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February 1968

At the jangling of the door chimes, Patrick glances up, eager to find out what kind of lunatic goes shopping for secondhand books when the sidewalks are ankle deep in trash. Sanitation workers have been striking for over a week and the city smells like a sewer. Patrick hasn’t had a customer in days. It’s been amazing.

But it isn’t a customer. It’s Mrs. Kaplan, the store owner, who isn’t the kind of person to be deterred by blockades of rotting garbage or anything else. She’s wearing what he recognizes as her Good Dress, a navy blue number with brass buttons and a drop waist. It must have been brand new during the Hoover administration, and only gets brought out for funerals, air travel, and doctors’ appointments.

She isn’t alone.

“I brought you someone!” Mrs. Kaplan calls out, the chimes ringing again as the door swings shut.

Patrick replaces the lid on his paste pot and studies Mrs. Kaplan’s new project. This one’s even more dubious looking than usual, and that’s saying something: he’s thirty-five, maybe even forty, milk-pale, brown hair past his collar, dark eyes that dart around the shop like he thinks cops might jump out from between the overstuffed bookshelves. None of his clothing fits right, likely because Mrs. Kaplan went to the thrift store without knowing his size, so Patrick can’t tell whether he’s thin or just plain skinny. He has the wary, vigilant look of a man with a warrant out for his arrest.

“This is Nathaniel Smith,” Mrs. Kaplan says, all smiles, like she’s proud to have produced this specimen.

It’s always the same story: it’s her hairdresser’s brother, or her rabbi’s wayward nephew, or a guitarist she found busking in the Union Square subway station. They’re dodging the draft or kicking a habit. Maybe they wake up in cold sweats twice a night, thinking they’re still in a faraway jungle, or maybe they’ve just gotten out of Riker’s.

Patrick knows himself and his shitty disposition well enough to admit that he’d judge every last one of these strays if he hadn’t been one of them himself. A decade ago, he’d been a surly teenager with nothing to recommend him but a black eye and a chip on his shoulder. Mrs. Kaplan not only hired him, but let him sleep in her spare room. It’s a miracle the woman’s managed to reach the age of seventy-five without getting herself killed, but Patrick’s afraid there’s time for that yet.

“Smith,” Patrick repeats. “Sure, why not.” Half of them are something like Smith or Jones. Hell, Patrick might have been a Smith or a Jones too if things had gone a little differently. “I’m glad you’re here,” he adds, and it’s true enough, because the inside of a safe, warm bookstore is better than anywhere else this guy is likely to find himself, and Patrick is, generally speaking, against people freezing to death.

Mrs. Kaplan beams at Patrick, dentures gleaming, like he’s the smartest boy in the whole class. He tries to look like he isn’t actively preening.

“Nathaniel,” she says, “Patrick runs the shop for me.” And then, to Patrick, “I’m sure Nathaniel can tidy up or learn to do inventory.” She manages to say this without making it sound like she’s accusing Patrick of having failed to tidy up or take inventory, even though they both know he very much failed on both scores: the store is dusty, even by the lax standards of secondhand bookstores, and some boxes upstairs have been sitting around, persistently uninventoried, since before Prohibition. The last time he opened one, the first thing he saw was a 1927 issue of the Daily Worker. He sealed that box right back up.

“What are you working on?” Mrs. Kaplan asks, peering at Patrick’s desk.

“Fixing the binding on that first edition of Twice Told Tales.”

“The one you picked up for a quarter?”

“Twenty cents.” He found it at an estate sale in Pelham, on a shelf with outdated almanacs and church fundraiser cookbooks. He’ll be smug about it for a good long while.

“Can I?”

“Go right ahead.”

She picks it up, careful not to disturb the half-finished binding, and makes the kind of approving noise she usually saves for new babies and nice loaves of bread.

“Nathaniel needs somewhere to stay,” she says, putting the book down. “Is that apartment on the third floor still empty? Sylvia’s getting her gallbladder out, so I’m off to Florida to look after her.”

Usually the strays stay in Mrs. Kaplan’s floral-wallpapered spare room in Forest Hills, eating schnitzel and brisket until they get back on their feet. But obviously she isn’t leaving junkies—Patrick’s learned it’s best to assume they’re all junkies until proven otherwise, no hard feelings, there but for the grace of god, et cetera—unsupervised in her home while she’s out of state.

