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The Romantic Life of Alphonse A





He had an athletic build and walked legs slightly parted like a cowboy. His white haired father had been a pillar of the community, sometimes carrying a small automatic for which he had a license. Alphonse was his one problem child in four. And Alphonse went through life saying often, I want to settle down, you know, have a work out once in a while, keep in good condition, get plenty of sleep, maybe spend a few months in Vermont hunting.


Alphonse had a beautiful way of putting out his hand to say hello. And it went whispered he’s nice, isn’t he. But long before Alphonse’s father died, he said to his son, your life is immoral. Alphonse standing on the carpet of his father’s study, his charm hand out, saying, just prove one thing dad, that’s all I’m asking, one thing where you know without a doubt I’ve been immoral.


And Alphonse’s father, turning a pencil in thin fingers behind his desk, said “What about all the speeding fines I’ve had to pay for you, it was lucky they didn’t get you on a drunk charge, what were you doing with perfume all over you.” Alphonse in spring seersucker, scuffing one buckskin shoe with the sole of the other, “Look Dad, they would have got me on a drunk charge but I put Lila’s perfume over me so they couldn’t smell it.”


“You flaunt the law.”


“Dad everyone flaunts the law.”


“That’s no excuse for a son of mine.”


These meetings mostly monthly had happened right through college. In the same book lined professional room and concluded as Alphonse turned to the door with his father’s last words, “I’ve got a reputation to uphold in this community.”


On the Autumn days in the stadium exploding with red blue gold, booming bands and yelling young men and women, Alphonse’s father, in racoon on the fifty yard line, elbowing his neighbour in the ribs as Alphonse dazzled his way down the field, shouting in the roar, “That’s my boy.” And later in the locker room, Alphonse silent with his sheepish sadness, listened as his Dad said “I didn’t like the way you sized up a few of those plays, you were lucky to win.”


Alphonse with large hands which he laid on his knees, spreading peaceful lonely fingers. And when the four Autumns were over he left behind a string of golden touchdowns with a record of straight A’s and on distant tree shaded campuses, three girls heartbroken. In company he greeted new faces easily, asking after their first names and their hobbies like a beer salesman. He brought girls home on weekends who said they loved his family and the way they lived. Mirabelle the maid of twenty years dedicated service presented meals and Sunday jokes and snored at nights across the hall from the guest room. Where Alphonse, when the girl was in the warmth and friendliness of his family, went to visit past midnight to whisper urgently, “Honey, what would my family think of me if you started screaming.”


The girls changed with the weather. His father said, “When are you going to settle down and get some responsibility. You use this house like a train station. Find yourself a nice girl. This house is not an hotel.” At these times Alphonse would drive down a dingy Cambridge street to Scollay Square and have a few crazy beers, tipping the bartender and buying the house until everyone present thoroughly loved him. They all said, “You’re a good Joe.” Alphonse said, “Call me Al.”


Decisions in Alphonse’s life were dreams to live after the war. In buckskin shoes, broadcloth shirts, and tasteless ties affected for freedom. He loved the Army, where, as he sat over sheets and sheets, sometimes holding his belly in agonies of repressed laughter, chaos, ineptitude, memorandi and a few orders of the day, sneakily issued by himself, mounted more chaos, ineptitude and memorandi. With lofty dignity he picked the egg shell and debris out of the morning scrambled egg, frequently retaining one of the hard-boiled variety for evening peckishness. Outranked by the entire Army he exercised his love of duty and discipline constantly. Standing before this new, nearly almighty father, in regulation uniform resplendent in spit and polish, saluting snappily upon all and any occasion especially those least particular.


When the last shot was fired, Alphonse, one finger caught in the handle of a cup of tea, sat back in his chair at his desk as his fellow Army clerks rushed out under the Virginia sky to yell. Alphonse for his own little celebration went to the wall and carefully weighted the fire axe in his hands as he had done with so many college baseball bats. Trucks roared by, guns boomed, sirens rang, it seemed such a late milky afternoon. And that night being led to the stockade, Alphonse worried about his physical condition, it having taken six axe blows to divide the master sergeant’s desk in half. Later taking six phone calls to Washington for his father to effect an honorable discharge.


