference is…your old man still got it!” He laughed and got in the car, unlocking the passenger side door. Darryl tried not to laugh as he climbed inside. Kevin started the engine, checked in over the radio, and then pulled away from the curb. They drove in silence for a moment before the radio started crackling with various calls, all of which Kevin ignored.


    “What’s mom going to say when you tell her about your meeting with Miss Jensen?”


    “Our meeting. And you’re veering into grown folk’s business, now. Stay in your lane, son.”


    Darryl slumped down in the seat, obviously bothered about something for real. Looking at his son for a moment, Kevin lets out a deep sigh. “Okay, mister-fifteen-going-on-forty. Things sometimes happen, okay? Some women just like the uniform.”


    “Right.”


    “That is right, smart guy. And I don’t even need the uniform if you wanna know the truth.”


    “Okay.”


    “It’s no crime for women to like me, son. And I like them back sometimes. That doesn’t mean I don’t love your mother. Ain’t nothing gonna come between us.”


    “I know.”


    Kevin pulled the car over suddenly, surprising Darryl. “I mean it, Darryl. Your mom and I are in true love. Understand?”


    “Yeah.”


    Darryl nodded. “I know, Dad.”


    “All right then,” Kevin said and pulled back into traffic. “Together to the end!” he shouted, and they both laughed.


    What neither of them knew was that the end would come a lot sooner than anyone expected.

  


  
     Chapter Two


    “Where’s Darryl tonight?”


    Kevin Hunter stood in front of the bedroom mirror, adjusting his gun belt as his wife watched from the doorway.


    “Out with friends. Please wear your vest, baby.”


    Kevin turned to face Debra, her arms folded across her stomach in a way that pushed her breasts up, accentuating her voluptuous curves. He swore she did that shit on purpose, but every time he called her on it, she just laughed and told him to take a cold shower.


    “You posin’ again, babe.”


    “And you’re deflecting.”


    He walked over to his wife, took her in his arms, kissing her lightly at first and then with real passion as his hand slowly made its way down to her butt. After they broke, she reached for his face and wiped the lipstick from his lips. “I’m serious, Kevin.”


    Kevin sighed. “I’m on desk duty, baby. The most action I’ll see tonight is a few belligerent hookers and a drunk or two.”


    “It’s Saturday night,” she said, not giving up.


    “Which means I’ll be extra busy with booking.” He looked deeply into her eyes and realized she wasn’t buying any of it. Even after seventeen years of being a cop’s wife, Deb still hadn’t gotten used to the job. He supposed it would just make things worse if she did. He liked being fussed over even if he complained about it.


    Kevin went to the closet and grabbed his Kevlar. “I’ll throw it on after I clock in, gonna be late.”


    “You better,” she said, looking only slightly relieved.


    Kevin kissed her on the cheek and rushed out the door. Once he was gone, Debra Hunter leaned against the door jam, closed her eyes for a moment, and then walked listlessly to the kitchen and started dinner for the kids. It was going to be another sleepless night until her husband was home.


    *


    When the shit went down, it was all hands on deck, and Sergeant Hunter sprinted out of the station with most of the others, leaving the Downtown transfer to man the desk. It wasn’t often they saw a hostage situation in the hood, and Kevin wasn’t about to sit this one out at the precinct.


    It wasn’t until he arrived on the scene where officers were setting up mobile command a half block from where some asshole was holed up with a gun to his wife’s head that Kevin realized he’d left his vest in the back seat of the Camaro in the precinct parking lot. Kevin sloughed it off. In nearly twenty years on the force, he’s drawn and discharged his weapon in the line of duty enough to keep his nerves in check. And besides, they were there for support, anyway. SWAT would be going in if things got dicey.


    *


    Deb lay passed out in front of the TV. She’d managed to feed her hungry sons and keep the fear out of her voice for almost the entire evening, but now the boys were in bed and once again left alone with her fears. Well, Vincent, Oscar, and Eddie anyway. At 8, 10, and 12, she felt like she could still control them for the most part, but her eldest Darryl was another story. Not that he was particularly disobedient, he was just…what was the word…growing up. He was a fine young man and probably the most like his father, which was precisely what worried her. The same qualities that left her breathless as an 18-year-old nursing student and caused her to fall in love with her husband terrified Debra in her eldest son. He was moving too fast and had too much of Kevin’s devil-may-care in him for her liking. Darryl was going to be a real heartbreaker, just like his daddy, and what mother wouldn’t be worried about that?


