
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: ]


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.


  Text copyright © 2020 by Mary Gaitskill


  All rights reserved.


  No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.


  Published by Amazon Original Stories, Seattle


  www.apub.com


  Amazon, the Amazon logo, and Amazon Original Stories are trademarks of Amazon.com, Inc., or its affiliates.


  eISBN: 9781542010177


  Cover design by Zoe Norvell


  


  She was my teacher in third grade. She was Miss Pietrisinski, but we called her Pietrastinky or Miss Pie Crust or just Crusty Pie. But she was nice then. She was the first lady I liked who wasn’t really pretty but I liked her anyway. She had dark, stiff, shiny hair that flipped up and her jaw stuck out like a fighting dog’s and there were little pimples on it that were cute, I don’t know why. Her boobies weren’t big, but they stuck out like cones, and you wanted to touch—see, even now I put up my hand when I say it. Even now I remember the lines of her bra and how it seemed like her bras were lacy.


  And she had nice legs. In the warm weather she wore bare legs. The school was red brick and there was no AC just loud fans and the air was syrup. During reading time, when we would sit on the floor and she would read to us from a book, she would slowly move one ankle up on her knee to unstick her legs, and if you were sitting right, you could see panties. One of the books was about a man with his dogs in the woods at night in winter, and they were surrounded by wolves; there was this one she-wolf, she one by one tricked the dogs to come and play and then all the wolves killed them. It all blended in, her panties and her voice and her brown eyes, looking up into our eyes every time a dog went to the wolf slapping her paws on the ground. I hated books, but I liked when she read them. And when she walked between our desks to be sure we were doing our work, you could feel her soft body and smell her personal smells. Sometimes she stopped at my desk and put her hand on my shoulder. Her hand was warm on my shirt, and I thought about her legs and panties. She said, “Good work, Mark,” and smiled at me.


  I could tell she liked me. Even though I was in trouble a lot. I got held back so I was nine when everybody else was eight, and I was bigger too. Which meant I could beat ’em on the playground, this one kid especially. She had to punish me and send me to the principal. But even then I could see she liked me and that it made her sad to send me away. I think I even heard her say once “I just feel so bad for him.” But I don’t remember who she said it to. Or even if it was about me. But I think it was.


  I might not remember any of this except for what happened later. When I was thirteen and had to take special ed, she was my teacher again. It was a good surprise because it was in a different district and a different system so I didn’t expect to see her. Also a bad surprise because she’d turned into such a bitch.


   


  Moira M. had finally been drafted into the jury pool. She had successfully avoided jury duty until she was fifty-five years old. She didn’t vote until the age of thirty-one, when she’d woken as if from a stupor to realize that the president was a corrupt boob and that the only thing she could do about it was vote. So she voted, but it didn’t matter; the boob was reelected and Moira was summoned for jury duty. She had not realized that this could be a consequence of voting, and she was outraged. She put off serving for as long as possible with pleas of ill health and the rigors of self-employment (she was a freelance graphic artist as well as a waitress), but finally, two years after voting, she couldn’t get out of it. Someone told her that if you appeared unstable or difficult in any way or even expressed weird opinions, you could get dismissed early. She dyed her hair and eyebrows blue; she loudly voiced the belief that drugs should be legal; she said people committed crimes because of government mind control; she said she’d been victimized by black and Hispanic people. She was dismissed in three days and didn’t vote again until someone else that she hated was president. And so at age fifty-five the system caught up with her. Her best friend said, “Why don’t you just get it over with? You’ll do it and then you won’t get called again for ten years or something. It could even be interesting!”


  At least she’d drawn “grand jury,” which at least meant she didn’t have to do it every day, but she had to call every morning and find out if she had to come in or not. At the moment, she and her partner, Eddie, had only one car between them, and while he could drop her off at her new job before going to his job (he did contract work and his current project took him an hour away from home), he couldn’t drive all the way into the county seat to drop her off at whatever dismal building it was and then pick her up again in the evening. Luckily, she found a ride with a fellow juror. At the grocery she had run into the woman who ran a charity organization for kids that Moira had been involved with the previous year (art for kids at a camp for the disadvantaged and mentally ill), and discovered that the woman’s niece had been called to duty at exactly the same time and place. “She would be happy to give you a ride!” said the charity lady, and Moira, who liked to do things for herself, unhappily accepted.


  The kindly niece (Ana) actually came to Moira’s home to pick her up; she had even brought coffee and pastries to share in the car. Moira talked with Ana about the work she had done with her aunt; the project included the idealistic element of bringing disadvantaged children up from the city to spend time with mentally ill local children in the same camp. “It was magic,” said Moira. “I don’t get to spend much time with kids, and I didn’t realize how much I needed that.” This was maybe a dishonest thing to say as Moira had found the experience uplifting and aggravating in equal measure, but it didn’t matter; it was a way to bond. Ana was single, and although she didn’t say it, Moira imagined she was looking for a husband; she was a pretty thirty-two-year-old who freely shared her longing to have a family.


  The conversation was dreamy and melancholy as they sped down the back road off Route 30, past abandoned restaurants and decrepit bars and seamy fitness establishments. The Cabinets To Go store, where she and her ex-husband had once bought a beautiful chest with shelves and drawers, each painted a different color, was still doing business on the same dirt lot, and the sight of it pierced Moira with sudden reflexive hope that was more memory than actual feeling. They had bought the chest almost thirty years ago when they moved into their first rental house (as opposed to an apartment), full of plans to eventually buy. And they had bought. And lost. They had lost Tanya before she was two years old; her thin-lipped little face, once so real, now a blur of sweetness and pain so indistinguishable that Moira had no ability to separate the memory of her child from what had happened to her. Her mind just veered away, and well, then she’d met Eddie at Ms. Poochie’s and her marriage went down the tubes. At least there had been a little money from the house.