And as some friends lapsed into marriage, and he settled down to perhaps a siege of bachelorhood, he took beer and chicken, bologna and pizza in the newly wed kitchens as they told him over and over that he should do it. And taking the occasion as a privilege for a rhyme, Alphonse leaned deeply over the porcelain and said, “Do you rue it.” Sometimes voices were raised and it was said, “You’re not the same Alphonse A we used to know.”


On a middle September day following that summer, bronzed to a berry, skittish and full of not what you’re thinking, Alphonse A stood at attention on the stern of the good ship Franconia in ten fathoms and saluted the flag flying over Fort Jay, murmuring hello in his heart to those in clerkship at the U.S. Military Headquarters of the First Army. That lofty skyline of that terrible temptation to go up and be up and stay up, slowly faded to tiny tips above the water and was gone as the gong went for dinner. At Cobh he took a train to Dublin to a lush stout filled year at Trinity College where he happily read the higher philosophies and lived with a family who took him as one of their own. Washing dishes, gathering praties from their tiny back garden, chopping carrots and cabbage in the red brick scullery.


Diedre who sat next to him at logic lectures asked him to picnics on the beach at Killiney and Alphonse came to whisper in her ear that he loved her like a sister. Night times sometimes down on the shadowy Dublin quays, Alphonse found querulous women, hard but hearty, who spent his money but later liked him for himself. And as this last happy year in his life slowly died and left memories of the green grass of the playing fields where in his Harvard sweat suit he pranced and played a mock football with the rugby team and learned to wield a cricket bat with the best, he packed, waved and wept.


Coming back to America on a cargo ship as a cook, broke and humble. Ladling slops over the side to seagulls. Spying a black fish’s haunted fins and sleeping desperate and tired at night in his sack. Diedre he left with a promise of passage to the new world and she said last thing of all, “Don’t lie to me. It makes it worse than never seeing you again.” And he said, “I don’t think I’ll ever see you again.” And she laid a lash of hand across his jaw for not lying. Alphonse inaudible as he said it is logical to lie. Turning it into a personal poem on the ship.






It is logical


To lie


To women


And they like it.








Diedre was dark haired and blue eyed. And the memory of her lay lightly on all the water between New York and Europe. As his ship put into the greyness and a sweet sour misty air. It was raining quietly on Fort Jay and the skinny fuzz of Staten Island. He was a dreg. Albeit with a fancy education. Passenger liners plowed by, out to sea, perhaps sorrow and some hundred miles away in the evening they would have a get together dance. And looking at this shore, give me your poor and something, your starving, and perhaps something else. And in the haze, my goodness, a shore, the rubber, the gasoline, not to mention the steel and various alloys. But this was no way to look at the United States and shortly following his taxi ride to a central position, Alphonse wired his father.


AT BILTMORE NO MONEY NEED MORE


It was likely that only a few charges of immorality in the study and some remarks, what do you think I am to have done for you what I’ve done and you turn out to be a bum. Stopping in that tree shaded Boston street, up the steps of this red brick house where he was born and listened to afternoon baseball games. Mothers go through the house and clean up the childhood dust which dances in the sunlight. Mothers just want to hold you. And father is waiting in the study. Alphonse putting one foot in front of the other, looking at the floor and listening.


“What do you think I am.”


“Look Dad.”


“To have reached where I am and have you grow up to be a bum.”


“Dad.”


“A bum. A suite of rooms. Who the hell do you think you are, and throwing a party on my money. My money, let me make that clear. I didn’t ask you to be my son. You’ve been an unwanted liability in my life. Now you’re going to tell me you were Phi Beta Kappa and captain of the football team.”


“I’m not saying anything, Dad.”