    After the boys were in bed, Deb took out her Bible and went outside to read on the porch. Usually, she would read at the kitchen table, but something about this night made her feel incredibly anxious, and the stars were gorgeous.


    “I need your peace tonight, Lord,” she said under her breath as she curled up on the porch slider Kevin had brought home just last Christmas. Her mind could not escape the reality, two of her men were out there on the unforgiving streets of Philadelphia, and one of them had only fifteen years on this earth. So, because Debra was especially worried and was in such great need of feeling the Lord’s presence under the stars, she never heard the special bulletin just after Saturday Night Live ended, detailing the tragic resolution of the hostage situation.


    *


    Darryl was making out with his girlfriend Rhonda in her parents’ Monte Carlo when the DJ mentioned a hostage situation that ended with the suspect in custody. Still, two police officers are dead, both of whom worked out of the same precinct as his father.


    He stopped kissing Rhonda and listened intently.


    “Neither officer has been identified, pending notification of next of kin.”


    *


    The stars had worked their magic, and Debra had fallen asleep on the porch with her Bible on her lap, open to Second Timothy. The last verse she read before falling asleep was about loss and separation: “I have fought a good fight, I have finished my course, I have kept the faith.”


    The phone inside had been ringing for the last hour, but she never heard it.


    *


    Kevin hung up the phone and finished up with the witness report. His shift had ended three hours ago, and he figured Deb would be frantic if she’d heard about the shooting on the news, but it looked like she’d gone to bed early or something. Hopefully, she was blissfully unaware of the whole tragedy. A domestic disturbance call had turned into a hostage situation that took several hours to resolve, but things had ended peacefully. Then one of his own had been killed by accident when a SWAT team member accidentally discharged his weapon just as the scene was about to clear. It was the damnedest thing anyone had ever seen to lose a man, after all, that for no good reason. The whole department was in a state of shock. Kevin also was pretty shaken up about it. He couldn’t believe it. He’d known Tony for eleven years. Knew his wife, who no one could seem to get hold of for some reason. It would come out later that she’d been having an affair with a city firefighter and the two of them were indisposed the night her husband was killed, which would become a major scandal in the weeks following his death. All of which would have been even more shocking to Kevin had he survived the drive home.


    *


    It surprised no one that the drunk driving teen’s quick plea deal and incarceration held little solace for either Debra or her children. However, what would have surprised everyone was the secret that one of those survivors kept in the depths of grief. Debra, a woman whose concern for her husband had driven her to the Bible when he was alive, spent even more time in its company after he was gone. She found great comfort in its pages and used its stories to make sense of her despair, but try as she might, there seemed to be no explanation that could satisfy four young boys who’d lost their daddy, their hero. Debra understood, even as she desperately tried to be strong for the sake of her sons. She had spent two decades in near-constant fear that Kevin would be killed in the line of duty, but the senseless idea of a teenager’s stupid choice to drink and drive after breaking up with her boyfriend at a party was so cliché as to be almost unbearable.


    While going through the violent pain and struggle of her despair, she often wondered if it would have been easier to bear had her husband been shot in some heroic fashion, which had long danced along the edges of her darkest fantasies. However, this obsession with “a better death” only made Debra feel guilty, as if there was some way, she could have prevented her husband’s death. She had asked him many times to take an early pension and go into a safer line of work, but his unfailing good nature always made her laugh, and she was never able to give him the ultimatum that might have saved him seriously.


    Or so her fantasy went. She became obsessive over her boys’ protection, which, ironically, contributed to what happened with Darryl following the tragedy. So much like his father, proud and independent. Debra truly believed her oldest son was dealing with the loss of his father as well as could be expected. And so, she focused mainly on her younger sons.


    Darryl, for his part, needed his mother more than ever. But he was indeed very much like his father, and he kept his distance so as not to burden her with another son to be protected from the world.