“Sure it’s empty,” Patrick says, instead of asking how long this man has been staying with her and why Patrick’s only hearing about it now, or pointing out that she’d know better than anybody if there was a new tenant, because not only does she own the bookshop, she owns the rest of the building too. “We’ll have to sweep it out, put some clean sheets on the bed, but otherwise it’s in decent shape.”

“I can clean,” Nathaniel says, the first words he’s spoken since entering the shop. “I don’t mind cleaning,” he repeats, the slightest emphasis on I, with a bitchy little glance at the dirty windows. Or maybe the glance isn’t bitchy so much as appalled.

“Well, pal, it’s your lucky day,” Patrick says, gesturing expansively at the vast array of cleaning opportunities the shop provides.

“Where do you keep your broom?”

Patrick has no idea where the broom is. None of his business, frankly. “Settle down, Cinderella. The dust has been here longer than you. It isn’t hurting anybody. Just—have a drink or something. There’s a box of cookies around here somewhere, and there’s a kettle in the back room. The tea is…” He’s pretty sure he saw that box of teabags yesterday. Maybe the day before.

Mrs. Kaplan and Nathaniel exchange a glance, then Nathaniel heads toward the rear of the shop.

“He even looks like a bookseller,” Mrs. Kaplan says.

“What’s that supposed to mean? I look like a bookseller. I am, in fact, a bookseller.”

She pats his arm. “You look like a Coney Island strongman. All you need is the handlebar mustache.”

If she means the bodybuilders who used to pose in leopard-skin leotards, Patrick has no idea whether it’s supposed to be an insult or a compliment.

“Get me something to read on my flight, will you?” Mrs. Kaplan asks.

The Kaplans opened Dooryard Books in 1920. Anyone might have thought nearly half a century in the business would have left her with some strong opinions about what she likes, but instead she plucks books off the shelves virtually at random and reads them cover to cover. Patrick has seen her do that with a cookbook. A road atlas. A collection of jokes for kids.

When she asks for recommendations, Patrick tries to assemble the three most disparate books possible, the literary equivalent of going to the A&P and buying a rack of lamb, frosted flakes, and a bottle of drain cleaner. Today he brings her a novel about a village in Kenya, a doorstopper on the Spanish Civil War, and a mystery in which a cat solves crimes.

“Thank you,” Mrs. Kaplan says, taking the books and dropping them all into her enormous purse without even glancing at the titles. “I know the shop is in good hands.”

“Anything I need to know about your new friend? Should I lock up the booze? Worry about loud noises? Hide any sharp objects?”

She hesitates. Mrs. Kaplan is not a woman who hesitates much in her life. Patrick knows the darkest secrets and medical histories of her entire extended family. If she’s hesitating now, he doesn’t like it.

“He may be a little paranoid,” she says. “Skittish.”

“Drugs?” Patrick asks. “Or the war?” Nathaniel’s old enough to have fucked his brain up in two wars. Plenty old enough to have fucked his brain up in a bunch of ways.

“He’s getting better,” she says, which isn’t an answer. He’s about to ask where she found this man, what his story is, but she checks her watch and says, “I’d better go. I left the cab waiting.”

Patrick walks her to the door. As the cab pulls away, a gust of icy wind whips down the length of the street, lifting tiny whirlwinds of coffee grounds, eddies of cigarette butts and onion peels, and resettling them in drifts of debris along the sidewalk.

* * *

At four, Iris and Hector from apartment 3R come clattering into the shop in a tumult of bookbags and soda bottles, in the middle of an argument they abruptly cut off with hissed whispers. Mrs. Valdez is a hospital nurse who works odd hours, and Mr. Valdez does something backstage at a midtown theater, so there’s often nobody home after school. Ever since they moved in two years ago, Patrick’s been letting the kids do their homework at the table in the back of the shop as long as they keep quiet and stay out of his hair. Hector and Iris are good kids—or as good as a pair of fifteen-year-olds are going to get, which probably isn’t anything to get excited about.