  This old road; how little it had changed through the years! The rough textures, the shabby signs (“Keep Christ In Christmas”), the lush greenery pushing through every vacant place, the felt presence of animals. How it had persevered.


  Maybe, she thought, this experience would be good. It would probably be improving to focus on the problems of others for a change.


   


  Special ed sucked, and I wasn’t even in it most of the time, just some of the time they would pull me out of normal class and put me in Gimp World. The room was too small and it wasn’t just sixth graders—they put fourth, fifth, and sixth all together—and it was a mess. The teacher had somebody helping her, which meant you couldn’t do anything, and the other kids were retarded and ugly except for Chris, this fifth grade girl with a big oily nose and a big dirty smile and a hot ass. And this guy Tyrone who was cool. He was older than me and bigger than everybody, and his brother burned his tongue with acid when he was little so it looked all cut up and rad. I didn’t recognize her at first. She was different: more mean, more tough. She still had cone-shaped boobs, but forget about lace, and she looked like she’d hit you if you touched them. It was hot then, but her legs weren’t bare. She looked like she had on panties made from an army tent. She acted like she didn’t see me probably because she didn’t.


  She asked us to pick our favorite animal: dogs, cats, horses, or hamsters. Tyrone said, “Snakes.” She asked if anybody else liked snakes and I raised my hand, but a girl said she was scared of snakes so Crusty said there wasn’t gonna be snakes that day. She made us get in groups based on our animals. Like we were third graders. The guys picked “dogs”; the girls were horses or cats. She said, “See we all have something in common.” It was stupid, but at least I got to talk to Tyrone about dogs.


  At the end I went up to her and reminded her of the book she read us about the wolves tricking the dogs. She looked at me like gobs of snot were running out my nose. Then suddenly she smiled and looked like she used to. “Mark!” she said. “Mark Carter from Gangwish! That’s right, and you mean White Fang! How wonderful that you remember that!”


  I am saying it in a stupid voice because that’s how she said it.


   


  The first few days of grand jury were not especially improving. They watched an instructional video. They waited a couple of hours to be called into the room. It was a nondescript room, windowless, with residual human smells saturating the porous old furniture. They were told they had to sit in the same seats every day that they were there, no switching. The guy next to Ana was a big sexy sixtysomething, a type Moira especially appreciated because he was sexy even though he was ugly. Appetite said his big gut; satisfaction said his wide, pleased mouth; I see you said his eyes. As Ana sat down he took her in with a gentleman’s side-eye, and Moira saw the young lady hold in her stomach and sit up a little more. Uh-oh, she thought, here we go!


  But not right away, of course.


  They spent the morning indicting drunk drivers (one of whom had gotten out of the car and run into the woods, temporarily escaping when the cop dropped his flashlight, stumbled down an embankment, and sprained his ankle), parking-lot drug dealers, and a bar fight with a shooting. That happened in the richest town in the county, a town Moira’s family used to drive to on Sundays just to look at the nice houses. Her dad would say, “I could live there, what about you?” He didn’t think they would ever really live there, none of them did, but that didn’t spoil their enjoyment one bit. They’d admire the homes, maybe visit the oldest amusement park in the state, and then have ice cream at the pizza place and go home. Moira couldn’t imagine anybody actually getting shot there, and on the night in question, no one did. Two middle-aged guys got in a fight about politics and wound up rolling around on the floor hitting each other until they got kicked out, and then one of them fired a shot at the other and missed. People laughed when the DA described it (“Jeez, what stooges!” said the sexy guy), but they indicted the shooter anyway.


  Then Moira and Ana went to lunch at a coffee shop in a little square near a defunct train station. They talked about the ridiculous bar fight, how typical it was that the con pulled the gun and not the lib. Moira talked about how different the town was when they used to go there, how you used to be able to sit on a bench outside the pizza place for five entire minutes without a car going by; now you could barely walk across the street even with the new lights.


   


  Fighting wasn’t such bad trouble. Boys fight! My mom used to say boys are better than girls because boys fight and are friends after but girls are bitches who stab each other in the back. But I also walked around the room during break and took other kids’ snacks. I yelled and ran around. There was something in the bathroom with a girl, but I don’t remember that too well; she was a girl who stood by herself on the playground. There was spanking the teacher, which was her fault. She grabbed on to me when I was fooling around in front of everybody and pulled me right against her and smacked my ass, so I reached around and smacked her ass and the whole class laughed so hard I kept doing it and held on to her when she tried to pull me off. I was just old enough to get hard, and it felt so good she had to pull my hair and slap me in the face to make me let go. She’d lose her job for that now, but back then kids weren’t allowed to get away with that shit, and they shouldn’t be. We had to go to the principal a lot and when we left my dad would say, “Okay, sport!”