    Because he was his father’s son, he drew apart from his mother, and both of their lives altered due to his misguided protections. A source of strength for Kevin in life, the two of them simply failed to provide the same for each other after his passing. They were like two people who woke up one day with the best of intentions but speaking different languages, without a clue as to what was in store for them even as it bore down on their lives like a freight train. Darryl, shunning comfort in his mother’s embrace for all the right reasons, found solace instead in the arms of an older woman, a teacher who had once been, for a fleeting moment, the fanciful object of his dead father’s affections.


    And at the age of fifteen, he would become a father himself.

  


  
     Chapter Three


    “You don’t have to call me ‘Miss Jensen’ here.”


    Darryl felt his face flush, almost as if he were back in the classroom being scolded for coming in late or not having his homework assignment. For some reason, Miss Jensen had always been able to destroy or elevate him with a single word; a look, even. And now, as she casually caressed him, that part of him she’d taken inside herself only moments ago, Darryl began to understand why. They were slightly less than ten years apart in age, but those years were amplified in terms of real-world experience, as many have discovered.


    “I’m sorry, baby,” she whispered, still stroking him gently.


    This only caused Darryl’s face and practically everything else to grow even more flushed.


    Baby. The word echoed through his mind as his teacher leaned in closer and kissed his neck, sending shivers throughout his body like an electric charge. He was hard again, as hard as he’d ever been in his young life. His hands pressed into her back, and his toes flexed.


    “Do you like that, baby?”


    All Darryl could do was nod. He tried to speak and had no voice. Finally, he opened his mouth, lips moving to say something, and nothing happened, as if every bit of his energy had drained to some other place, some part of him that required all his strength and attention. It was the rare teenage boy who could concentrate on much of anything else when his English teacher was doing what Miss Jensen was doing at that moment.


    “Sheila,” he exhaled.


    “Mmm. I like the sound of that,” she whispered, slowly kissing him as she moved onto his body, guiding him back into her with such ease it surprised him when she began to move. Chills ran through his body till it reached his feet, triggering his toes to curl like they were trying to see what was going on at the other end of his body.


    Is it always like this?


    “No, baby,” she moaned, surprising him again.


    Was I speaking out loud?


    “Just relax this time,” she said, her breathing becoming more labored. “Let me do the work.”


    Darryl did as he was told. He lasted longer the second time and even longer the third. After the two of them were finally spent, Sheila made Darryl get dressed so they could talk.


    “Why do I need clothes on to talk?” he asked, grinning slightly as if he already suspected the answer.


    Sheila laughed and shook her head, appraising his lean, muscular body, still glistening with sweat. He’d taken to it like she imagined he would like she remembered with her first. “You heard me, young man,” she said.


    He grabbed her and kissed her as soon as the words left her lips, and she could do nothing but relent. She had felt his passion, which was only natural, but now she felt his power, his control. And it made her weak. Had Darryl continued, she could have only complied. But as quickly as he had taken her as his own, he released her. All she could do was stare at her student as he rose from the bed, the bed they had been sharing for hours, and pulled on his jeans and t-shirt.


    Darryl sat down on the edge of the bed. “Why you lookin’ at me like that?”


    She roused herself from her trance and looked into Darryl’s eyes. He looked so much like his father, a man she had once fantasized about after a single meeting. Never in a million years did Sheila Jensen think that meeting would have led her here.


    “Just…looking,” she answered.


    “Okay.”


    The way he looked at her just then nearly broke her heart, and she reminded herself why she had instructed him to get dressed. She needed to have her wits about her after what had transpired between them, and the look in his eyes when they were naked told her there would be no serious discussion without the barrier of clothing.


    Sheila sighed as he waited patiently for her to speak. Darryl was such a gentleman, even in the throes of passion, his every motion imbued with care for her comfort. She had never had sex with a fifteen-year-old boy before, but she imagined that this one was very much different from most.


    His parents raised him right, she thought, which immediately repurchased her to the task at hand: Somehow cleaning up the mess she’d made in a moment of weakness, a mess that she knew could quickly spiral out of control.


    Such relationships seldom ended well, and Sheila was already consumed with guilt for letting things get as far as they had.


    “Darryl,” she began, and then she saw his eyes fall and realized he knew what she was about to say. He was even more sensitive than she had realized. “It’s okay,” she said, surprising herself as much as him. “We just have to be careful.”