Today, Patrick orders a couple pizzas—Hector alone can put away an entire pie—tipping the delivery boy extra for having to wade through trash to reach the door. He explains to Hector and Iris that Mr. Smith is the new shop assistant and will be staying across the hall from them in apartment 3F. Iris casts an assessing eye over Nathaniel, and Hector waves distractedly before returning his attention to an old transistor radio he’s been taking apart and putting back together over the past few weeks.

Not wanting to leave a strange man alone with the kids, Patrick finds a reason to stay in the back of the shop.

Dooryard Books is the kind of secondhand bookstore that might pass for an antiquarian bookshop, if you’re in the market for nineteenth-century American poetry and fiction. There’s always one or two good editions of Leaves of Grass in the glass case upstairs. But, like a lot of secondhand bookstores, it’s turned into a chaotic warehouse of books Patrick can’t even remember acquiring.

The way the shop is set up, most of the first floor is covered in bookshelves. Along the walls, shelves stretch from the battered wooden floorboards to the tin ceilings. More shelves, not quite so tall, form alleys and pathways that Patrick swears made sense when he put them there back when the store moved here from its old Fourth Avenue location, but since then seem to have tangled themselves up, like a piece of string left too long in your pocket.

The walls, in those rare places where they aren’t hidden by shelves, are painted a nondescript shade that must once have been a dusty green, years ago when this shop was something else—a pharmacy or a grocery store, judging by the contents of some of the junk that was lying around when they moved in. Upstairs are more bookshelves, a locked glass case displaying some rare books, a safe containing the very rare books, and Patrick’s apartment jammed into a back corner, looking out over the scraggly courtyard.

On the first floor, at the front of the shop, are the cash register and Patrick’s desk and typewriter. Toward the back, the maze of shelves gives way to an empty space that’s just big enough for a table and four chairs crammed close together.

Beyond that is the back room, a dusty hellhole full of boxes upon boxes of uncategorizable stuff and one electric kettle balanced on top of one of the more stable piles. Patrick threw some boxes in there when they moved in, but those boxes have multiplied, divided like amoebas, invited their friends over for drinks, and in general taken over the place. He keeps that door shut so he doesn’t have to think about it.

Patrick gets distracted comparing two editions of The House of Mirth, and when he turns around both pizzas are nearly gone—they left him two measly slices—and the twins are doing what looks like algebra.

“Where are we?” Nathaniel asks, looking at the poster-sized subway map that hangs on the door to the back room.

“New York,” Iris says, without looking up from her paper, and with the bored patience of a child who’s humored her share of Mrs. Kaplan’s strays.

“New York City,” Hector clarifies. “Manhattan. You’re on Jones Street in the Village.”

“Not Great Jones Street,” Iris says. “People get confused.”

“You do not want to go to Great Jones Street,” Hector agrees. “Well, unless you want to buy—”

“Hector!” Iris hisses, low enough that Nathaniel probably can’t hear. “He looks like he has the supply chain figured out.”

Patrick winces. When he was fifteen, he was a lot of things, but a reliable judge of what drugs a person might be on was not one of them. The spectacle of people enjoying varying degrees of success with an assortment of substances is hardly rare in the city these days. Iris and Hector know what to think when they see a pale, underfed man in secondhand clothes.

But Patrick thinks the twins misunderstood Nathaniel’s question. He goes over to the subway map and points to a space between the Christoper Street and West Fourth Street stations. “We’re right here.”

Nathaniel smooths both palms over the paper. He leans in close, squinting at the words, and Patrick tries to decide whether they need to take a trip to the eye doctor and pay for it out of petty cash. When five minutes pass and Nathaniel still hasn’t moved, Patrick figures bad eyes might not be the problem here. Iris and Hector exchange a knowing look.

When Nathaniel turns around, he peers at the twins’ homework. “What did those poor numbers ever do to you?” he asks. “Or, rather, what are you trying to make them do now?”

“We’re simplifying equations,” Iris says.

“Hardly. Who told you to do it that way?”

“The teacher?”

Nathaniel takes Hector’s notebook and scowls at it. “Your teacher needs to be brought before a tribunal.”

Patrick snorts and Hector laughs outright, but Iris folds her arms over her chest. “It’s how he taught us.”

“If you enjoy doing things the slow and silly way, I won’t stop you,” he says, then pulls up a chair and proceeds to erase half of Hector’s homework. Iris looks outraged, but Hector just looks glad someone else is doing his math for him. After a moment, Iris leans in and starts asking questions.