  Anyway, by the time I was thirteen I was officially badass. But I wasn’t. It was Tyrone that did the really bad stuff, I was just with him. Jenny knew that—I mean Pietrisinski. She said to the principal, “He’s a follower, not an initiator,” and you could see my dad didn’t like that. But it was true. I was even nice to this one boy that we used to do shit to. I once wasn’t getting along with Tyrone so good and I left school out the back way by this little gate and I saw this boy walking home by himself. He tried to run away from me, but I caught him and I was real nice to him. I saw how scared he was and I felt like acting different. I walked with him and we talked about Hot Wheels and the Wolverine. So that made it worse when Tyrone and this other kid made him take off his shoes and put pebbles in them and then run on the track. He was looking at me like he expected me to help, and not only did I not help, but I laughed and called him “Hot Wheels.”


  Pietrisinski always said, “I don’t know why you act this way, you’re a good kid.” There was something about the way she said it: her voice was like the music in a movie that lets you know something bad is going to happen no matter what you do. It was somehow worse than the way she screamed in class (“Stop doing this, stop doing that”), wrinkling her mouth up like a hate-hole.


  But then she recommended me for the job with her dad. Or maybe she didn’t recommend me but she didn’t tell him not to hire me. It was years after I graduated, maybe five years. She walked into the office in the middle of me talking to her dad and stopped dead. It had been years but she remembered me that time. Her eyes got wide and she smiled and said, “Mark, is that you?” The next day her dad called me and told me I got the job.


   


  The rest of the week in court was more drunk driving, a home invasion, and a couple of teenagers who’d roughed up and robbed an old white man while forcing him to shout “White Power!” There was some discussion over whether or not that should be prosecuted as a hate crime. The two African American jurors thought not, they said, because of the youth of the perpetrators. Ana wasn’t sure. “Think about it,” said Moira. “If it were reversed, and it was white kids beating a black man while making him shout ‘Black Power,’ would there be any doubt in your mind?” The sexy old guy nodded approvingly. Finally, Ana voted with the majority that yes, it was a hate crime.


   


  I was warned about Mark Carter before I even met him, when he was going to be in my third grade class. He’d punched his second grade teacher in the stomach, hard enough to wind her, what seven-year-old does that? They took him to the principal, and he used language you’d expect from a dirty-mouth teenager. They had to threaten him with the police, and I guess that scared him; they said he cried and begged them not to. Still, I wondered. He was a big soft-bodied kid with deep eyes and a spoiled, sneaky mouth, like an older boy. Which was funny because he didn’t seem spoiled. His parents dressed him shabbily even for poor people, and he was shy, would hardly look anybody in the eye. He had decent manners, though, knew how to say “thank you” and “you’re welcome.” I said to him, “What do you want, Mark? Do you want this class to be a good time or a bad time?” He lowered his eyes and thought. He spoke so soft you could barely hear him, and his words seemed half swallowed. He said, “I want it to be a good time.” I said, “I do too.” And, barely above a whisper, he said, “Thank you, Miss Pietrisinski.”


  His voice and words touched my heart. He seemed like a baby to me, like a tenderhearted kid trying to make himself seem tough. He wasn’t bright, and he had discipline issues. Couldn’t sit still or concentrate, would sometimes bounce up and down at his desk and drum on it or start yelling things if he got excited. He wasn’t exactly a bully, but he would be mean if he thought he could get away with it—then, if I pointed out that he’d hurt someone’s feelings, he would be quick to apologize in that small, soft voice. I tried to give him positive feedback, but it was hard because he didn’t do well at anything in terms of learning. Even so, I praised him for just sitting still and trying, for being on time, or for doing something nice for somebody. He wasn’t the type of kid to have a big response. But he did respond. He would look up at my face, and when he saw my smile, his eyes brightened before he looked back down. When I put my hand on his shoulder, I could feel his body drink in the kindness, like he was thirsty for even that little bit.


  I felt bad for him. Even when he acted terrible. I felt he was a good kid trapped in the body of a bad kid.


   


  Afterward, Sexy G invited Moira and Ana to lunch—he struck up a hallway conversation with Moira first and then invited them when Ana appeared, fresh from the ladies’ room. He suggested a nicer place than the coffee shop they’d gone to before—an upscale sports bar with fancy items like beer-and-cheese soup, bacon-wrapped dates stuffed with blue cheese, and something called “Eggs in Hell.” Sexy G said he’d treat; he needed a break from eating alone at the awful courthouse cafeteria, and besides he’d had a fantastic business week. Ana smiled and assented with a little shrug/neck-dip; Moira noticed for the first time how pretty her neck was, and her collarbone. Also how nicely she used her hands as they examined their menus and extracted the cutlery from its heavy napkin; how she played with her honey-brown hair, how precisely she scratched the side of her snub nose with the nail of her elegant index!


  Sexy G was plainly very taken, but he was smart enough to divide his eye contact between them as he described his business triumphs (he owned a custom-made furniture store in Pittsburgh) and expanded on his opinion of hate-crime laws. Moira thought: He probably imagines she’s flirting, but she’s just being polite and looking forward to the bacon-wrapped dates; she likes the attention, but he’s too old for her.


  “I’m not a racist,” he said, “but—”


  “That’s what everybody says,” replied Ana, and her voice was touched by snottiness. “I’m not a racist but.”


  “Wow,” said Moira, “this looks great!” The spread was laid before them: bacon dates, a salmon BLT, and a hellish mass of eggs and hot peppers.


  “Yeah,” said G, recovering himself. He picked up his napkin and actually tucked it into his shirt before continuing the conversation: “I know what you’re saying, Ana. But I’m not one of those, okay?”