“And you’re intending to live on it for the rest of your life. Ethics. That’s what you need.”


“Dad, look, you must’ve in your spare time swapped your ideals to make a fast buck.”


“How dare you.”


“Dad, it’s life.”


“How dare you indeed.”


Between these faint green walls, moroccan bound books everywhere. Rectitude and fortitude, vice and virtue, eyes in the windows all over the neighbourhood. A cinnamon smell of apples cooking.


“Even you Dad, have said times come when some grim decisions have to be made. And maybe someone gets wiped out overnight.”


“How dare you.”


“I’m telling you Dad, surely it’s this way.”


“Get out.”


“Dad I know you’ve swapped your ideals to make a fast buck. But do I hold it against you.”


“Get out of this room and don’t come back till you’ve got manners to speak to your father.”


Alphonse, avoiding rigid go getting collegiates, took a superficially vulgar residence in a basement in Brooklyn. There were nearly two windows on the street peeking up over a rather rancid little garden. Some yards away out of a patch of earth in the pavement grew a cotton ball tree. His two fellow occupants said, “We believe in live and let live.” Respectively they had come to New York from Iowa and Maine, meeting at the children’s sand pit one summer evening at Eighty Third Street and Central Park West. And together in their close friendship they bought two Dalmatian dogs who lived tied in the bathroom in a most unsanitary manner indeed. But for the low rent and the live and let live, Alphonse was terribly tempted to say, “For Christ’s sake.”


But said little at all. Leaving the front of the house in his yellow Ford to drive north through Brooklyn avoiding Brownsville while murmuring a prayer for the Moors on Livonia Avenue. Amid moaning vehicles, one low voltage brain guiding so many horsepower over the East River and past the grey reminder of Bellevue to ease down a concrete ramp, rolling firmly to a stop on this narrow island of opportunity. Which was a tall brick building with an institutional entrance and a wide floor of desks seven stories up. Where he said, “Hi Gage, how you doing, Tony what’s with you, Frank, all O.K.” And sat, spinning round once in this green office chair. And this Gage stopped once hovering and said into a curious middle distance between them, “I can’t understand it, a guy with your qualifications and background, selling beer.” And the answer taking poetic shape in his head.






I know


It may sound queer


I fear


That I sell


Beer.








Slipping quietly away to his canvassing area. Back through reddish Brooklyn streets. The loneliness of noon in some dark tavern where Alphonse A would announce in the barroom shade, “Gentlemen, I would like to buy you all a drink of a brew which speaks for itself.” It was accidental that Alphonse found this beer absolutely marvelous and believed all the good things he said about it, and therefore mostly said, “Drink up.” Quietly throughout the next two hours sending perhaps seven men home stoned to their unappreciative wives. And slightly squiffed himself, retired to his club to steam out the wheaty distillate, lying amid towels, hearing the depressing murmur of big deals discussed through the steam. And he reflected with genuine sorrow that he was at the very bottom of the ladder if it had any rungs at all.


Fragmentary women came into his life. And one who was a school teacher in Brooklyn. This Rebecca wore frilly lace on shirt fronts to hide a handy bosom and black severe skirts discreetly across her neat behind. She scuffed her way through the Botanic Garden leaves in flat laced up brown shoes, Alphonse parking his saffron Ford on Flatbush Avenue, saying, there’s a plane tree growing in Prospect Park. And I like your knowledge and I like your hair and I like the way you’ve passed through your marriageable days so beautifully unmarried. And how you look with books and how nearly all the men pass your beauty by. And leave your magic all to me.


She was entranced. Almost. And that Sunday evening of Rebecca’s first weekend in the warmth of his folks’ Alphonse was present at attention for the talk with father in the study. As Dad narrowed his eyes, tilted his head, and tapped ash from a cheroot, “She’s the smartest thing you’ve ever done. Do you deserve her. I wonder. They’ve all been trollops in the past stacked up against her. That’s all I’ve got to say, except get out of this beer racket and get a position.”