“Oh, Mr. Fitzgerald,” Hector says, ignoring his sister and Nathaniel. He leans out of his chair and pulls something from between two books about bird identification. “Did you lose this?”

“Can we stop with the ‘mister’?”

“No, sorry. I’m more afraid of my mother than I am of you.”

“Fair.” Patrick sighs and takes the envelope that Hector’s holding out. It’s the electric bill. He’s been looking for it for days. “Thanks,” he says. “I was going to have to call Con Ed to get a new one.

“How do you lose the electric bill?” Hector asks. “You always have a stack of bills on your desk. How did that one escape?”

For Patrick to know the answer to that question, he’d need an entirely different personality. He takes care of the bill and when he returns to the back of the store, the twins have moved on to biology homework.

“You mind if I read that?” Patrick gestures at the copy of the Times sticking out of Iris’s satchel. He hadn’t bothered going to the newsstand that morning. Iris is the kind of person you can count on to carry around reading material, a snack, and first aid supplies. She hands it to him without comment.

He unfolds it like he’s braced for a punch, or maybe like he’s driving past a graveyard. Above the fold is a picture of children in Saigon amid the rubble of their smoldering home, using buckets to put out the fire. He skims the articles about the sanitation workers’ strike and makes himself read every word about Vietnam.

He doesn’t feel guilty about not being there, not exactly. For one, America doesn’t have any business in this war, and secondly, the army doesn’t want queers, and so they can’t have him. The bartender at a place on West Street got out of the draft with a letter from a psychiatrist and an affidavit written by the Mattachine Society. Patrick could have tried something like that, if he’d been called up. Or maybe he’d have burned his draft card like the kids in Washington Square Park. But he never did get called up, and now he’s twenty-seven, so he’s home free. Dumb luck.

“Good news,” Iris says, tapping the bottom corner of the front page. The state legislature is about to vote on expanding abortion rights.

“Good news,” Patrick agrees.

Iris takes the paper from his hand, flips a few pages, and folds it back to reveal a full page ad against the war. “More good news,” she says.

It’s an ad against the war, but mostly for Eugene McCarthy, who’s challenging President Johnson for the Democratic nomination in this fall’s election. The ad reminds him, very unnecessarily, that sixteen thousand Americans have died in Vietnam. Another hundred thousand are wounded. No mention of how many Vietnamese civilians are dead or wounded, but Patrick supposes that isn’t the kind of data that wins hearts and minds.

“Subways are filthy and the stations are foul,” the ad reads. “Our cities are dying of neglect.” It sets Patrick on edge, because yes, the subways are filthy and yes, the city never has enough money, but that doesn’t have a damn thing to do with asking American kids to commit war crimes a few thousand miles from home. This is his horrible city, graffiti and rats and all.

It’s sweet that Iris can see this ad and think it’s good news. Patrick was an optimist, too, when he was fifteen.

Nathaniel’s watching them. Patrick passes him the paper, then watches out of the corner of his eye as Nathaniel reads the front page, his lips pressed together, then flips to the second page. Patrick can’t tell if he disapproves of the news, or of Patrick and Iris, or if that’s just what his face looks like when he’s reading. He hasn’t said much, but there’s something in his voice that makes Patrick think about golf and the stock market. Nathaniel doesn’t sound like someone Patrick would expect to be on his and Iris’s side—and the fact that there are sides is increasingly obvious. Still, Patrick has yet to meet a conservative with hair as shaggy as Nathaniel’s. But who knows, maybe Nathaniel missed a few haircuts while he was busy going off the deep end, or doing whatever it was that landed him at Mrs. Kaplan’s house.

As the afternoon slides into evening, Patrick watches Nathaniel closely, mostly to make sure he isn’t slipping off to get high, but also to figure out what kind of sad story he is. There are only so many ways a person can hit rock bottom, and Nathaniel—distinctly twitchy, wearing clothes that don’t belong to him, living on a stranger’s charity, using a fake last name—has all the signs of someone who just scraped himself off the cellar floor. Usually it’s drugs, booze, jail time, or mental trouble. But there have been a couple women who left bad situations. At least once a year there’s a kid who’s run away or gotten kicked out, and Patrick spends the next month grimly furious.

