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The Car
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The cold woke him before the alarm did.

Jermaine Whitaker opened his eyes to the gray inside of a windshield fogged from his own breathing and lay still for a moment, taking stock. Toes — cold. Fingers in the hoodie pocket — okay. Lower back — telling him about it, like it did most mornings now, but holding. The Civic ticked around him in the deep quiet that came before five AM, the kind of quiet that only existed in parking lots and graveyards and the back rooms of churches.

He let himself have thirty more seconds with his eyes closed. That was the deal he'd made with himself, back in October when this had started being normal. Thirty seconds of pretending. After that, you move.

He moved.

The phone was wedged between the headrest and the seat, screen-down so the light wouldn't catch on a window and pull a security guard's attention. He thumbed it awake. 4:47 AM. Three notifications: a Canvas alert that his crit was still on for nine, a Bank of America alert he didn't open, and Erica, at 11:14 the night before — call me when you can baby. love you.

He typed back with his thumbs. made it through another one baby. love you more. He held the phone for a second, watching the little gray bubble that meant nothing was happening, then dropped it into the cupholder.

Outside the windshield: the long flat lake of an asphalt lot, a Walmart Supercenter in the middle distance with its sign half-lit, the rest of it still asleep. Past the building, the running lights of a semi pulling into the truck side. Past that, the bones of Memphis under a sky that hadn't decided yet what color it wanted to be.

He sat up. The pillow he'd wedged between his shoulder and the steering wheel — flat, gray, with a U of M tiger that had been ironed on so many years ago the orange was almost pink now — fell into the footwell. He picked it up, folded it small, pushed it under the passenger seat where it lived during the day. He kept a system. The system was the difference.

Toothbrush, toothpaste, a Smartwater bottle he'd refilled at the library yesterday, a small Tupperware to spit in. He brushed his teeth in the driver's seat with the sun coming up through the smudges on the windshield, watching a woman in scrubs lock her Camry three rows over and head into the Walmart in that walk people had at five AM — that let me get in and get out walk. He watched her till she was through the door because that's what you did. You watched the people who didn't see you.

He spat into the Tupperware. Capped it. Wiped his mouth on the back of his wrist.

Then he reached over the seat for the duffel.

The duffel had everything in it now. Three shirts, two pairs of jeans, the good slacks rolled tight in a plastic bag so they wouldn't wrinkle, socks, drawers, the gray sweater Erica had given him for his birthday last year — too nice to wear in the car, kept clean for her — his razor, his deodorant, his little half-empty bottle of cocoa butter that smelled like every bathroom counter he'd ever known. He pulled out a fresh white tee. Stripped the one he'd slept in. The cold hit his chest and he hissed once through his teeth and pulled the new shirt on fast and then the black hoodie back on over it, and he sat there with his hands still up in the sleeves, getting warm again.

He pulled the hood up.

His thumb found the inside of the right cuff without him telling it to. There, where nobody but him would ever see it, Erica had stitched two letters in dark red thread, so small you'd think it was a stain if you didn't know — J & E. She'd done it the night he'd told her he was always cold, back in September, when the only thing he was hiding was that he liked her too much to sleep. She'd sat cross-legged on Miss Vi's couch with a needle she didn't really know how to use and made him hold the cuff out and said don't move, baby. I'm putting us inside it.

He ran his thumb over the stitching. Once. The way another man might've kissed a saint medal.

Then he started the car.

* * *
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The Civic had 187,000 miles on it and a check-engine light that had been on since Obama's second term. It started anyway, like it always did, and Jermaine sat with his hands at ten and two while it warmed, watching the heat-vapor rise off the hood and curl into the cold. He didn't pull out yet. He never pulled out before six. Security at this Walmart did a sweep at five-forty, and a Civic that had been sitting in the lot all night looked different than a Civic that pulled in at five-fifty-eight to get coffee and a banana before the day started, and Jermaine was very interested in being the second kind of Civic.

At five-fifty-nine he drove the loop to the front, parked closer to the door, and went in.

Inside, the fluorescents were doing their fluorescent thing. He nodded at the greeter — old brother in a blue vest, name tag said MARCUS — and Marcus nodded back the way Black men nod at each other in places like this, that small lift of the chin that meant I see you, I got you, go on about your day. Jermaine got a banana, a coffee, a granola bar for later. Paid in cash. Twelve dollars and change in his wallet now. He'd get paid Friday. He'd be fine till Friday.