    As Darryl’s eyes lit up, Sheila’s mind raced. She had no idea where those words came from, none at all. But for some reason, they felt right. They made love twice more before dawn when she made him leave her apartment through the alley. They had finally had a serious talk before parting, fully clothed again, but it was not at all the conversation either of them had expected. It was several weeks before they could make plans to see each other again, as the requirements of school combined with the funeral and Darryl’s visiting relatives kept them apart. All they could manage was a few stolen kisses between classes and the promise of another precious night as soon as things settled down. They were nearly caught by a janitor one day as they left his supply closet, which made Sheila even more careful, and she would not hear of meeting him again until arrangements could be made that ensured absolute secrecy. As much as Darryl wanted to resume the affair quickly, he didn’t argue with her caution, something he would later come to regret as profoundly as any decision of his entire life.


    In the morning, the two of them were to meet at a motel outside the city; Sheila Jensen, the second-year English teacher with plans for an advanced degree and a family, woke up feeling hopeful. There was something about her young lover, a maturity beyond his years that she had come to realize, was also something she wanted in her life. Her own family has been broken for as long as she could remember, her father leaving before she got to know him and her mother a prisoner of the bottle. Nevertheless, she had grown up determined above all else to avoid such mistakes and make something of her life, and while the irony of her current situation was not lost on her, it had at least become disoriented and confused. Sheila had begun to believe that she and Darryl could somehow manage a happy ending. But, then, in a single long, incredible night, she had fallen in love with her student.


    Or at least she believed it to be so, which is the same thing until it’s not. She knew Darryl was vulnerable after his father’s death, yet there was a seriousness in his eyes that belied his actual level of maturity and understanding. She made the same mistake that so many before her had made in the confusing mist of inappropriate passion: Sheila had allowed her own needs to blind her. She had allowed herself hope in a hopeless situation. It rained all day before the two of them were to meet. The high school had a staff development day, so the students were released early because of teachers’ meetings in the afternoon, which was why Darryl and Sheila didn’t see each other until later that night. Darryl was excited from the moment he woke up after a fitful sleep, barely able to concentrate. Anything that caught his attention, even for a moment, soon turned to visions of Sheila. She was like some angel who appeared at just the moment he needed salvation, a perfect response to his darkest hour. Strangely, the thought of her made him seem even closer to his father simply because she was the only adult woman besides his mother who had ever come into their shared consciousness. His father had approved of her, in his way, and that made his teacher someone so desired. Not only a sexual way, which of course, was a driver of his needs but almost in a spiritual way, as well.


    She was the connection to his father, man-to-man. The day his father met her was the first time they had discussed the things that Darryl imagined adult men talked about when their wives and children weren’t around. It was, for him, like shaking his father’s hand like a man for the first time, with the bonds that all men share. During the weeks he and Miss Jensen were apart, he often had conversations with his father, imagining what advice he would have for his son. Of course, his father was very impressed that he not only attracted an older woman but was able to satisfy her needs as all men should. He imagined his father’s words, joking at first and then turning serious as he inevitably would on crucial subjects. I’m proud of you, son, he’d say. You’re a man now.


    He didn’t understand it explicitly, but Miss Jensen represented a part of his father that he would never experience. A primal connection of fathers and sons and their constant need for women and their mystification of the objects of their desire. The relatedness is passed down to the next generation only when the younger has been with a woman in the way his father has. Darryl would have these imaginary conversations with his dad, and the imaginary advice was almost like his father helping him figure things out from beyond his passing. He had been devastated by the death of his father, but somehow Miss Jensen had made things bearable. She had kept their earthly bonds intact with her affection, which they both had mistaken, for altogether different reasons, for love.


    And to think it almost hadn’t happened.


    Darryl’s aunt, well, Mrs.Sandy J. from next door, had known his mother since their teens. She had taken him aside almost immediately after his father’s death and told him that he was the man of the house and had to take care of his mother and siblings. The officers who had worked with his dad said or implied much the same thing. Darryl’s mother was in a daze, and as a result, his chance meeting with Miss Jensen had turned into a kind of therapy that went far beyond what he’d expected when he bore his soul to her. Their first night together had been almost a spiritual experience for them both, but especially for Darryl. It was not to be.