Hector and Iris go home, Patrick closes the shop, and he and Nathaniel head up to the third floor with a broom that Nathaniel managed to turn up and a set of sheets Mrs. Kaplan brought, correctly guessing that Patrick’s own spare linens are wadded up in the bottom of his closet, waiting for a trip to the laundromat.

The apartment is furnished, for a given value of furnished: a couch, a bed, a table and chairs. There are two bedrooms, even if the second one is tiny, empty, and only has the sort of half window that looks out onto a ventilation shaft.

Once Patrick switches on all the lights, he checks the bathroom for soap and toilet paper, and the kitchen cabinets for the same old pots and pans and mismatched dishes he found the last time he got this place ready for a tenant. He and Nathaniel make the bed. Nathaniel sighs and readjusts every single corner of the fitted sheet.

“This is cop behavior,” Patrick says as Nathaniel checks that the top sheet is symmetrical on both sides.

“Take a look at your desk and then tell me which of us is the pig,” Nathaniel says. Patrick, caught by surprise and always a sucker for a pun, laughs. For a moment, under the too-dim overhead bulb, Nathaniel looks delighted with himself. He isn’t smiling, exactly, but his face is lit up. And Patrick, who spent the afternoon treating Nathaniel the way he treats all Mrs. Kaplan’s strays—like he’s signing a check for the minimum payment on a cosmic debt he racked up years ago, a truly shitty way to treat a person but there you have it—is brought up short. The unforgiving light turns the dark circles under Nathaniel’s eyes nearly purple, and Patrick has to add a few years to his earlier estimate of Nathaniel’s age. But there’s no mistaking the look of unholy glee on his face—at roasting Patrick, and maybe also at making Patrick laugh. It makes Patrick feel like he’s seen too much, like he’s peeked through a keyhole. Like he’s gotten a glimpse of something he wouldn’t mind seeing more of.

Nathaniel’s about twenty years too old to be a runaway. At some point runaways graduate into drifters. They drift in, they drift out. Patrick gives them a hand and he wishes them well when they leave. No point in getting attached.

Speaking of which. “There’s an A&P around the corner,” Patrick says, one foot in the hallway, thirty seconds from being on his sofa. “They’ll still be open, if you need anything.” Mrs. Kaplan will have given Nathaniel at least five twenty-dollar bills, smooth and clean and fresh from the bank, plenty for a man to buy his own groceries. It isn’t wages, it’s a gift, she always tells them: Mr. Kaplan’s life insurance payout put to good use. If they want to stick around the bookshop and work, Patrick pays them for their time and teaches them a little about buying and selling books. Usually, though, they just need a few weeks with food and rent taken care of to get back on their feet, and then they come up with a plan of their own.

Nathaniel looks a little stricken—and, fair, nobody wants to buy groceries at eight p.m. in the coldest part of the winter, even when the streets aren’t paved with garbage. But that prospect would make most people look annoyed, not like a mouse freezing at the sound of an owl’s hoot.

“Or we can figure out groceries in the morning,” Patrick says. “Don’t worry about breakfast. I have coffee and milk in my apartment. I might even have cereal. I’ll get you tomorrow at nine?”

Nathaniel looks more grateful than anybody should about some corn flakes, and that just pisses Patrick off, which means it’s time to go. He says a terse good night and is halfway down the stairs before he hears the apartment door shut.
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“You’re allowed to take breaks,” Patrick says when Nathaniel finishes sweeping the floor and cleaning the grimy shop bathroom. It isn’t even noon. Patrick’s exhausted just watching him. “Go have a cigarette or something.”

Nathaniel glares at him. Patrick isn’t sure whether the glare is for suggesting a break or for letting the shop acquire what Patrick likes to think of as a respectable patina. It doesn’t matter. This is his shop. Or, Mrs. Kaplan’s, but she lets him have free rein. The old Fourth Avenue store housed three stories of disorganized books and over four decades of dust. By comparison, this place is practically an operating theater in its cleanliness, a minimalist paradise in its aesthetics. Dooryard Books is the Mies van der Rohe of used bookstores. Hell, some of the shelves are even alphabetized.

He tells Nathaniel this. Nathaniel stares at him for ten full seconds, his face a study in disapproval, then goes back to cleaning the windows. “Mies van der Rohe,” he says a moment later. “Spare me.”