  As Moira went to hell with her eggs, her attention left the conversation and wandered around the room. Visually she could have been at some upscale joint in her past, twenty or even thirty years ago: dark, heavy wood framing big windows slightly blurred with poorly wiped soap; an older lady next to them putting on her glasses to read the menu; right in front of Moira, an older man expanding himself before a young woman; a burst of distorted laughter from somewhere out of sight; the hoary bar and the intrepid figure behind it; the people slumped before it; the mute television, glowing and frenetic, above it; the nodding heads; the politician on the screen. Except this guy would not have been on the screen twenty years ago. Moira cooled her hot mouth with her sweet green cocktail, and a song shot through her head, the singer’s voice high, boundaryless, and exultant: It goes on and on and on and on.


  “Kavanaugh,” said Sexy G. “What do you ladies think about him?”


  “Horrible,” said Ana, pursing her dainty lips. “Entitled, crass, basically a rapist.”


  “I don’t agree,” said Moira.


  “Really?” said G.


  “Why?” asked Ana.


  “Because for one thing, whatever it was that happened, he was seventeen. Would you want to be judged by something messed up you did when you were that age? Because I know I wouldn’t.”


  Ana made a face that said “how irrelevant”; G looked simply taken aback.


  “Also, I don’t think they were really trying to rape her.”


  “What’s your evidence for that?” asked G. He was actually looking at her for the first time, his pocked, hairy jaw powerfully inclined toward her, his flesh-sunk brown eyes piercing and animal.


  “Look, there were two of them and one of her, and both of them were stronger. If they’d wanted to rape her, they would’ve. She wouldn’t have been able to ‘slip away.’”


  G looked at her intensely. Ana put down a forkful of food and looked at the table intensely. Moira glanced up at the TV. There was that woman, going at Kavanaugh. Kamali, or whatever her name was. “She’s like that teacher in school you just wanted to slap,” Eddie had said, and she was. “I’m sorry,” said Moira. “It’s just my opinion.” She paused. “We don’t have to get in a fistfight, do we?”


   


  It was four years later that he turned up in my special ed class. I’d finally gotten accreditation to teach that, ironically because of my experience with kids like Mark. I say “ironic” because when I saw Mark, I didn’t know him. The school was in another town and I didn’t know his family had moved there, and “Mark Carter” is such a common name that it didn’t occur to me that it was him. I also didn’t recognize him because he was very different even taking the years into account. He was still big, but the aura of baby softness was gone. At thirteen, he already had facial hair, and there was something unpredictable in his body, something dark and muddy. His tough act had hardened, like a mask that grows into the skin. He still looked down, but somehow, even so, his eyes were all over every girl in the room, restless and hopeless, just hopeless. I took one look at him and didn’t like him; he was obvious trouble—him and this big blond lout named Tyrone who he immediately paired up with. My God those boys were ugly together, real bullies, though obviously Tyrone was much worse.


  But Mark was still reachable. It was subtle but clear to me, the way he would sit up and look serious when I spoke on certain subjects—especially animals or adventure stories. I don’t remember why, but once I told them a true story about a mentally ill man who went to live with bears in the Yukon. He was so accepted by the bears that he was able to crawl around among them and be near their cubs, but of course, the story ended badly; the poor man was eaten by a rogue bear while his terrified girlfriend tried to fight the thing off with a frying pan. When I asked them what they thought of the story, Tyrone said, “He was stupid.” I said something like, “Not stupid, mentally ill. And also willing to go all the way for what he believed in, and he believed in these beautiful animals. And his girlfriend was willing to go all the way too, for someone she loved.” Tyrone slumped on his tailbone and smirked, but Mark sat straight and looked at me, listening. He didn’t even notice when Tyrone tried to catch his eye.


  Because of moments like that, I would make an effort with him. His essays were terrible, incoherent, written in broken, violent penmanship that hardly followed the lines on the paper. And he drew in the margins, typical kinds of drawings mostly, of superheroes and huge, muscled men lifting weights—except that his drawings were so neat and precise, hard to put together with the poor penmanship. There was this one paper where they had to write about a special person in their lives. They were supposed to describe why that person was special. He wrote about five people, wrote some mixed-up sentences about all of them: his father (“he is fun and he is strong, he hit them when the came on the door”); Tyrone (“Tyron is cool, hes tongue has acid in it”); someone else so vaguely drawn that I couldn’t make out who she was; and a dog of his that seemed to have met a bad end. He ended with a beautiful, careful drawing of a dog’s face and, in bold, clumsy three-dimensional letters, the words White Fang. It was heartbreaking.


  And so I tried. More than once I took him aside and gave him the chance to revise an especially bad essay so he wouldn’t fail. I gave him a special assignment that involved drawing, like a comic book. He did all right with that, but he felt persecuted by it. He didn’t seem to understand that I was actually giving him breaks. The “special person” essay was the last time I tried. His revision was so poor that I couldn’t accept it. When I handed it back to him he snatched it and swung away from me, making this sound like an animal and cursing out loud as he walked away.


  So I stopped doing that. I made smiley faces by his drawings and passed him with a D whenever possible. Maybe I should’ve failed him, but he was already two years behind. It’s hard to be sure of your instincts with boys that age, and he was especially hard.


   


  “No, ma’am,” said Sexy G. “I’d be scared to fight you—you might be packing!”


  They laughed—Moira and Sexy laughed—and changed the subject. The lunch ended on a basically good note, and Moira made up with Ana on the way back home. Sort of.


  “I still don’t understand why you don’t think they tried to rape her,” said Ana. “I don’t know why you wouldn’t just believe her.”