    As he stood outside the motel that night, a poem in one hand and a bouquet of grocery-store flowers in the other, Sheila Jensen watched from her car across the street, weeping in the rain. She’d woke up that morning hopeful and happy, but the morning sickness hit her moments later like a cold slap to the face. After getting to her feet from the brisk bathroom floor, she looked in the mirror and barely recognized herself.


    What am I doing? This question was too painful to think about beyond the asking, and her entire day at school was in a daze, not so unlike what Darryl’s mother had gone through after the death of her husband. It was the death of a dream, an idea that had somehow taken hold of her and blinded her to its obvious conclusion. Loss of job, loss of freedom…loss of everything; she told herself it was the best thing for Darryl, and she knew that she was right, but the decision Sheila made and how she chose to make it was only for herself. Which only made her feel worse.


    This situation won’t end well, she thought, and in her sudden and overpowering decision to right her wrong, she had no idea how right she would prove to be. She wanted to watch him until he left, but she knew Darryl better than that, even though she didn’t know him at all. He would wait all night, all day, and the entire weekend in front of that motel. He would wait for her until the end of time. And as he waited, she could do nothing but cry, frozen in place with her guilt and desire and fear. It was then that she knew there was no love involved, after all. Not in her heart, anyway. She only prayed it was the same for him. It was nearly dawn when she was finally able to bring herself to start the car, which was the wrong thing to do and the wrong time to do it, much as she now believed her night with Darryl had been.


    In the quiet mist of the new day, the sound of her car drew his attention to the back row of the parking lot across the street, and before he saw her car pull into view, he knew it was her and Darryl knew that he’d lost her. He dropped the poem and the flowers and sprinted towards her as she floored the accelerator, knowing if he reached her car, she would never leave. All it would take was to see the look in his eye or feel the touch of his hand against her own, and she would never leave him. Perhaps it was love, after all. The last time they saw each other was in her rear-view mirror. Darryl almost caught her, and she almost kept from looking. Had either one succeeded, three lives would have turned out very differently than they otherwise did, in ways both good and bad?

  


  
     Chapter Four


    “No!”


    Sheila’s eyes opened instantly, her mother’s instinctual recognition of her children’s cry in full force. The neighborhood was not the best, but it was the best she could afford on a teacher’s salary, and while she was used to sleeping through all manner of midnight sirens and screams and occasional gunshots, she would wake up at the slightest sound for her baby boy.


    Being five years old, Kevin would, of course, strenuously object to being anyone’s baby; he was at that age, but Sheila knew she would never think of him as anything but her baby.


    His mother ran into the bedroom, the only bedroom from where she slept on the threadbare couch, she’d gotten at a thrift shop found not too long after she settled in Maryland. After sweet-talking the owner’s son into free delivery, the young man asked her out, which made her feel both wistful and ashamed by what she’d left behind. He looked so very young, which only reminded her of how things had gotten so crazy before she fled, fearing charges of statutory rape. He asked her so earnestly she could hardly find her voice. He reminded her of Darryl.


    Darryl. She wanted to see him so badly, to introduce him to his son, but the time had to be perfect. She didn’t want to hurt anyone anymore.


    “I’m flattered,” she told the delivery boy after they’d managed to lug the old sofa upstairs and then broke down in tears that probably scared him so badly, he’d never ask an older woman out again, let alone agree to free delivery.


    “It’s all right, Kevin,” she said, stroking her son’s forehead and checking for fever. He was warm, but that was most likely because of the dream. He never wanted to talk about the nightmares with her for some reason, and she never forced the issue, but she hated the fact that they disturbed him so. She held him in her arms and rocked him. He held her so tightly she could almost feel their two hearts beating as one, and he gradually fell asleep in her arms. Then, she looked at the clock. It would be time for her to get up in another couple of hours, so Sheila decided just to spend it with her sleeping son.