Patrick prefers bitchy Nathaniel over quiet and terrified Nathaniel, partly because terrified is, objectively, not a great state, but mostly because it’s just a sad fact of Patrick’s life that he’s drawn like a magnet to the most irritable bastards on the planet. Give him a man with a pretty face and a list of complaints and Patrick is putty in their hands.

It’s too quiet, so Patrick puts on the radio. WBAI is playing “Alice’s Restaurant.” Patrick keeps an eye on Nathaniel, looking for signs he disapproves of protest music, but Nathaniel just wipes down the radiator, the cash register, the telephone. “Okay, quit it,” Patrick says when Nathaniel gets too close to his typewriter. “Leave that alone.” Nathaniel cleans the rest of Patrick’s desk, leaving a neat perimeter of dust and smudged ink around his typewriter.

There aren’t any customers, which may have something to do with how there’s even more trash on the streets now than there was yesterday. Patrick’s managed to make his groceries last for a week, but he’s down to a few tablespoons of milk and a brown banana, so he’ll have to go out in this mess.

He finds Nathaniel in the back of the shop, dusting the bookshelves. “Want to go to the A&P?”

Nathaniel freezes, feather duster in the air. Patrick would love to know where he found a feather duster.

“I can watch the shop,” Nathaniel says.

“Don’t you need groceries?”

Nathaniel looks like he wants to say that he doesn’t need food, that he’ll figure something else out, like photosynthesis, or maybe starvation.

“Mrs. Kaplan gave you money?” Patrick asks. Nathaniel nods. “And you still have it?” he adds, because maybe Nathaniel sneaked off in the middle of the night to get a fix, who knows.

“Yes,” Nathaniel says, mightily offended.

“Okay, then you should spend some of it on food. It looks like it’s about to snow, so we should hurry.”

“What if you have a customer?”

“We can lock the door and flip the sign to Closed for half an hour.” That’s what Patrick does whenever he leaves the shop during business hours, unless Mrs. Kaplan wants to come in for a bit.

Nathaniel shoots a wary look toward the front of the shop, toward the street, and it’s the same reaction as last night when Patrick suggested that he buy groceries. Maybe he can’t take cold weather. Maybe he likes rotting garbage even less than most people. Or maybe he has a screw loose in his head, like some people do about getting stuck in elevators or washing their hands. Patrick’s experience with people who find themselves homeless and alone is that it’ll loosen a few screws all right. It took Patrick a while to tighten his own back up.

“Or,” Patrick says, “I can pick you up a few things.”

“Yes,” Nathaniel says. “Please.”

They make a list. It’s the saddest grocery list Patrick’s ever seen, and he has ten years of sad grocery lists under his belt. Milk, cereal, bread, coffee, peanut butter, a few cans of soup and tuna fish.

“Do you want to cook anything?” Patrick asks. “There are some pots and pans in your apartment.”

“No,” Nathaniel says, appalled, like Patrick suggested cannibalism. That’s pretty much Patrick’s own attitude toward cooking, so he can’t really judge.

Patrick buys some eggs anyway, and also some butter to cook them in. Then he remembers that fruit exists, so when he comes home it’s with two overfull paper sacks. Nathaniel’s waiting at the door like he wasn’t sure Patrick was going to make it back alive, which is fair, because the trip took twice as long as it should have. Before he even got to the grocery store, he found a coatless girl at the entrance to the Sheridan Square subway station, a look of grim determination on her face and the piss poor judgment to solicit clients in broad daylight in front of what’s pretty widely known as a gay gym. He can’t afford to buy coats for every kid on the planet, but he can make sure girls barely older than Iris get a hot coffee and cab fare, so that’s what he did. It’s about ten percent of what Mrs. Kaplan would have done.

Nathaniel takes his share of the groceries and scrupulously gives Patrick ten dollars. Patrick rolls his eyes and gives him back eight dollars, because just how much does this guy think a jar of peanut butter and some tuna fish cost.

While Nathaniel is bringing his groceries upstairs, Patrick checks the cash register. Nothing is missing. He isn’t particularly surprised. Whatever Nathaniel’s problems are, the contents of the cash register aren’t going to solve them.