He was fine.

Back in the car he ate the banana fast and drank the coffee slow and watched the sky finally make up its mind and go pink over the Walmart sign, and then he pulled out of the lot, turned left onto Elvis Presley, and drove north toward the river.

Memphis at six in the morning was his favorite Memphis. The light came in low across the rooftops and made the old brick look like it was lit from inside, and the streets were empty enough that you could hear the train whistle from the yard down by the river. He took Elvis Presley to South Parkway, South Parkway through the long curve of Orange Mound where he could see, two blocks off the road, the green-shingled roof of Miss Vi's house, and he slowed down a little, like he always did, even though he wasn't going to stop. Erica wasn't even up yet. He knew her schedule. He knew her schedule like he knew his own pulse.

He kept driving.

* * *
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The University of Memphis library opened at seven, and Jermaine was in the men's room on the second floor at seven-oh-one with the duffel over his shoulder. The bathroom was empty. It usually was, this early — only the architecture kids and the desperate were in the library by seven, and the architecture kids didn't shower so much as they suffered.

He locked himself in the big stall — the one with the changing-table folded up against the wall — and he did what he did. Washcloth and Smartwater. Deodorant. The good slacks out of the plastic bag, shaken once, hung on the hook for two minutes while he changed. White button-down over the tee. Slacks. Belt. Socks.

He kept the red Chucks.

The Chucks were thirty dollars at the Foot Locker on Poplar two summers ago, and they'd held up like they'd been blessed, and they didn't match the slacks at all, and Erica said they were the most him thing he owned, and he wasn't taking them off for any crit.

He looked at himself in the mirror over the sink. White shirt, black hoodie folded over his arm, slacks, red shoes, eyes a little tired but not so tired that anyone who didn't know him would notice. He smiled at himself in the mirror, just to check that the smile still worked.

It did.

You good, he told the man in the mirror. You good, brother. Six weeks.

Six weeks to graduation. Six weeks to the internship at Looney Ricks Kiss if the crit went well — and Bishop had basically told him the crit was going to go well, in that careful way Bishop had of telling you things without telling you things. Six weeks to a paycheck. Six weeks to a one-bedroom somewhere off Cooper, and a real bed, and Erica over on Friday nights to cook and stay till Sunday, and a dresser to put his clothes in instead of a duffel that smelled like the inside of his car.

Six weeks.

He pulled the hoodie back over the button-down — he'd take it off before the crit, he wasn't crazy — shouldered the duffel, and walked out into a building that was finally starting to wake up.

* * *
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His project was a community center.

He'd been working on it since August. The site was a vacant lot on Lamar he'd been driving past since he was a kid, two blocks from the church his mama used to take him to before she got sick, and he'd built the building in his head a hundred times before he'd ever drawn a line of it. Single story, mass timber, a green roof that doubled as a rain garden, a south-facing wall of operable glass that opened the whole front of the building onto a community plaza — the front porch, he'd written in his concept notes, because the South builds porches when it wants to talk. There was a kitchen that worked as a kitchen and as a teaching kitchen and as a soup kitchen, depending on the day. There was a black-box space that worked as a theater and as a town hall and as a funeral parlor when somebody on the block needed it to, because somebody on the block always did.

He set up his boards in the crit room at eight forty-five. Three other fifth-years were already there, all of them looking the way fifth-years looked in late February — like ghosts who'd remembered to wear glasses. Bishop came in at eight fifty-eight with his coffee and his clipboard and a guest critic Jermaine didn't recognize, an older white woman with cropped silver hair and the kind of posture you only got from forty years of being the only woman in the room. Bishop introduced her: Margaret Ellison, principal at LRK, in for the morning.

Jermaine's stomach did one small turn and then settled.

Six weeks.

He went third. He took off the hoodie and folded it on the chair behind him and stepped up to his boards in his white shirt and his slacks and his red Chucks, and he started talking.