    Ironically, except for the nightmares, Kevin was almost preternaturally self-sufficient and seemed much older than his years to everyone he met. He’d inherited his mother’s affinity for foreign languages. Kevin could speak and write several already, even doing some of the more straightforward assignments Sheila taught to her freshman classes in French and Spanish. They were learning Korean together, and she believed he would probably surpass her in that language reasonably quickly. As Sheila rocked him, she allowed herself to daydream about their future. What would he think of his father? Would they all find a life together? Her boy seemed so wise for a child that sometimes she imagined their roles would reverse long before it usually happened. Sheila kissed his forehead and laid him down, covering him with only the sheet so he wouldn’t be too warm. Then, she stood up and watched him sleep for a while, grateful that the neighborhood was unusually still. Looking down at him now, looking so peaceful, Sheila felt like Kevin’s future was all mapped out before her. She couldn’t wait to introduce him to his father, who could tell him all about his fallen grandfather, whose name he shared.


    “So many things I want for you,” she whispered. “So many things.”


    Finally, she tip-toed back to the living room, but it was too late to go back to sleep and too early to start the day, so she decided to make a list of things to buy for Kevin’s party. He’d never had a birthday party, but six seemed like an excellent year to start. She’d been saving money for months and wanted to make it memorable. What she didn’t know was that Kevin’s special day would turn out to be life-changing for them both, in ways she would never have imagined.


    *


    Kevin wakes up on the floor, on a dirty single mattress next to a double box spring. He stands up, rubbing his eyes. The room is very familiar, but it’s not his home.


    “Mom?”


    There’s no answer, and his voice echoes as if the sound is bouncing off the walls of a much larger space. Then, finally, he looks up to see there’s no ceiling, although a single light bulb hangs from an electrical cord that seems to disappear into the night sky, which almost looks like paint because no stars dot its expanse.


    He reaches upward, expecting for some reason to touch the open air, but feels nothing. He looks for the light switch, but the walls are completely bare. No light switch, no molding or trim, no nothing. They bleed into the open, starless sky like camouflage.


    The only other piece of furniture in the room is an old dresser with a smoky mirror attached. Kevin walks over and sees a twenty-dollar bill lying in the center.


    He ignores it and heads for the door. His mother must be sleeping in the next room. Unfortunately, there are no windows, so he can’t tell what time it is, but as he’d just woken up, Kevin figures it’s probably night.


    He turns the knob, but the door doesn’t open. It won’t open. There’s no lock; he should be able to open the door, but he can’t.


    There’s something in the dresser drawer.


    Kevin doesn’t know how he knows this, but he goes back to the dresser and opens the top drawer.


    Empty.


    Kevin imagines himself opening the middle drawer before he does it because suddenly, he’s filled with a terrible dread of what he’ll find.


    He opens the second drawer.


    Nothing.


    Kevin takes a deep breath. Then, franticly, he takes hold of the handle.


    “Kevin!”


    He stops and looks up. His mother is standing next to the door, now open, only blackness behind her. She is emaciated and barely recognizable.


    “Mom!”


    She starts to fall, and he runs to catch her.


    When Kevin gets to where his mother was falling, she’s gone. The door is closed, but he can hear her moaning on the other side.


    “Help me,” she cries softly.


    But the door won’t open. Kevin pounds on the door, screaming to his mother that he’ll be right there, to hold on, he’ll find a way.


    But the door holds fast.


    He runs to the dresser and yanks open the last drawer,


    and sees a handgun, the kind he hears about at the store down the street. Something people use on Saturday night. He grabs the gun, thinking he’ll shoot the door open like in the movies, but the door is open. His mother struggles to stand up, so he rushes to her, the gun in his hand. He helps her up, and suddenly there is real strength in her, real physical strength. The power of a mother struggling with her child.


    He remembers his mother carrying him in one arm and holding four bags of groceries simultaneously, kept from spilling onto the ground only by the twisted strength of plastic.


    It reminds him of his mother. So tightly wound she holds together, intense. So unbreakable. Unwind her, and she’s much weaker, prone to tears, snags, and always on the verge of releasing her burdens.


    Kevin knows without a burden to carry; his mother would cease to exist.


    “Give it to me, boy!” his mother screams, and Kevin realizes she’s trying to wrench the gun from his hand.


    He fights her for it, but he’s no match for her now. “I’m only five and a half years old!”


    “I spent 17 hours in labor, boy, you ain’t keeping me from shit!”