Mr. Valdez has the night off, so the twins go straight home after school. When seven thirty rolls around with no customers and the sky is dumping snow onto the streets, Patrick closes the shop.

“If you let me use your kitchen, I’ll scramble some eggs for dinner,” Patrick says. Sometimes, inspired by the novelty of it, he’ll cook a couple eggs in a little pan over the hot plate in his apartment, but there’s no way that pan will fit enough eggs for two people.

Nathaniel accepts so readily that Patrick is sure at least one of them should be embarrassed about it.

“These eggs aren’t very good,” Patrick observes when they sit down to eat. They’re badly overcooked, but with some raw egg still visible. He doesn’t know how he managed that.

“An abomination,” Nathaniel agrees, and Patrick nearly chokes on his admittedly abominable eggs. Well, whatever Nathaniel is afraid of, at least he doesn’t seem to be afraid of Patrick. Patrick knows he isn’t exactly approachable. Hector—six feet tall and built like a truck—skittered away from Patrick for a full two months after the Valdezes moved in. Patrick isn’t sure what exactly he’s doing to be scary—maybe it’s his size, maybe it’s the beard—but whatever it is, Nathaniel’s apparently immune.

“I promise never to cook for you again,” Patrick says.

“In exchange, I can promise never to cook for you either. A fair trade.”

Now Patrick is sure of it: Nathaniel’s voice doesn’t fit. If Patrick shut his eyes, he’d expect that voice to come from someone in a suit and tie. He doesn’t, as a rule, spend a lot of time with people in suits and ties.

Patrick is trying to decide whether he’s going to ask some questions he won’t like the answers to or whether he’s going to go watch Star Trek in the peace of his own apartment, when the buzzer rings—not the one in this apartment, but the shop doorbell all the way downstairs. The only reason he can even hear it this far up is that it sounds like someone’s leaning against it. For fuck’s sake, nobody needs a book that badly.

“I need to get that,” Patrick sighs, checking his watch. The shop would normally still be open. It could be a late delivery. He runs down the stairs, aware of Nathaniel’s footsteps behind him. On the second floor landing, there’s a locked door that leads to Patrick’s apartment and the upper story of the shop, but it’s easiest to take these stairs right down to the street, then use his key to let himself back in through the shop’s front door.

When he reaches the sidewalk, he’s hit with a blast of freezing air and powdery snow. A customer is waiting at the shop door, a woman with long black hair cut in a fringe across her forehead, a suitcase at her feet and a—he’s very much afraid that’s a baby in her arms. She turns to face him.

“What the fuck is all this garbage for?”

“Susan?” He’s known her longer than he’s known practically anybody but she’s so out of context that he doubts his own eyes. “I’ll explain the garbage if you explain the baby,” Patrick retorts. He pulls the key chain from his pocket and unlocks the door, then impatiently waves everyone into the shop. Why Nathaniel is still there is anybody’s guess.

“You knew I was pregnant,” Susan says in the near dark of the closed shop. “What did you think was going to happen?”

Patrick’s been doing his best not to think about it at all. He still can’t make sense of Susan—the same Susan whose locker had been next to his, the Susan who rolled his first joint and helped him definitively determine that he isn’t into women—as a mother. Twenty-seven is a perfectly normal age to have a baby, but it still seems implausible, even with the proof staring him in the face. Susan and Michael have a baby is a nonsense series of words, like the phrases they make you repeat when you’re learning a foreign language. The monkey has a hat. My aunt has the pen. Susan and Michael have a baby.

“A baby,” Nathaniel says, sounding about as stricken as Patrick feels.

“I’m so glad we’ve all agreed that Eleanor is indeed a baby.” Susan shifts the infant higher on her shoulder, and Patrick sees that she has her guitar case on her back.

“Susan, Nathaniel is the new clerk. He’s staying here.”

“How old is she?” Nathaniel asks Susan.

“One week.”

“You flew across the country with a brand new baby?” Patrick asks. Shouldn’t they both still be in the hospital? Or at least in bed?

“I didn’t feel up to driving,” she snaps, and that shuts him up fast. “Why are we standing around in the dark?”