  “Look,” said Moira, “it’s not that I think they were totally innocent. They were drunk boys. What I think is, to them she was a nerd, a pretty girl-nerd with glasses. So they, you know . . . messed with her like they’d mess with a guy-nerd in the locker room.”


  “Humiliated her? Bullied her?”


  “Yeah, you could say—”


  “Nice.”


  “No, it’s not nice. But it’s not rape.”


  Moira looked out the window at the beat-up sign for Ms. Poochie’s, its rust-eaten shape still cool even with half the paint coming off, just up there on its weathered pole not giving a fuck. The nightclub it announced had burned down long ago, but they’d still not taken the sign down.


  “They didn’t rape her, even she doesn’t say they actually did,” said Moira. “And they could’ve, if they were serious.”


  They drove in silence. Moira was nearly forty when she met Eddie at Poochie’s, and he must’ve been fifty: she walked in the door and, with that simple action, tore a jagged hole in ordinary life, a big rip down the center of the dull, painful page, and out of that ripped place spilled dancing, trays of sparkling drinks, soulful music, vulgarity in the bathroom (women sitting on sinks to relieve themselves while other women made up their eyes, laughing and talking), the disco ball throwing crazy, broken light over every blurred body and fuzzy face. She almost forty and he likely fifty, but they were like teenagers walking out in the parking lot, headed for his car, he holding her hand so she wouldn’t stumble on the high heels she hadn’t worn since she was maybe twenty-five.


  “I talked about it with my little twelve-year-old cousin,” said Ana. “She watched it on TV, and she said it scared her. She said, ‘These guys are supposed to protect us, and they’re letting him in? It’s like the cops who shoot black people for nothing, only higher up.’”


  “I’m sorry,” said Moira. And she was sorry. Ana and her aunt had skin like white people’s and so Moira forgot: they were Puerto Rican. They were light, but maybe some of their family weren’t; naturally they would feel it more when the police were quick to gun down somebody dark. Besides, the way Ana had repeated the innocent girl’s words touched Moira and disturbed her. She did not even know why she’d spoken out at lunch. Well, but she did know; she was trying to get Sexy G’s attention. “Look,” she said, “I think the guy’s a jerk. I don’t like the way he’s handled himself in all of this. But I’m just—”


  “If you applied at T.J. Maxx and you acted like that at the interview, they wouldn’t hire you.”


  “Fair enough,” said Moira. “You’re right about that.” She just wanted to end it.


  Moira talked about it after dinner with Eddie and his friend Rod, who dropped by for a beer. They were sitting on the back porch; Rod made a point of appreciating the lilac bushes she’d planted since he’d last come to visit, also the small vegetable garden she’d begun. He also appreciated the funny way she told them about the Kavanaugh confrontation—both he and Eddie got a laugh out of the whole thing. “You old hound dog,” said Eddie, “you must’ve shocked that silly little bitch out of her mind. And I’d bet money the guy agrees with you. He’s just trying to get in the young lady’s pants.”


  In the moment she smiled and said, “Absolutely!” But when Rod was gone, she said, “Don’t call me that in front of people. It sounds disrespectful.” She didn’t say, “And don’t call Ana a silly bitch—why are you calling her that?” But she thought it.


  Eddie put his arms around her from behind and said, “You know I mean it as a term of affection, pure affection. He knows it too.” And he kissed her on the head and she forgot about it.


  Because the location of Eddie’s job unexpectedly changed over the weekend, they agreed that, for next week, she would drop him at work and take the car, picking up Ana at her place. That way, Moira wouldn’t be beholden at least. Which was probably good considering that the first case up was a rape case.


  The victim was a sixty-three-year-old woman. She lived alone in an apartment above a heating and cooling parts store that had previously been owned by her deceased father. Early one evening a man came into her apartment and raped her. She tried to hide in the bathroom, but he broke down the door and dragged her out. He was wearing a neoprene dog mask that covered his entire head, and he did not speak. Hoping he was there to rob her, she told him that her purse was in the living room. Instead, he forced her to put on crotchless panties and a lacy bra and then raped her, repeatedly. Perhaps because she was terrified she did not realize that she knew him. He actually worked in the heating and cooling parts store; he had worked for her father for years. He had left town for unclear reasons and then come back and, looking to work for her father again, had been hired at the same shop.


  There were images that were projected onto a screen. There was an image of her shattered bathroom door; it seemed to have been made of something like cardboard. There was an image of the flimsy coverlet on her bed; you could see the stuffing coming out of it. They’d taken pictures of it so the jurors could see the blood on it. They’d also taken pictures of the woman’s private body, which was torn and also bloody.


  “My God,” said the woman next to Moira.


   


  My sister used to criticize me all the time, for lots of things but mostly for being an “enabler” and a “martyr” and a “fool” for teaching dumb kids at local schools when if I tried, I could’ve done better. When I was young she mocked me for always being “good” and “too nice.” She accused me of having secret motives. She said I did it to make Mother and Daddy love me more. It was the family dynamic, I guess.


  I remember her talking about a story in the paper about a white teacher at Porterfield Community College who’d befriended a former black student who had mental health issues. He helped the ex-student find a job, loaned him money; he even bought him clothes for the interview. When the guy got a job and then lost it, his former teacher helped him again, going so far as to buy him a computer. But even with all the help, the student’s life took a bad turn, and he must’ve blamed his teacher because he bought a gun and shot the man to death.