    Kevin is so startled to hear such language from her mouth that he can’t hold the gun any longer, and now she has it, and she’s lifting it to her head, and he’s screaming for her to stop, I’m only five, momma, please stop, and then he hears the shot and sees the blood and feels her slipping away from him.


    “Kevin, time to get up, baby,” his mother said, waking up her son just before he woke himself up. Screaming, even as Kevin laid there, his heart pounding like he had just finished the Boston marathon, he seemed to understand his nightmare more clearly when in the middle of it, which he found very strange. Sometimes he tried to have the dream even though he hated it just to figure out what it meant, but it never worked that way. One thing he understood completely, however, was that he would never tell his mother about the dream.


    Kevin’s mother wanted to make his birthday something her son would never forget, and she succeeded beyond her wildest imagination. But it would never be a pleasant memory because it was the beginning of the end of their happy life together. Looking back, he always wondered what would have happened had he disobeyed his mother about the gifts. Kevin’s mother stored his present in the trunk of her car, and he knew it, and she knew that he knew it. He had looked everywhere else, so it had to be in the car. Also, she always locked her purse in the trunk of their car whenever they went someplace in a not-so-nice neighborhood and had to park on the street, so Kevin knew that whatever she’d gotten for him had to be there. And like all mothers, she knew her son better than he knew himself, something she reminded him of any time he misbehaved, and his mother warned him not to “borrow” her keys and look when she wasn’t looking. And like all good sons, Kevin did as told.


    On the day of his party, which was excellent to Kevin only because he was six and had never been to a birthday party before, let alone his own, his mother finally confirmed what they both knew. His gift was in the trunk of her car.


    Except it wasn’t just a single present, it was a trunkful of gifts. So many that the neighbor from across the street ended up helping her carry them upstairs when it was time to open them. The first thought that went through Kevin’s mind when he saw his mother walk through the door with her arms filled with presents was that she’d probably been saving up to buy all that because they were poor. And he was right on both counts. Sheila had indeed been saving all year to buy presents for her son, and Kevin knew they were poor because the men who sat on the stoop outside every day told him so.


    Kevin didn’t like the men, who he figured should have better things to do than drink and smoke all day, but he never thought he would see one of them come into his apartment, the home he shared with his mother, and with her permission. But she’d obviously needed help with the presents, and he was aggressive, so the second thought that went through Kevin’s mind was more amorphous than the first. It was more a feeling than a compelling thought, but it felt familiar to him because he felt it in his dreams. Dread. When Kevin saw the man, everybody called Club to follow his mother in the door; he felt dread. His heart started to beat faster and faster until it almost beat through his chest like after his unforgettable nightmare. At that moment, Kevin knew what all that dark matter that filled every corner in his room, behind his curtains, closed closet, and under his bed was. The dark heart and spirit of this man before him.


    Kevin smiled for his mother as she squealed with delight at his surprise of so many gifts, but when he looked up at Club, he felt only dread. His eyes lit up, near popping out their sockets as he looked around the room, waiting for someone to acknowledge what he was seeing. But, instead, to everyone there, Kevin was overcome with paralyzing joy. As the other children gathered excitedly around the pile of gifts, Club walked over to Kevin. He kneeled, so they were face-to-face. Kevin could smell something on his clothes, but it wasn’t alcohol.


    “So, it’s your birthday, huh, Slick?”


    Kevin didn’t like being called Slick, and the man knew that immediately.


    And Kevin knew he knew.


    Club, who told different stories about his street name depending on the sex of the listener, leaned in even closer. He didn’t speak but stared into Kevin’s eyes until he knew they would follow his own and then turned to look at Sheila, who was leaning over the pile of gifts.


    Club looked at his mother’s ass and then turned back to Kevin and licked his lips. That was all Kevin ever remembered about the party, but he remembered it for the rest of his life, just as his mother had promised that he would. He remembered the man who would lead his mother down the road of destruction and torment, taking Kevin along for the ride. After this first encounter, his mother’s choices would cause her to lose her job, home, and car, and it all happened before his seventh birthday. Sheila Jensen’s fall was breathtaking in its speed.