He didn't read from notes. He never did. He talked about Lamar Avenue the way you'd talk about a person you loved — about the way the light hit the empty lot in November, about the church two blocks down whose bells he could still hear in his head, about his mama, briefly, because she belonged in the room. He walked them through the plan. He walked them through the section. He walked them through a rendering of the front porch on a Saturday in June with the doors folded back and a domino game going on one end and a blood pressure clinic on the other and a kid asleep on his grandmother's lap in the middle, and the room got quiet in a way that crit rooms usually didn't get quiet.

When he finished, Bishop didn't say anything for a second. Then he said, Damn, Whitaker.

Just that.

Margaret Ellison looked at him for a long moment over the rim of her coffee. Then she said, Are you working this summer?

Jermaine said, I'm hoping to be, ma'am.

She said, Come see me Thursday.

* * *
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He floated out of that room.

He floated all the way down the stairs and out the front of the building and across the quad and into the bathroom in the basement of the architecture building, where he locked himself in the same kind of stall he'd changed in three hours earlier and sat down on the closed toilet with his hands shaking and his eyes wet and he laughed once, out loud, into his palm.

Come see me Thursday.

He sat there for a long time. He thought about calling Erica. He thought about calling his cousin Dre, who'd been letting him use his address for mail. He thought about calling Miss Vi, even, just to tell her — Miss Vi, who'd looked at him last Sunday over a plate of red beans and said, that boy got iron in him, he gon' need it, and made Erica laugh and made Jermaine, for some reason he couldn't name, want to cry.

He didn't call any of them. He wanted to hold it for a minute. Just hold it.

Then he changed — slacks rolled and bagged, jeans back on, the white shirt staying because it was still clean — and he pulled the hoodie on and the hood up and walked out into the gray Memphis afternoon to find somewhere to put the day.

* * *
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He drove.

He drove down Central, past the houses with the Christmas wreaths still on the doors in February. He drove down Cooper, past the bar where he'd taken Erica on their second date and ordered two of the wrong drinks because he'd been too nervous to read the menu. He drove past the bluff and the river and parked for a while at the overlook on Riverside and watched a barge work its slow way south toward Mississippi, and he thought about the building on Lamar, and about Thursday, and about the dresser he was going to buy at the IKEA in Cordova as soon as his first paycheck cleared.

His phone buzzed at four-eleven. Erica.

how was the crit baby

He stared at the screen. He typed: bishop said damn whitaker.

The three dots came up immediately. Then: MY BABY. I KNEW IT. tell me everything tonight?

He almost told her right there. About Margaret Ellison. About Thursday. About all of it. His thumbs hovered.

He put the phone down. He wanted to tell her in person. He wanted to see her face.

tonight, he typed back. love you.

love you more, she sent. Then, a second later: come by gma's for dinner if you want. she making gumbo.

He read it twice. He read it three times. He thought about Miss Vi's gumbo, which was the best gumbo in the city of Memphis and possibly in the state of Tennessee, and he thought about Erica's face across the table, and he thought about the smell of that house, which always smelled like garlic and bay leaves and the lavender oil Miss Vi rubbed on her wrists, and he thought about how he'd have to lie about where he was going after, because he wasn't going to a friend's couch — he was going back to a parking lot — and he didn't have it in him tonight to put a face on top of that lie.

can't tonight baby, he typed. got studio till late. tomorrow?

tomorrow, she sent. Then a heart. Then: proud of you J.

He looked at the heart on the screen for a long time.

Then he turned the phone screen-down on the passenger seat, started the Civic, and pulled back into traffic.

* * *
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The sun went down over Memphis at five-forty-eight.

Jermaine sat in the Civic in a different lot — a Kroger off Union, because he tried to never sleep in the same lot two nights in a row — and ate the granola bar he'd bought that morning, and watched the lights come on in the apartment building across the street, one window at a time, like a slow yellow alphabet.

He thought about the building on Lamar. He could see it in his head, lit up the way the apartment building was lit up. He could see the porch with the doors folded back. He could see the kid asleep on his grandmother's lap.

He pulled the hood up against the cold.

His thumb found the inside of the cuff, the way it always did. J & E. Two letters in dark red thread.

He ran his thumb over the stitches. Once.

Then he closed his eyes and waited for sleep to come and find him.

ACT I

THE LIVING

TWO
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Erica
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Erica Marie Boudreaux woke up at five-thirty to the sound of her grandmother praying.