“I’m glad you said that Dad. I’ve been thinking that.”


“Don’t soft soap me.”


“I’m not, I genuinely feel I ought to have a position deserving of Rebecca.”


“Get one.”


“You said it, Dad.”


Sunday like all the other Sundays, a drive out around Cambridge, down Brattle Street, by the desolation of Fresh Pond, Clay Pit Pond, Spy Pond and desperately on to the Mystic Lakes until she said, “Can’t we go somewhere nice. Instead of all these ponds.” Rebecca was reared by aunts in Staten Island, with her own little seat for years on the ferry. With books gathered up to her chest as she steamed back and forth to the tip of that tall urbs, and sat with her temperate face and copper hair which said to all who looked, I’m serious minded and no pushover.


And weekend followed weekend to Boston, that good old bean town. And they told friends, yes, yes, we’re thinking of settling down, yes, white picket fence, yes, I’m in beer, yes, Rebecca will go on teaching, yes, it’s all about time. And about this time, Alphonse A when no one was looking, was looking sad stepping down those cruel steps in Brooklyn through dog musty air to throw himself on his bed in his dissipated room, and say up at the remnants of a Victorian ceiling, “For Christ’s sake they’re all murdering me.”


With news of nuptials whispered from uncle to aunt and other eye brow raisers, the shackles and chains closed around Alphonse A. He thought of ships and islands, the deep green spring of Dublin where dying is no defeat. And where one must suppose in all honesty, living was no victory. And now driving to friends’ houses, pleading over the porcelain, tell me before it’s too late, what’s it really like, I’m too young to love under contract.


Kisses on her neck as they parked under trees, seeking shelter for his sad hands under her clothes. And she said, “I will when we wed.” And Alphonse said, “But we’re grown human beings, besides I’m an athlete needy of a normal love relationship.” Rebecca said, “Tell it to the Marines.” In the silence that followed and in the longer lonelier and later ones, Alphonse’s hands wanted to go around her throat. Instead, he drove too fast and it always happened, down some pyjamaed judge’s basement, three in the morning, pay thirty dollars, and “Don’t do it again son, shame on you.”


Till that weekend. How she smiled up proudly as voices knew him in the stands as Harvard was soundly trounced by Yale. She climbed up on the crook of his arm cheering hopefully and Alphonse said not a hope. But in the afternoon golden sun it was a large day of old friendships. Sailing into handshakes on a slight collision course. And later they drank beer, sang, and had dinner on a roof just as Fall was chilling the windows closed and the tide was turning in the trees.


They kissed in the garage, hard by the summer screens stacked for storage, and she said, “I’ve been happy, Al, happy.” Following in the wake of this sentiment to the third landing where she pecked him goodnight on the cheek and said, “Thank you for today.” Alphonse saying to himself, don’t press the advantage, just keep it warm so it doesn’t cool. In his bedroom, lying, listening, and waiting on the pine perfumed sheets.


A quick reconnoiter outside his door for any moving member of the household. Avoid squeaking stairs number four and six. Move on the right floor board of the landing which is securely nailed to the carrying rafter. And beware stairs number two, six and seven. As one counts going up in the dark. And she, perhaps, he hoped, lay lightly in the twilight of a glittering dream of Alphonse, high up, familiar with people you want to know, Rebecca, forever, and say, gee they’re my closest friends to whom I could go if I didn’t have my subway fare. And today, the game and the way they welcomed Alphonse and how his old coach said so sincerely, “We could use you in there, today, Al, we really could.”