  “That idiot deserved to die,” said my sister bitterly. “His behavior was stupid and insulting. He set himself up before this poor crazy kid as someone who could solve all his problems, who had all the answers. He acted like the black kid had no responsibility, like he, the big white guy, was the one who could make it happen. It makes total sense that a disturbed person would take that literally, that he would hold that dumbass responsible instead of himself.”


  She’s clever, my sister, and bossy. I could even almost agree with her about that story. But I wasn’t dealing with mentally ill adults. I worked with children. It was my job to help them. Yes, I went above and beyond with some of them. Bought them supplies, and a backpack once, mittens more than once, a scarf. I passed out healthy snacks in case they hadn’t had breakfast. I made mistakes sometimes, and it’s true; sometimes kids take advantage. Parents can get mad at you for helping. But I didn’t do that with Mark. I helped him but not out of bounds. Maybe not even as much as I should. Because I felt sorry for him, but I didn’t like him. That sounds terrible because he was just a kid. But kids are people. And some people you just don’t like.


  I didn’t help him get the job at the shop. I just didn’t stop it from happening either. It was pure chance I dropped in that day. When my father asked what kind of student he was, I told him the truth, that he was unruly and I thought troubled. But basically a good kid, I must’ve said that too. But I still don’t know why my father hired him. Except he thought I was a goody-goody too. If I said a boy was unruly, he probably thought it meant he was normal.


   


  The rapist’s fiancée testified before lunch. When she walked in, Moira and Ana turned and looked each other dead in the eye. She was an attractive woman of maybe thirty-five. She had good hair and long legs. She was wearing a businesslike dress and heels. Her manner was composed and demure. Their eyes said, Can you believe this guy has a normal girlfriend?


  The prosecutor asked how long she had known her boyfriend and how they met. Three years ago, at a party. He asked if she knew the woman her fiancé had raped; he asked if he had ever spoken about her. No and no. He asked if she knew where her fiancé was when the rape was committed. She thought he was visiting his friend Jack. He asked what she had found in her trash can on the evening after the rape. Novelty panties with something sticky on them. He asked her if her fiancé ever asked her to dress up in “novelty” lingerie. Yes. She answered as if she were just discovering, to her bewildered humiliation, that she was engaged to an old lady raper.


  Moira and Ana discreetly waved to Sexy G as they went to lunch at the coffee shop. They were sorry for the rapist’s girlfriend; they wondered what he was like with her. They wondered how you would get over knowing that the man you planned to marry had forced an old woman to put on crotchless panties, raped her, then come home and deposited the evidence in your garbage pail where you would see it.


  “He probably wasn’t even thinking about her seeing it,” said Moira.


  “He must be really stupid,” said Ana.


  Moira sensed that Ana was relieved that she, Moira, wasn’t saying that maybe the retired teacher and the thug were just playing a little rough—a relief that segued easily into a conversation about Moira’s nieces and a frightening TV series that people were obsessed with.


  But while they ate their sandwiches and checked their phones, Moira was thinking about what Eddie would say. That yeah, maybe the girlfriend was pretty, but if she was late thirties, possibly even forty, her SMV (sexual market value) had plummeted and she had to take what she could get. The better question was why this guy was going after dried-up granny poon when he was obviously able to get something decent. Eddie wouldn’t speak so crudely to her, not most of the time. But she had heard him talk this talk to Rod, and she’d seen it on his computer, not that she was looking for it: Barely legal = best in show; thirty-forty = strictly beta; over forty = hit the wall. She’d pushed back a little (“What is this crap you’re looking at?”), even though, basically, she saw the reality in it. He’d said it wasn’t anything he took seriously, but that it was sort of interesting. “Real life is more complicated,” he said. “There’s love. Some of these guys don’t know about that, it seems like.” They sat quietly for a long moment, and Moira was aware of the rustling sounds from outside, the low dark smells, the deep sweetness of the lilac. It gave her a feeling of rightness, a sense that she was taking in and accepting what some women could not accept: the brutal instincts of life. Eddie reached from his chair to hers and took her hand; the feel of his hand, the same after all this time.


   


  The worst thing that happened in class wasn’t anything Mark did. But it made me feel something for him again, in a way that stayed with me and influenced me, maybe, to go easy when my father asked me about him. I’d given them an assignment that required them to split up into pairs and interview each other, and I wouldn’t let Tyrone pair with Mark because the last time they had, it had been a disaster. Tyrone was furious and also embarrassed because obviously no one wanted to partner with him. He started yelling in front of the class, and when I told him to report to the principal, he came toward me so threateningly that I put up my hands like to fight him. It was reflexive and not smart; it made him come at me harder. The whole class exploded in scared noise, but what I heard was Mark, his voice high and soft like when he was little, going, “Ty, no!” But Ty kept coming; he knocked me back with a chest bump. I swiped at him, don’t even remember if I connected. Then a couple of the boys were on him, pulling him away from me, and it was over. Mark wasn’t one of those boys. But it’s him, his voice, that I remember most.


  I talked to another teacher about it, and he said something that also stayed with me. I can’t quote him exactly, but it was something like, boys like Mark have the potential to go so much worse than somebody like Tyrone. Tyrone’s not complicated; it’s all on the surface with him. You’re right about Mark; inside he’s gentle. If he feels it’s not okay to be that way, he’ll cut off from his own core. He’ll do it to survive. But he’ll be lost, no center, no map. He’ll go really bad.


  I don’t know why I even think back on this. And I don’t, I don’t really think. These things just flash in my mind. Maybe I’m trying to explain it to myself. Or trying to make myself feel better, remembering him as a little boy. But it doesn’t work.