    The introduction of drugs into their lives was something neither of them would have ever anticipated, and once they began that slide, there was no stopping and no bottom in sight. Kevin and his mother moved in with Club in a crime-infested part of town with no family and no other alternative. Unfortunately, Kevin never understood her willingness to please him, which left him neglected physically and emotionally. From the very beginning, Club treated Kevin like the enemy, looking at him through the eyes of an African lion that must kill the cubs of any male who came before. And it was true, even to Kevin. That man was his enemy.


    Drugs dismantled their lives, turning their little family into a sorry mess. Kevin cleaned and dressed himself; His mother no longer woke him up for school or made sure somebody fed him. Desires that once flowed through her body like the blood in her veins now dissipate within the mist of every puff of smoke from her pipe. Three months after his sixth birthday, Kevin was on his own. The nightmares continued, only now they invaded Kevin’s waking hours.


    Kevin, yearning for human contact, spoke to anyone he saw on the street. Rather than withdraw from the brutality and danger of the neighborhood, he embraced it. He was friendly and personable and had a way of disarming even the most remote stranger. It seemed that the only people immune to his charm were his mother and her boyfriend.


    So, he sought humanity elsewhere.


    He became comfortable with the jungle surrounding his front door and went on daily adventures, exploring the world around him. With each passing day, he grew more confident outside than his home, which was suffocating in violence and abuse. He especially liked The Waterhole, a little store down the block where the surrounding neighborhoods hung out. The first day he visited, he walked through the crowd of strangers, smiling and pretending ignorance of their strange, silent appraisals. Instead, he spoke to everyone he met like they were old friends. And there were even more people inside the store! He heard all kinds of accents and voices. Some of the adults looked down as he wended his way through the aisles of the store, and some ignored him completely. Kevin didn’t care. The store was a new adventure, and it was a lot better than listening to his mother fight with Club about where their next hit was coming.


    He saw a Jamaican woman speaking to her daughter in French in the aisle with the aspirin. He smiled as he passed, knowing they would be surprised that he understood the language they were saying. Of course, he already knew what rubbers were; he was just a little surprised the lady asked her daughter what kind she wanted.


    A Puerto Rican grandmother was arguing with her grandsons in Spanish by the beef jerky, and the Asian storeowner was yelling at his teenage son. When the man saw Kevin, he immediately stopped screaming, and he thought the man might say hello, but instead, he whispered in Korean to his son, his eyes never leaving Kevin’s.


    “Watch that little nigger,” he said in a language he never expected Kevin understood.


    Kevin stopped, looked up at the man and his son, and said in perfect Korean, “I like your store, Mister. Where’s the soda?”


    The man’s jaw dropped, and his face went completely white. His son looked surprised and then busted out laughing. He turned to his father. “I got this, Pop,” he said in English.


    His father nodded, still staring at Kevin; only now the stare was colder. The owner’s son walked Kevin to the back of the store, where the cooler was. He smiled down at Kevin. “Dude, that was awesome! My old man looked like he was gonna shit himself.”


    Kevin laughed. “I’m Kevin.”


    They shook hands. “Sonny,” the teenager said. “It’s Yong-Sun, but most Americans make me repeat it six thousand times.”


    “I understand,” Kevin said in Korean, getting another laugh from Sonny.


    “So, what kind of soda did you want?”


    “Never mind about the soda,” Kevin answered.


    “No soda?”


    “No money. I was just messing with your dad.” Kevin said, then added in Korean, “I don’t like being called a nigger, no matter what the language.”


    Sonny nodded and said in Korean, “I hear that.”


    Now it was Kevin’s turn to laugh.


    “Tell you what,” Sonny said, looking up at the fisheye mirror in the corner to see if his father was looking. He then pulled out a couple of dollars and handed them to Kevin, who was so surprised he accepted. “Get a candy bar to go with it.”


    He tried to give the money back, but Sonny refused. “Forget it, dude. I got a great story to tell my uncles. They’re gonna bust his balls so good.”


    Kevin laughed again and said goodbye to his new friend, who went back to work. Then, as instructed, he got a soda and a candy bar and went to the counter to pay. The owner looked down at him sternly for a moment and then accepted his money. He bagged the items for Kevin silently and then gave a tiny little bow, or maybe it was a nod, and Kevin nodded back. He walked out of the store with the man’s grudging respect and an appreciation for the wide world that existed all around his neighborhood. He’d only walked two blocks, and he’d heard about six different languages
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