Alphonse A had a conscience, saying a variety of things. You’re real rotten. A little reflected stardom as a hasbeen and you ride roughshod over ethics, devoid of one vestige of moral momentum. Alphonse, a guiding hand pausing on the bannister, taking up his defense. Hush now. This world is a jungle. My moral momentum may be minimum but it is more than most. And one floor board here is a lulu. I’m coming to borrow her toothbrush or something, with maybe a minute to chat about the bristles. Must knock. No excuse for a lack of manners. If I barge in unannounced she might go tearing through the ceiling and roll down the roof outside, loosening all the slates. The risks I take are desperate. If I could behave with this abandon in the business world, The Chase Manhattan Bank would send me greetings on my birthday. With maybe three clerks to sing,






O Alphonse


A


Have a happy


Birthday.








Rebecca distant in the dark. Copper hair all black on her pillow. Alphonse A, time 3 A.M., attired in dressing gown, approaching from the flank. Deploying and moving forward under cover of knowing every inch of this soft carpet. She sits suddenly bolt upright. Alphonse listening to the deep intake of breath signifying panic and a large piercing scream about to come. But parting his lips and lighting the way ahead with the beacon of his smile. A friendly ship draws near, dear. To an unfriendly voice.


“Who’s that.”


“Me.”


“What are you doing here.”


“Just me. Nothing.”


“You are.”


“Not so loud. Would you like an extra pillow.”


“I’ve got two.”


“Maybe another one.”


“Go.”


“Please. Let me stay.”


“Go.”


“Gee just five minutes.”


“No go.”


“No.”


“I’ll scream.”


“Honey what would my family think of me if you started screaming.”


“They’d think you were a sneaking rat.”


“Honey.”


“Go.”


“Just let me slip under the sheets with you for a second. Promise. Just one second. I’m shivering.”


“Go.”


“But I mean we’ve been going together for weeks. Don’t you have any mercy. A little connubial hors d’oeuvre.”


“Not until you marry me.”


“Honey you’ll have the nuptials, any time now.”


“Ha. Ha. Ha.”


“Rebecca, can’t you see I’m desperate. Five minutes solace. I’m lonely and forlorn. Can’t you understand. Let me in. The bed.”


“Not before nuptials.”


The struggle began routinely enough. An arm lock using the Jap reversible grip on the wrist. The knee cover to stop the leg flail. And some tiny soothing words whispered lightly from time to time, there, there, easy. As one of her hands escapes from the Jap lock to send the bedside lamp crashing to the floor. It is always hard to believe in these moments that they mean it, so many times they say months later, I wanted you to, if only you had gone on fighting. Tonight Alphonse was fighting. And bedclothes are on the floor along with the lamp. Not even time in this frantic festivity to hear if Mirabelle is still snoring across the hall.


“Let me go, you brute.”


“Rebecca, please be civilised.”


The light was a pale pale yellow and it flooded gently in from the hall. Crossing the crumpled white coverlet with a frail shadow. The frosted broken shell of glass. A breeze banging the white wooden anchor of the Venetian blind. High up a plane comes over Cambridge to cross the Charles River and fly in low over Boston Harbor to land. A cardboard cylinder of salt, a picture of a little girl with a yellow umbrella walking in the rain on blue. Tender moments when you were doing nothing at all, at all, some tiny piece of childhood faintly tells as it comes back to mind, that some things will never happen again. Until they happen.


Alphonse’s father spoke with a sad sincerity. A thin bony man in the doorway. Patrician perhaps, two long white hands holding the cord of his robe. Pillar of the neighborhood. His lips moving a few times, collecting a low thread-bare silence around his words.


“I will give you ten minutes to get out of this house forever.”


Dawn in the street as Alphonse tucked his possessions in the car. Huffing over a wicker hamper of books. One can rupture in the most fraught of times. A portable radio bought in an Army PX, a quiet little plan for a supply of music after the war. The box of sweat socks, bow ties and random haberdashery. Some big shouldered jackets for off field wear to look like a football star. One class picture to memorise each face in order to get out of the way when it’s seen coming along Madison Avenue. And with this unromantic antique aggregate  of property, Alphonse A set off down Beacon Street on a straight line southerly out of Boston town.


