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I

A calm and steady rain has fallen all day, sweeping in from the north and blanketing the city. It had come on strongly; he had stood outside on his back porch, looking up at the sky, waiting for her to return home. Now the ink-black clouds roll over the city, one after the other, choking the weeping evening sunlight. The clouds cast murky shadows over the skyline and the surrounding hills, and in a flash of lightning and a peal of thunder, the clouds spin and dance, rain coming down so hard that a thick mist comes off the roads and wraps around the steel skyscrapers. The clouds tumble over one another in a rhythmic ballet before finally dissipating, and as they meander above, they continue to weep. The gutters fill with water and the downspouts roar. A stiff breeze comes up and rustles through the leaves of the single oak in the backyard. He stands under the overhang and feels the humidity vanish with the downpour, lighting a cigarette in the cup of his hand, protecting it from the wind. He leans against the aluminum siding and feels the smoke curl in his lungs, then exhales and sends it disappearing into the steady rains. He hears the sound of the engine in the driveway, muted by the thunder. He tosses the cigarette and opens the sliding door, and he finds her setting down her bags on the counter. He smiles and goes forward, embracing her.

“Can I kiss you?” he asks tenderly.

She smiles, kisses his forehead. “That’s all you get,” she teases.

“Kira, Kira…” he moans playfully.

She pats him on the chest, stepping back. “You know I don’t kiss you after you smoke.”

He smiles. “I didn’t smoke, Kira. Now. Kiss me.”

She leans forward, as if she is about to kiss him, then pulls her lips to his ear and whispers, “I can smell it on your clothes.” She steps back. “I’m going to shower. You need to shower, too. We’re going to the theater tonight, or have you forgotten?”

“No, I haven’t forgotten,” he says. “What time’s the show?”

“It’s in an hour, so we have to shower quickly.” She turns and heads down the hallway.

He follows after her. “You know, we could both take longer showers… If we showered together.”

She turns and hugs him, squeezing him tight. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

“You need to make up for not kissing me. That was harsh. And cold.”

Thunder sprinkles outside. They can hear the rain drumming on the roof.

She smiles, her eyes sparkling. “Okay. But brush your teeth first.”

They load into the purple Escort and pull out of the driveway. Their house rests against a hill in what is known as Lower Price Hill, a segment of Price Hill, a suburb of Cincinnati. The town sits upon the curves and ridges of what had once been known as Mount Harrison. The city of Cincinnati, which could be seen sprawled out like a blanket from Price Hill’s hillside communities, graces the nickname “City of Seven Hills,” named after Mount Adams, Walnut Hill, Mount Auburn, Vine Street Hill, College Hill, Fairmont Hill, and Price Hill (though more than seven hills pepper the area around the city). Price Hill had at one time been a haven for the rich and famous of Cincinnati, reached only by a streetcar that scaled up the hillside. The haven promised fresh air, suburban living, and tree-shaded sidewalks; Victorian houses and ornate 19th-Century mansions had been built, though now many of these had been torn down or slept in ruin. 

“If only we lived here one hundred years ago,” Kira would muse.

He would always make the come-back: “But then we wouldn’t be enjoying each other here, now.”

The town quickly became packed with shops, businesses, theaters, churches, schools, and community centers. The residents of the devilish and feared “Over the Rhine” (the heart of sin in Cincinnati) had been migrating to Price Hill, and prostitutes and drug deals went down all over the place. Murder was not uncommon: last Halloween several youngsters went door-to-door knocking, saying trick-or-treat, then gunning down the residents until they were captured by the police. 

Kira would complain, “I don’t feel safe living here.”

“You’re safe. I promise. I’ve lived here for five years.”

“Why can’t we move to Upper Price Hill? It’s better there.”

“Kira. We’re fine. We have five locks on the doors.”

“We should live in the country. In Kentucky.”

“Kira…”

“It’d be a shorter drive for you to get to work.”

“Yes, but you already drive an hour to Dayton everyday. You don’t need to drive an hour and a half.”

The purple Escort makes its way down Glenway Avenue and over the bridge that spans the railroad stations of Cincinnati, passes the old railway station that had been turned into a museum, and descends into the heart of downtown Cincinnati. The city itself is beautiful: set against the Ohio River, sporting several bridges, and home to famous stadiums: the Paul Brown Stadium and the Great American Ball Park. One magazine rated Cincinnati as “the best city to live in.” Two new museums have just recently opened: the Rosenthal Center for Contemporary Art and the National Underground Railroad Freedom Center. As the Escort weaves through the city, between buildings, the Newport and Covington skylines can be seen on the opposite banks of the river. They pass what would be called The Banks: a 24-hour urban neighborhood of restaurants, clubs, offices, and homes with sweeping skyline views, right along the city’s riverfront.

Kira points to the construction equipment beside The Banks and says, “We’re going to live there one day, okay?”

He smiles. “Of course we will. Once you stop spending all your money.”

She pouts, “How much did the tickets cost again?”

“Sixty dollars each. For the cheapest seats.” Kiddingly, “If you want to live in The Banks, Kira, we can’t be spending like this.”

With a smirk, “Who bought the tickets? You did. Oh, okay.”