This wasn't unusual. Miss Vi prayed at five-thirty every morning of her life and had since 1968, when she was nineteen years old in Lafayette, Louisiana, and her own mother had taught her that the Lord couldn't hear you over the racket of a day already started. You wake before the day, baby. You make Him your first word. Erica had inherited the schedule the way other girls inherited rings — without ceremony, without question, just one day finding herself awake at five-thirty and knowing why.

She lay in the dark and listened.

The prayer came through the wall in pieces. Miss Vi's voice was low and slow and rhythmic, the way she always prayed, and most of it was words Erica had heard a thousand times — thank you for the breath, thank you for the morning, thank you for the children, watch over the children — but there was something else mixed in this morning, something Erica only half caught. A repeated word. Something that sounded like a name. Then a sigh. Then quiet.

Erica reached for her phone. 5:31. Nothing from Jermaine yet. She stared at the screen anyway, just in case, and rolled onto her back and looked at the popcorn ceiling she'd been looking at since she was eleven years old.

She gave herself a minute to be tired.

Clinical at seven. Six-hour rotation on the cardiac step-down at Methodist. Dr. Akinwole was supervising, which meant she'd be sharp or she'd be crying by lunch. Then library till four. Then home for dinner. Then the spreadsheet.

She let herself smile.

The spreadsheet was a four-tab Google Sheet titled WHITAKER WEDDING (PLANNING) v6. It had a guest list with three columns — yes, no, maybe, plus-one? — and a vendor sheet with quotes from four caterers and three florists, and a budget tab she'd built in Excel last summer in a class she'd taken for fun, and a fourth tab she'd labeled DREAM that had pictures Jermaine didn't know about yet, dresses she'd been pinning since she was sixteen, before she'd even met him, before she'd known there was going to be a him. She updated the spreadsheet every Sunday night. It was the most romantic thing she'd ever owned.

Six weeks until graduation. Eight months until the wedding. They'd set the date for the first Saturday in October because October in Memphis was the prettiest month if you were lucky and just bearable if you weren't, and because Jermaine had said baby. fall. we getting married in fall, watch me the night they'd gotten engaged, and that had been that.

Her phone buzzed.

made it through another one baby. love you more.

She read it twice. She always read his texts twice. Once for the words and once for the things underneath the words. Made it through another one — that was him saying he was tired. Made it through another one — that was him saying the studio had been long. That was him saying he was running on whatever Jermaine ran on, which was mostly coffee and prayer and that thing in him she didn't have a name for, the thing Miss Vi had once called iron. She didn't worry. She'd worried about him for the first three months of the relationship, when she'd realized how hard he was working and how little he was sleeping, and then she'd watched him a while longer and figured out something she'd needed to figure out: Jermaine Whitaker was a man who knew exactly how much he could carry, and the trick of loving him was not asking him to carry less. The trick of loving him was making sure something soft was waiting on the other end of the carry.

proud of you baby, she typed. coffee on me. you say when.

She got out of bed.

* * *
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Miss Vi was at the kitchen table when Erica came down — coffee, the King James open in front of her, the reading glasses on the end of her nose. She didn't look up.

"Mornin' Gma."

"Mornin' baby."

Erica kissed the top of her head. Lavender oil. Same as it had always been.

"What you praying about so hard this morning?"

Miss Vi turned a page. "Nothin'."

"Sounded like something."

"Mm."

Erica let it go. You didn't pull on a thread Miss Vi wasn't ready to spool out — you'd just unravel something she wanted kept whole. Erica made coffee, peeled an orange standing up over the sink, and ate it in sections while she scrolled the day's headlines. Somewhere a man was running for office. Somewhere else a man was being shot. The river was high in Caruthersville. She read three before her stomach turned and she put the phone down.

"You at the hospital today?"

"Cardiac step-down. Akinwole."

"Mm. Akinwole the one don't smile?"

"That's the one."

"You smile at her anyway."

"I will, Gma."

Miss Vi turned another page. She still hadn't looked up. Then: "Jermaine come by tonight?"

Erica washed her hands under the tap. "He at studio late. Tomorrow."

A small silence. Then Miss Vi closed the King James. She took the glasses off and set them on top of the book and turned in her chair, and Erica felt the look the way she always felt Miss Vi's look — like a hand on the back of her neck, gentle but specific.