   


  After lunch, the rapist’s friend Jack testified. He was a good-looking man in his forties and he knew it: he made his entrance in tight black jeans and a black leather jacket, swaggering sideways and smiling like a boy. He was the guy who’d taken over the shop when the victim’s father had died and who had later rehired Mark Carter, whom he described as a “great guy.” The prosecutor asked if Mr. Carter had indeed come to visit him on the Saturday evening that Ms. Pietrisinski was attacked. Jack made a show of thinking and said, Maybe yes, maybe no, I don’t think too clearly on a Saturday night; he smiled broadly and glanced at the jury when he said that. The prosecutor wondered if Jack and Mr. Carter were on friendly footing with Ms. Pietrisinski—did they get along? Jack shrugged and said sure, except sometimes she bitched about cars blocking her driveway. And sometimes it got on their nerves to hear her “screaming at her cat” and listening to the TV turned up so loud he knew what was happening on The Bachelor without ever even seeing it—he glanced at the jury again when he said that last bit and smirked as if sharing a well-known joke. Was he aware of any past history or any ill feeling between Mr. Carter and Ms. Pietrisinski? A little yes, a little no. Mark mentioned he’d had her as a teacher but that was about a hundred years ago and they didn’t talk about it. Did Mark Carter, to his knowledge, own a neoprene dog mask? Yeah, Mark had a dog mask, man that thing was scary! It was all black and cool looking, and sometimes, at the end of the day, they’d close up the shop and get drunk and play death metal and Mark would put on the mask and chase him around the store barking! He smiled and his joker’s eye drifted again over the jury pool.


  Sexy G made a quiet noise of disbelief.


   


  After our father died, my health got worse. I was fifty-nine, with diabetes, fibromyalgia, Sjögren’s, and stenosis, all of which got worse that year. I retired with disability, but it wasn’t much. My sister had been living in the apartment over Daddy’s shop ever since she got laid off from her job at Bayer; he charged her just enough to cover water and utilities, and that was good because she could only find work as a grocery bagger. When Daddy died the first guy who took over the shop was a friend of his, and so he didn’t charge my sister much more than what she’d been paying, but still she was glad to have me move in. Especially because with me paying half she could eventually afford a cheap computer to go online and look for men—and she was fifty-five! She was on that thing constantly, I thought making a fool of herself, but it worked: she picked out the ones she thought were worth a try, then spent the afternoon in Starbucks interviewing them. Finally one, a nice guy named Mick, worked out, and she moved to his house in Millvale. Soon after that my father’s friend retired and his nephew Jack took over. His father made him promise not to raise the rent, and for a long time he didn’t. Then Mark showed up again and the rent went up fifty dollars. I thought about moving, but I couldn’t find anything I could afford.


  Now I’m with my sister in Millvale, sleeping on a cot in the utility room; my cat, Zylpha, has her dish and her box in the corner. She sleeps under the blanket with me every night, anxiously purring and kneading me. I stayed in Millvale for a week before I could even go back and get my things. My sister and her boyfriend went with me. We went on a Friday because it had happened on a Saturday. I knew Jack would be there, but I didn’t know how bad it would be to see him. I just didn’t think about it, maybe because I usually didn’t see him on Fridays—it tended to be a busy day for them, so he’d be inside working.


  But when we got there, he came out. He popped out the door right as we were going up the stairs. He said, “Can I help you?” Talking to my sister’s boyfriend like he didn’t even see me and then—“Oh, hello, Miz P, are you back?” I began to tremble. He smiled like a malicious kid. Not really understanding yet, Mick said, “Excuse us,” and we kept going, except I was trembling so badly my sister had to support me. She said, “Help her, Mick,” and he took my arm.


   


  I told Jack she used to be my teacher and that I used to look up her dress while she was reading. He laughed his ass off and it became a whole thing, usually when we were bored and just hanging out after closing and The Bachelor was coming through the ceiling again. He made fun of me for being turned on by older women, he said my foxy girlfriend was way too young for me. We said how nasty it would be to look up her dress now, he would be like, come on, you know you want to, I dare you to go up there and get with her. It was a joke! Even though I started to think about Pietrisinski when I was with Lindy. Not like doing it to her, but I’d pretend she was in the corner in lingerie, posing for me. Sometimes I pretended she looked like she used to. Sometimes I pictured her like now.


   


  As soon as we got into my place, I had to go to the bathroom. My sister tried to walk me in, but I shook her off before we got to the bedroom. The punched-in door was still broken off one hinge, and bits of yellow police tape were stuck in the wood. I used the toilet with no feeling of privacy. I washed my hands and remembered his fist coming through the door. I looked at the sink and thought how I’d never use my toothbrush there or wash my face and turn off the light and go to sleep in my old bed. I had my hearing aid in so I could hear what they were saying in the other room. Mick said, “I think I’m going to go tell that son of a bitch downstairs to stay in his hole when we come back down.” He said, “If I was younger, I’d beat the shit out of him.” It’s what my father would say. It’s what my father would do. I pictured my father standing there, turning his face away, knowing this had happened in his place and there was nothing he could do. That’s when I felt the anger.