New York that winter, terrible biting winds down grey canyons. And one dismal day he moved from Brooklyn across the river to Manhattan Island. Making wet tracks in a slush which lay on the flat friendless wasteland he left behind. Harry his beer boss said, “Al, wouldn’t you be happier maybe, let me fix you up with a territory in the Eastern Bronx.” And with a little map tacked to the green wall of his new apartment, Alphonse planned out a campaign using military references he remembered from his first seventy two hours in the Army and had never had cause to use again. At night he cooked in his kitchenette on an electric grill which frequently threw him against the wall with shocks.


Rebecca became a faint figure, her own little seat now, he guessed, on the Sixty Ninth Street ferry back and forth to Brooklyn. Hoping still for some nibble before nuptial he’d taken her for drinks to a group of friends, who sat sporty in big deep chairs and never once spoke to her the whole evening. As joss sticks smoked and canapes sailed into mouths. They asked him, “Hey, Al, we hear the old man kicked you out on your rear, no free loading in bean town no more.” And with head thrown back Alphonse laughed until putting his hand over his lips when Rebecca rushed from the room.


The ride that night out to Staten Island, Rebecca carped. He took breathers round the outside deck of the ferry. She said, “The cheap common company you keep.” And the journey back across the Narrows, little waves as the currents of black water met off Fort Jay. A barge was alight in the thick mist and Alphonse went forward to stand bow front staring ahead at the dim beads of windows strung up and down in the distance. He had a solitary hot dog and coffee and quietly listened as a seated odd ball citizen mumbled, “We need more funeral parlors in Richmond County.”


Nights Alphonse slept as sound as a bell, ringing only when it was time to rise. To go forth across the luminous land of the East Bronx. First standing at the ice box door, draped in an undergarment defying description, legs crossed in a pose of thought, eating a slice of pineapple and pecan coffee cake. And Harry, his unurgent sad eyed superior, who quietly felt Alphonse was a great guy if he would only get out there and canvass. And was pleased when one day Alphonse came into his glass cage in the corner of their office floor and said, “Mr. G, let it not be gainsaid that I want to sell more beer in the Bronx.”


Alphonse in the resolute weeks that followed, made his lonely pioneering way along Two Hundred and Thirty Third Street and further east. Breaking all sales records through Hunt’s Point, Clason’s Point and Throgg’s Neck. Only once, in a side road parked under a tree near a vacant lot with kids playing in the clouds of dust, did Alphonse crack like a soft boiled egg. Letting the tears come down as he looked at his knees shining under the crease he’d made with his own iron that morning. His head slumped on his chest, wiping the salt water away with the back of his hand. A police patrol car went by and they looked.


But in this new demeanour, Alphonse spread good will, shooting out a hand leading with his right shoulder, he grinned and squeezed his economic way upward. Always a glad word for the man who was slowing in endeavor, whose goose might be slowly cooking. He asked after people’s families. After their cats and dogs with nary a qualm for the Dalmatians that might be among them. He led groups from one soirée to another, saying, “Let’s go, gang, it’s hard but it’s fair, but gang, let’s go.” At traffic lights as they turned to green, he said again back into his crowded car,


“Go. Go.” And old friends said, “This is the Alphonse A we used to know.”


Ashamed of his recent dwellings, Alphonse moved again. To the East Sixties, and lived behind three bow fronted windows three stories up. Entering from the street on black and white tile steps, between boxwood shrubs and through heavy filigree steel on frosted glass. An Eastern Embassy across the street, a black suited member of whose staff waited discreetly each morning while a leashed black poodle lifted a leg on a newly planted tree. In these new digs which he tried to keep secret, Alphonse spent Wednesday evenings polishing Victorian weighing instruments of which he had collected three.