"You bring him by Sunday," Miss Vi said. "I'm cookin' gumbo. Tell him I said come."

"He couldn't tonight."

"Sunday."

"Yes ma'am."

Miss Vi held her eyes for a moment longer. Then nodded once, slow. "Alright." She put the glasses back on. She opened the King James.

Erica grabbed her bag.

* * *
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Methodist on Union was the hospital where Erica's mother had died.

She didn't think about this every shift. She thought about it on certain shifts. Today was one of them — she didn't know why, maybe the light coming through the lobby windows in that particular February gray, maybe the smell of the hand sanitizer at the door that hadn't changed since 2009. Her mother had been thirty-one. Sickle cell crisis. Erica had been eight. She remembered the light from that day too.

She put on her badge. She put on her face.

Cardiac step-down was on the fourth floor. Dr. Akinwole was already there at the desk, charting, not smiling. Erica said good morning, doctor and Akinwole said Boudreaux without looking up, which was as much greeting as she ever gave. Erica took her assignment — three patients, two stable, one who needed watching — and started rounds.

The one who needed watching was in 412. Mr. Calvin Hayes, 67, three days post-MI, atrial fibrillation, didn't want to be there. He glared at Erica when she came in.

"You here to stick me with somethin'."

"I'm here to take your vitals, Mr. Hayes. Nothin' that gets stuck."

"Where's the other one. The one with the braids."

"She on a different unit today. I'm Erica."

He grunted. Erica wrapped the cuff around his arm, listened, let the cuff hiss down. 158 over 94. She wrote it in his chart. She put two fingers on the inside of his wrist and counted — thready, irregular, the heart still upset about what had happened to it three days ago and not yet ready to forgive.

"Your pressure a little high, Mr. Hayes."

"My pressure always high. That's why I'm in this damn bed."

"Fair enough." She listened to his lungs. Clear, mostly. She listened to his heart and heard the small ragged thing it was doing — quickstep, quickstep, pause, quickstep — and she stayed bent over him a little longer than she needed to, listening, because something about the rhythm of it tugged at her. She straightened up.

"You sleeping alright?"

"In this place?" He laughed once — short, dry, no humor in it — and the laugh became a cough and the cough became a small wince, and she watched his hand go to his chest the way a man's hand goes to a thing that's been hurting him for a long time.

"You scared, Mr. Hayes?"

She didn't know why she asked it. She wasn't supposed to. It wasn't on the chart.

He looked at her. A long look. Then he looked away — out the window, at the gray Memphis sky and a piece of a billboard you could see from his bed.

"My wife passed in November," he said. "I'ain't been right since. Then this."

Erica nodded. She didn't say anything. She'd learned the year before, on her med-surg rotation, that there was a kind of silence that did more than words did and that you had to teach yourself how to hold it without filling it up. She held it now. She tucked his blanket up over his shoulder. She wrote patient denies pain on the chart, which was true, and then under notes she wrote patient grieving wife — bereavement consult? and signed her initials.

"I'mma check on you in an hour, Mr. Hayes."

"Mm."

"Anything I can bring you?"

He looked at her again. The look softened a quarter inch.

"You got a good face, girl. You know that?"

"My grandmama tells me."

"Listen to her."

Erica smiled. "I do."

She closed the door behind her and stood in the hallway for a second with her hand on the doorknob, and she thought about her mother for the first time in a month. She thought about Jermaine. She thought about the way you could love a person so much it sat in your chest like a held breath, and how nobody warned you that the love and the fear were the same muscle.

Then she went to 414.

* * *
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The library at four was warm and yellow.

She got her usual table on the third floor, by the window that looked out at the quad, and she opened the spreadsheet. Tab one: vendors. The florist on Madison had come in two hundred dollars under the one in Midtown, but the Midtown one had pictures of the kind of arrangements Erica wanted and the Madison one had pictures of the kind of arrangements somebody's aunt wanted, and Erica was not going to walk down the aisle past somebody's aunt's flowers. She moved the Madison florist to a no row and wrote too churchy in the notes column. Two hundred dollars. She'd find it somewhere else.

Her phone buzzed.

bishop said damn whitaker.