   


  Finally the old woman testified. She looked really old, older than sixty-three—Moira would’ve guessed ten years older. Her back was bent, and she hobbled rather than walked. But her face was tough; she dyed her hair dark brown and wore it in an old-school pageboy bob. Her chin was pointed and square at the same time, almost rocky. And her voice was tough. Moira was moved by her toughness. She said that it did not occur to her that the man who beat down a door to get to her was there to rape her; she assumed he wanted money. She’d told him where her purse was, and that’s when he produced the wadded-up lingerie. She just stared at it in confusion; she couldn’t believe it when he indicated with hand motions that he wanted her to put the things on. Because the terrible mask covered his entire head and because he did not speak, she still did not know him. The prosecutor asked, “Do you know who he is now? Can you tell us his name?” The old woman drew herself up; her voice rang when she spoke. “Mark Carter,” she said, and her lip curled with contempt as she said the name. “He’s Mark Carter, and he raped me on my father’s ground.”


  The last person to appear was Mark Carter. He didn’t appear in person. The detective who’d interrogated him brought in an audiotape of his statement and played it for them. The tape was of poor quality, but you could hear his voice very clearly. He sounded friendly and easygoing. He sounded much younger than fifty. He sounded like a teenager.


  The detective didn’t play the entire interview. He only played the very end. The jury heard him ask Mark: “So I just want to be sure the people know. We’ve treated you right, haven’t we? We haven’t forced you to say anything or even pressured you, right?”


  “No, no,” answered Mark warmly. “You guys have been real nice to me.”


  “You were hungry, we got you a pizza—”


  “Yeah, and a Coke!”


  “We even let you step outside for a smoke, right?”


  “Yeah, you guys have been great!”


  “So you’re talking now because you want to.”


  “Yeah. Yeah, I want to.”


  “She was your teacher, right?”


  “Yeah, she was. I really messed up in her class. I really messed up now too. Man, I’m sorry.”


  “I know you are. And I know you want to fix it. For her. For Miss Pietrisinski.”


  “Yeah. That’s what I want to do. For her. For Jenny.”


  The way he said her name: affectionately. It made Moira’s skin crawl. Because it made no sense. And it was unmistakable.


   


  Ana and Moira talked about it only a little on the way home. Ana said, “Where do these people come from?” And Moira answered, “I don’t even want to know.”


  “He was just so stupid you had to feel sorry for him,” said Ana.


  “I don’t,” said Moira. “He’s a perverted animal.”


  “I know, I know,” said Ana quickly. “But . . . just . . . I don’t know. I agree.”


  They drove in silence for a moment and then spoke of other things: how fun Ms. Poochie’s used to be; the night she’d met Eddie there; how differently men and women were expected to behave then. They analyzed Sexy G, who (Moira had forgotten if she ever knew) was actually named Jonathan. Ana thought he was unstable; he had never been married but had a couple of kids with different women. “I think he’s the kind of guy who’s always in a feud with his neighbors,” she said.


  When Moira got home, she had plenty of time to make dinner, but there wasn’t much to work with: spaghetti and a can of tomato sauce, fortunately a decent onion and some sausage in the freezer, plus Parmesan. Basil from out in the yard, that made it. Eddie was satisfied, she could tell. They ate changing the channels, talking only a little. She knew his moods, the intent look in his eye when he was feeling something powerfully and didn’t want to talk about it. The guy he worked for could be a prick even though he used to be a friend. A long time ago.


  She waited until a commercial before talking to him about the case of Ms. Pietrisinski and Mark Carter. She didn’t mean to talk about it, and not really because of the rule that you weren’t supposed to. She thought he would just say something nasty about granny poon. But he didn’t. When she repeated the words, “He raped me on my father’s ground,” he was silent, but his expression changed, and she could sense him responding to the dignity of it.


  “Sick bastard,” he finally said. “Doing that to an old woman!”


  “Yeah,” she said. “But there was something else too. I felt like there was history between them. Something dark that went way back. They knew each other. You could tell in the way they spoke. The way he said her name.” And she repeated it, the affectionate way Mark Carter spoke the woman’s name.


  “Damn,” said Eddie. “It’s a love story. That old lady gave him the best sex he ever had, worth every minute of prison! The sick bastard!”


  And then the show came on again; the night continued. Moira didn’t object to his words, not then. She even felt a strange truth in them, something twisted and potent that flashed and then blended into the humming texture of life. But later, when they were in bed, she brought it up again. She said, “That’s not true, what you said. About the case today. She didn’t give him anything. He beat it out of her.” At first Eddie didn’t know what she was talking about. Then he said, “I know that. It was just a figure of speech. Don’t pick over my words.” And they turned in their separate directions to sleep.


  But Moira stayed awake. Finally, at three o’clock she put on her robe and went downstairs. Even though it was cold, she went out onto the screened porch and sat there, hearing Mark Carter’s weirdly boyish voice against the grandeur of the old woman’s scorn, her epic words. Her torn body. A love story. She felt a surge of something she could not identify, coming up in her with frightening strength. Once again she sensed the night smells, the delicious basil, the passionate lilacs, the complexity of invisible things. But these things did not calm her. With rare acuity she recalled Tanya, her little baby, the feel of her body, her tiny hands and nails. She remembered the joy of her love and her sickening fear for the infant’s vulnerability. Tears sprang to her eyes and ran down her face. Helpless love, prophetic fear; in a sudden swift turn, these feelings blended inexplicably with rage so powerful that she stood up, her blood rushing. She felt like she wanted to smash something or someone. But who? What? She imagined smashing the rapist in the face and body, but that did not satisfy the feeling. No, she did not want to smash that sad, stupid man. Then who? What? She sat in the cold, breathing deeply and waiting for the feeling to go away. She sat for a long time.
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