Until this one Wednesday when early afternoon he’d returned from the reaches of West-chester Heights along the Boston Post Road slightly feeling in the dumps. By appointment he’d paid a solitary visit to the Bronx Annex of the American Indian, wishing they had never given up to the newcomers. And as the day ended Alphonse took bun and Coca Cola at a table on the terrace of Central Park Zoo. Kids’ blue, red and yellow balloons caught up in the trees. Those slow of wit went lurking and matching theirs at the other animals behind the bars. The sun blinding red in the windows high up over Fifth Avenue. Bees hummed distinctly in the ivy and cheerless growls came from the big cats. All drowned by the screams of a little kid whacked by his father across the arse.


And Alphonse A slowly walked back to his address, looking up between grey stone fronted buildings at the sky. His decision to make money just in case it brought happiness. And to avoid marriage in case it brought chains. And turning into his entrance he rose standing over the orange and blue mosaic of an eagle on the elevator floor. A pale yellow envelope lay next to his evening newspaper on the marble table outside his door. Alphonse said to himself, someone’s dying or someone’s dead.


FATHER SERIOUSLY ILL COME IMMEDIATELY


That night he took the last train to Boston. A lonely figure crossing the deserted pink floor of Grand Central, the Zodiac spread on the ceiling in blue, gold and studded with electric stars. With a magazine opened vacantly on his lap, the train moved out between the dark pillars dripping rain from the street above. Coming up between the red brick tenements when you look down on the dark pavements and see things you saw before. A funeral chapel, freshly baked pizza 10¢ a slice, superior shoe hospital and suddenly, lit by a flash of lightning, large black letters on a high grey wall.


OSCAR THE GREAT


A bright moon in the cool night over Boston. Alphonse A lugging his catch all made from an Irish horse to a taxi in front of South Station. Taking his vehicle through all the tight familiar turnings of nearly a year ago. House with dim lights lit and a glow from behind the relic shades of his father’s front bedroom. And from the roadway looking up across this summer darkness, a feeling of Christmas. Holly, mistletoe, when you cry and cry as a little boy knowing what Ma and Pa are giving for a present, because sneak and betrayer, you spied under the day bed in the sewing room.


Alphonse with a looselimbed gait up the steps. The door opening before he could knock. His small mother holding her big son tightly. The hall stand chockablock with canes and one shillelagh. A ne’er do well uncle standing near the open door of his father’s library. His dark haired sister, college graduated, coming down the stairs already dressed in black and tears streaming down her face. Hello to Radcliffe girls everywhere. And Mirabelle making the biggest racket of all, appearing everywhere with moans, an empty tray and face. While his brother sat over a book in the kitchen studying for an exam.


Tonight he thought the trip was a false alarm, just one of those crazy or not so crazy things families do to get back together again. And his mother said, “Would you like to go up.” And the thing you think you will never do but do. Up the steps, stairs number three, eight and nine and the board on the landing outside his father’s door which ought to have squealed loudly one night in the past.


The doctor comes out of the room. One of his father’s oldest friends, whose eyes were full of secrets and who Autumns ago basted venison in the basement kitchen after a hunting trip and with his father in their cups might, just for the devil, sing as a barbershop quartet.


“Hi Doc.”


“Hi Alphonse, he’s asleep, only stay a minute, I don’t know how long he’s got.”


The door ajar. All yellow light. A bedside lamp is glowing. A tray of whiteness and white things. Like a little baby between the sheets. Who needs a mother. And kicked his big athletic son out of the house with thirteen final words and now lies without the strength of signature left.


In these quiet seconds as Alphonse stood over the bed, he knew his father was at that moment dying, quietly choking on his own breath. As he stepped closer, he felt just below his eyes across the soft part of his jaw his muscles making him smile and grin. And the beer salesman in him trying to stop it. And he couldn’t, standing on the soft carpet, grinning from ear to ear.


His father’s funeral was for the last time down the tree shaded street with its new leaves. Across two highways and train tracks. Great black iron gates. Gloved attendants in their quiet grey uniforms. All the trees and white sepulchres on the side of the hill. A magnolia fluffing its gentle flowers out, all pink against the stiff silver birch and tall elms older than all the graves.
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