She read it. She put both hands flat on the table. She read it again. She typed back, all caps, because the moment called for caps: MY BABY. I KNEW IT. tell me everything tonight?

The dots came up. Then: tonight. love you.

love you more, she sent. Then, because she couldn't help herself: come by gma's for dinner if you want. she making gumbo.

A long pause. She watched the screen. Then: can't tonight baby. got studio till late. tomorrow?

She stared at it for a second too long.

He almost never said no to gumbo.

She told herself it was the crit, the high of it, the wanting to ride it alone, the way he was when he'd done something good — he'd want to walk it out, drive somewhere, be quiet about it for a while before he was ready to hand it to her. She knew him. She told herself she knew him.

tomorrow, she sent. Then a heart. Then: proud of you J.

She put the phone down. She looked out the window at the quad. A boy and a girl were walking together with their heads close, and the girl was laughing at something the boy was saying, and Erica watched them until they were past the library and out of sight, and then she went back to her spreadsheet.

She didn't know yet what she didn't know.

She'd think about that for the rest of her life.

THREE
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Dyson
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The captain's house was on a cul-de-sac in Cordova, end of a long street where the lots got bigger and the trees got older and the cars in the driveways got the kind of clean only retired men's cars got. Dyson Mills had bought the house in 2011 when he made captain. He'd put a brick patio in the back himself the summer after, with his son helping when the son was twelve and small for his age and trying to learn how to swing a hammer like his father. Russell still remembered the weight of the bricks. Still remembered how Dyson had said measure it twice, son. Measure it twice and lay it once. That's the only way a thing stays where you put it.

Russell was twenty-four now. He was a Memphis Police officer in his fourth month out of the academy. He stood in the doorway of his father's kitchen with a paper plate in one hand and a beer in the other and watched his father work the room.

There were maybe twenty people on the patio. Most of them cops. Dyson's lieutenant, Frank Dever, was at the grill, where he always was. Two of Dyson's old academy-mates were by the cooler, getting older, getting fatter, one of them missing more hair than he had the last time Russell had seen him at Christmas. Marlene, Dyson's wife — Russell's stepmother of nineteen years, the only mother he could really remember, his birth mother having left when he was three for reasons Dyson had never explained and Russell had stopped asking about by the time he was twelve — Marlene was at the kitchen island arranging deviled eggs on a glass plate, humming to herself. The TV in the den was on the Grizzlies game with the sound off.

It was a Saturday in October. It was the kind of Saturday a man could remember.

Dyson moved through the patio the way Dyson moved through any room — slow, easy, finding people one at a time, putting a hand on a shoulder, leaning in, listening, laughing once at the right place, moving on. Russell had been watching his father do this for as long as he could remember. He still couldn't entirely break it down. Some of it was the listening. His father was a great listener — not the kind that nodded and waited his turn, the kind that stopped and received a thing. Some of it was the size of him: Dyson was a big man, six-three, a barrel through the chest, hands like first basemen's mitts, and he'd figured out a long time ago how to make a body that big seem soft when he wanted it to. Some of it was the eyes. Dyson had what people sometimes called kind eyes, which Russell had come to understand was a phrase that didn't really mean kind. It meant eyes that made you feel chosen. And being chosen was not the same as being loved, but most people couldn't tell the difference, and Dyson had built a thirty-one-year career on that fact.

"You gonna stand in that doorway all day, son?"

Russell jumped a little. Dyson was suddenly next to him, hand on his shoulder, the smell of his cologne and the smell of the grill and the small dry warmth of a beer-breath and a smile.

"Just watching, sir."

"Yeah you was. You gettin' good at that."

"Learning from the best."

Dyson laughed. It was a real laugh, a deep laugh, the laugh of a man who genuinely thought it was funny that his son was a kiss-ass and was charmed by his son's commitment to the bit. He squeezed Russell's shoulder. "Come on. Frank wants to meet you proper."

Russell let himself be led.

Frank Dever, lieutenant, was a small wiry man with a graying mustache and forearms like cable. He'd been Dyson's first sergeant when Dyson made detective in '07 and Dyson's first lieutenant when Dyson made captain in '11. There was a story in the family about the two of them having shot it out with a man on a roof on Lamar in 2009 — Russell had heard it three different ways, and the way he'd heard it most often was Marlene's way, which had Frank taking one in the vest and Dyson finishing it. Russell didn't know if any of the versions were true. He knew that when his father said the word Frank, he said it the way some men said brother.