“Here it is,” he says, pulling into the parking lot of the Procter and Gamble Hall at Aronoff Center, named after one of Cincinnati’s major soap manufacturers, the business that started marketing Ivory Soap. 

He parks the car and turns off the engine, opens his door, steps into the gentle rain. “What are we seeing again?” he asks as he locks the door, joining her on the other side, casting above him the burgundy umbrella.

“Camelot,” she says; and looking over him in his suit, “You look like a dashing prince!”

Sweetly, “And you are my mesmerizing princess.” He thinks as much, too, as he devilishly eyes her slender curves and shape in the sparkling blue La Femme ball gown. 

“Oh, you’re too much,” she says, kissing him on the cheek. “Do you have the tickets?”

“They’re in my wallet.” 

He takes her hand, and they walk towards the theater.

Rain falls. Lightning flashes. Thunder rumbles in the distance.

He steps out of the theater entrance, and standing under the overhang, he withdraws a Marlboro and lights the match. He breathes in the smoke in deep breaths, watching cars drive by on the street as the rain continues to fall. Mist wraps around his ankles, caressing the sleeves of his pants. He stands beside a marble pillar and leans against it on one elbow, and holding the cigarette between twin fingers in one hand, he reaches into the pocket of his suit jacket and withdraws a purple satin box. He flips it open and admires the ring inside. He had purchased it online at My Solitaire, and it had cost him a fortune. The three-karat asscher-cut diamond sparkles as his brown eyes dance over its form. He hears footsteps coming towards him and quickly shuts the box and slides it into his pocket.

“What are you doing out here?” she asks, standing beside him. A shiver: “It’s cold.”

“Just thinking,” he replies. “I’m not much of a theater person.”

“I know,” she says. “But you did it for me. And I think that’s wonderful.”

He smiles. “You know I love you, don’t you?”

“What? Of course I know that. And you know I love you.” Then, taking his hand in hers, “Now come inside. You’re going to catch a cold, and you have a flight early in the morning.”

Raindrops rap like delicate fingers upon the large window of the upper-story bedroom; lightning flickers, casting pure white into the room, illuminating the bed, figures moving atop of one another beneath scattered sheets twisting around their ankles. He moves slowly and steadily on top of her, tender not rough, and their lips glide against one another. Her hair falls across her bare shoulders as he kisses her neck. She grips his shoulder-blades between shaking fingers, and her back arches as he gently caresses her. 

She clings to him tightly, breathes, “You’re so amazing…”

“I love you so much,” he says, kissing her cheek. “I can’t wait to marry you.”

She gasps in pleasure, then, “That will be… wonderful.”

“I think so, too.”

They continue to kiss as the rain steadily falls.

II

The sun has just begun to rise as the alarm clock goes off. At first he ignores it, the incessant ringing echoing in his dreams. It is a sweet dream, and one that he does not wish to leave: he is standing on a white-sand beach with his mistress, and they are holding one another close. The moon eclipses the sun, and the beach is clothed in darkness. Stars twinkled in the sky, and pale crabs scurry at their feet. Yet the alarm beckons him, and he awakes, rubbing his eyes. Soft dawn sunlight comes in through the shades, and he is glad not to hear any rain. He lumbers out of bed and stumbles out onto the balcony, opening the sliding glass door quietly so as not to wake her. He has taken a cigarette from off his dresser, and he lights the match as he looks out at the awakening city of Cincinnati. The storm clouds are breaking, ribbons of sun cascading down, glinting off the skyscrapers. Traffic clogs the multiple interstates—I-471 and I-75 crossing the Ohio River, I-75 stretching north, and OH-50 running along the Ohio shore of the river. He gets a slight buzz as he looks up at the sky, and in the growing light, he sees a shooting star twinkling far overhead. He smiles to himself—good luck!—and tosses the cigarette.

He reenters the bedroom. Kira is wrapped up in the sheets, her head buried in the pillow. He walks over to his dresser and opens the top drawer, pulling out the sacred satin flip-top box. He flips it open and looks down at the ring once more. This is our future, he thinks. This is our dreams coming true. And then, A miracle. He never believed it would happen; logically, he knew it would. But he had been through so many broken relationships and experienced so many shattered dreams that the idea of his greatest dream coming true—sharing in romance, laughter, and love—was downright laughable. But now it’s coming true. Now it’s a reality. He smiles and closes the box, setting it on his dresser. He glances back at Kira, making sure she isn’t looking. It’s a surprise, and he’ll propose tomorrow after he returns from his flight. He has it all planned out: they’ll go to the overlook at Eden Park, and there he’ll fall on one knee beside the duck pond, and she’ll be overwhelmed with joy. Their first date had taken place at that duck pond, when they were both in college. The irony is what drives his plan.

He walks around the side of the bed and looks down at Kira. She’s so beautiful. He can’t help but realize how lucky he really is. He leans down and kisses her on the cheek. “I love you,” he says. She stirs slightly, but doesn’t awake. “I love you,” he repeats. A faint smile appears on her lips, and her eyes flutter. He kisses her on the eyelids and glances over at the mounted clock. He has to get ready or he’ll miss his flight. “I love you,” he says again. This time she doesn’t respond. “Sleep well, Kira.”

That is the last time he will ever talk to her.