"This your boy?" Frank shook Russell's hand. The hand was warm and heavy. "Goddamn, Dys, he taller than you."

"By a half inch."

"Dad."

"By a half inch and he ain't lettin' it go." Dyson grinned. "Frank, this is Russell. Russell, you know Frank."

"Yes sir. We met at the Christmas party."

"You was a probie at the Christmas party. You a real one now."

"Yes sir."

"You riding with Carter?"

"Yes sir. Until the new year, then they're cutting me loose."

Frank looked at Dyson. "He stayin' on second?"

"He'll go where he goes."

"He should ride with you a while."

"I been thinkin' on it." Dyson sipped his beer. "Maybe take him out a couple shifts before he gets cut loose. Show him a few things."

"Show him your few things," Frank said, and laughed, and Dyson laughed, and Russell laughed because they were laughing, and didn't ask what was funny.

* * *
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He stayed in his father's kitchen long after most of the guests had left.

Marlene was on the couch in the den with her shoes off, watching the rest of the Grizzlies game with the sound on now. Dyson and Frank were on the patio still, sitting in the two old folding chairs by the firepit, a third beer apiece, talking in the low voices men talked in when most of the day was behind them. Russell stood at the kitchen island and ate the last deviled egg off the glass plate and listened.

He couldn't hear the words. He could hear the rhythm. His father was telling a story. Frank was making the small uh-huh sounds men made when they were inside another man's story and not wanting to break it. Russell heard his father laugh once — low, dry, not really a laugh. He heard Frank say Jesus Christ, Dys. He heard his father say something he couldn't catch and then Frank say, that what you told the brass? And his father said something that had the word necessary in it.

Then quiet for a minute. Then they were talking about the Grizzlies.

Russell put the plate in the sink. He went out to the patio. He hugged his stepmother on the way past the den and she put her hand on his cheek and said drive safe, baby, the way she always said it, and he said yes ma'am, the way he always said it, and he went out to say goodbye to his father.

Dyson stood up. He put both hands on Russell's shoulders. He looked at him a long second.

"You comin' out with me Tuesday night."

"Sir?"

"Riding with me. I cleared it with Carter."

"Yes sir."

"Don't dress like a probie."

"No sir."

"Eat before. I don't break for food."

"Yes sir."

Dyson held him another second. Then he let him go and pulled him into a half-hug — a hand on the back of the neck, a quick squeeze, the smell of his cologne — and stepped back and said, "Drive safe, son."

Russell drove the long way home. He took Macon out to Houston Levee and looped back through Cordova past the high school he'd graduated from in 2018, and he played a Marvin Gaye song his father liked, and he thought about Tuesday night, and he thought about his father's hand on the back of his neck, and he felt — he didn't have a word for it then; he wouldn't have a word for it for two years; he wouldn't have the word until a fluorescent room in Methodist Hospital where a Black detective named Yolanda Pierce would put a folder on a table in front of him and ask him a question he had no answer for — he felt lit.

He felt lit the whole way home.
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The Bluff
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Jermaine had been planning it for nine months.

The ring was in a safety deposit box at the Regions on Park, a quarter-carat round solitaire in a thin gold band that he'd put a hundred and sixty dollars down on every paycheck since the previous June, and that had been the first money he'd ever locked away in a place he couldn't get to in less than thirty minutes. He hadn't wanted to risk himself with it. He'd known himself well enough to know that a man who slept in his car was a man who could one day need a hundred and sixty dollars badly, and he hadn't wanted to be the man who had used the ring money for the gas to get to a job he couldn't afford to lose. So he'd given it to the bank. He'd let the bank hold it.

The day he'd finally bought the ring outright, in October of his fifth year, he'd driven from the jeweler's straight to the bluff and sat in the Civic with the small velvet box on the passenger seat and looked at it for forty-five minutes without opening it.

Then he'd opened it.

Then he'd cried.

Then he'd put it back in the box and driven to the bank and put it in the deposit box and not opened it again until the day he was going to ask her.

* * *
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The day was a Sunday.

He picked her up at Miss Vi's at four. He'd told her they were going to dinner. He'd told her to wear the green dress, and she'd laughed and said Jermaine Whitaker that dress is for special occasions and he'd said Erica Marie that's exactly what I'm telling you, and she'd laughed again and gone upstairs to put on the green dress, and Miss Vi had stood in the kitchen drying a pan with a towel and looked at Jermaine over the rim of her glasses for a long second. She hadn't said anything. He hadn't said anything. She'd nodded once, slow, and gone back to drying the pan.

He'd known then that she knew. She'd known that he knew that she knew. It was the closest the two of them had ever come to a conversation about the size of what he was about to do.

* * *
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He drove her down to the river the long way.

He took Lamar past his community center site so she'd see the lot — she'd seen it before, but she always looked at it when they passed, and today he wanted her to look. He took Beale even though Beale was tourists and traffic, because Beale was their first-date street, and he wanted the smell of it through the open window for a minute before they got on the bridge. He took the bridge over to West Memphis and back because he wanted her to see Memphis from the Arkansas side at sunset, the whole skyline in gold, the pyramid in copper, the bluffs above the river in long brown shadow.

She watched the city pass. She didn't ask where they were going. She'd asked once, about an hour earlier, and he'd said trust me baby and she'd said I do baby and that had been the end of the asking.

He parked at the overlook on Riverside at twenty after five.

The sun was still up. Maybe twenty minutes. The river was the color rivers got in Memphis in October, which was a color that didn't have a name — not brown, not gold, not silver, but some fourth thing the Mississippi made with the sky when nobody else was watching. There was a barge halfway across, slow, leaving a long white wake. The wind was cold but not bad. Jermaine had checked the weather every hour for three days.

He came around to her side and opened her door and held out his hand.

"Where we going."

"Walk with me."

She took his hand. She got out. She was in the green dress and the small gold earrings he'd given her last Christmas and her hair was up the way she wore it when she was happy, and he looked at her for one full second before he made himself start walking, because he was going to remember this part later and he wanted to remember it slow.

He walked her to the railing. He stood her at the railing. He came around behind her and put his arms around her waist and rested his chin on the top of her head, and she leaned back against him and made the small sound she made when she was warm, and they stood there like that and watched the sun come down over the river.

"Jermaine."

"Mm."

"You being weird."

"I know."

"Why you being weird."

"Just hold on, baby. Just hold on a minute."

She held on.

The sun touched the river. The sun went into the river. The sky did the thing the sky did in Memphis in October, the thing the painters couldn't paint and the photographers couldn't photograph, the long slow burn from gold into pink into the deep blue you couldn't find any other time of the year, and Jermaine stood there with his arms around her and his chin on her head and his heart doing its work, and he thought, very clearly, for the last time before he asked: you sure?

He was sure.

He stepped back. He turned her around. She looked up at him with her face all soft with the sunset on it, and he went down on one knee on the concrete of the overlook and took the box out of his pocket and opened it, and he didn't say anything for a second because he couldn't.

She put a hand over her mouth.

"Erica."

"Jermaine."

"Erica Marie Boudreaux."

"Jermaine Whitaker."

"I been carrying you in my chest since the second day I met you, and I don't know when I'm gon' put you down, and I don't want to." His voice was holding. "I been working for you. I been working for you since I knew you. Everything I been doing, every late night, every hour I been carrying — it's been for you. It's been for the next part. I want the next part. I want to walk into the next part with you. Will you marry me."

She was crying. She was trying to nod and trying to talk at the same time and not doing either right.

"Yes — yes baby, yes —"

He put the ring on her finger.

She pulled him up off his knee and into her, and she held him with her whole body, and over her shoulder he watched the river finish going dark, and he held the back of her head with his hand, and he was surprised, even then, at how steady his own hand was.

"You sure?" he said into her hair.

"You ask me that one more time," she said, "I'm gon' put this ring back in the box."

He laughed. She laughed. She was crying still and laughing too, and she pulled back and looked at the ring on her hand and then up at his face, and she took his face in both of her hands and kissed him, and for the rest of his life — for the seven weeks and four days that remained of his life — Jermaine Whitaker would believe that he had been a man, on a bluff over
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