Patrick runs his hand along the wall until he finds the light switch. When he turns back around, the sight of Susan brings him up short. She’s so pale she’s nearly gray. The only color in her face is her bloodshot eyes. A dusting of snow is in her hair, still unmelted, and it’s that, for some reason, that sends a shiver down his spine.

The last time they talked—only a month ago, Susan blithely racking up a phone bill that made Patrick crazy to even think about—she was in San Francisco with no intention of going anywhere else. The band was in its final death throes, Michael was in Vietnam, and a baby was imminent but not discussed. She wasn’t happy, but he didn’t get the sense that she was sitting in her apartment crying her eyes red, either.

“Susan,” Patrick starts, but he’s interrupted by the baby mewling.

“May I hold her?” Nathaniel asks, which Patrick might have found odd if everything else about this encounter wasn’t far weirder.

As Susan gives Nathaniel the baby, something shifts in her expression. Patrick knows this look all too well. It’s the “I’m dropping out of college and starting a band” look. It’s the “We’re getting married and you’re coming whether you like it or not” look. This look is the equivalent of an air raid siren. Patrick steels himself.

“Okay,” she mutters, digging in her pocket for something. She’s wearing the kind of dress that’s more a nightgown than anything else, with only a cardigan over it. It’s completely unsuitable for a snowy day in New York, and probably isn’t even warm enough for California. At least the baby is bundled up, wrapped in a woolly blanket, only her tiny pink face visible. “I’m not going to say it,” Susan says, and Patrick only has a second to notice that she sounds choked up before she shoves a crumpled piece of paper into his chest.

It takes him a few seconds to smooth it out, and then another few to identify it as a telegram. The words assemble themselves out of order. “Regret to inform” and “Department of Defense” and “Private First Class Michael Fitzgerald” all hang there in his consciousness before he’s able to understand that he’s holding the sort of telegram they send in movies to tell you someone’s dead. His brain stalls out for a minute before he grasps that the dead person is Michael. He reads it again, just in case he’s wrong. He feels, inanely, like he really ought to double check.

This time his gaze catches on the date: the telegram is dated today. Susan must have gotten it that morning, packed her suitcase, grabbed the baby and her guitar, and hailed a cab to the airport.

“Susan,” he says, without a single clue what to say next.

“I think I might be about to make some bad decisions,” Susan says, her voice wobbling. “And nobody I know in San Francisco knows how to look after a baby.”

Patrick opens his mouth to say that he doesn’t have the first fucking clue how to take care of a baby either, that he’s never so much as held one, that he’s only aware in the broadest terms how babies even work. But he knows about running away, and he knows about last resorts.

He gives the telegram one final look before folding it back into a lopsided rectangle and sticking it in his pocket, stowing it away with whatever he might be feeling.

“Come here,” he says, and he sounds steady, almost like someone you can count on. She’s in his arms instantly, like she was waiting for the go ahead. A memory slips in sideways, the last time he hugged her, the scratchy lace of her wedding gown strange and stiff under his palms, Michael’s arms around them both. He threatened to kneecap Michael if he hurt Susan, and threatened to kneecap Susan if she hurt Michael, and thought he was so amusing.

A few yards away, watching them, Nathaniel holds the baby against his shoulder. The baby is so small she’s nearly swallowed up by the bulk of Nathaniel’s too-big thrift store sweater.

There are three people counting on Patrick. They need a crib for the baby. Probably AA meetings or something along those lines for Nathaniel. God only knows what for Susan. Probably a dozen other things Patrick hasn’t thought of yet. It’s a relief, really, to have all that to think about.

“I’m glad you came,” he tells Susan, and he’s almost positive it’s the truth.

* * *

After the kind of night that’s so cold the radiators never stop clanging away, Patrick gives up on sleep. He wants to put on clean clothes but can’t figure out how to do that without putting the baby down. He isn’t sure where you put babies when you don’t have a crib. The floor is dirty. The bed feels unsafe. He’ll have to ask Mrs. Valdez.

Every time Patrick looks at Eleanor, he thinks: who the hell are you? Which isn’t what anybody’s supposed to think when they’re holding a baby. But right now the fact that he’s standing at his hot plate, sterilizing a bottle according to the instructions on the can of formula, feels about as likely a thing for him to be doing as piloting a spaceship.

He’s pretty sure he’s in shock, the kind of shock they treat with brandy or sugary tea in old movies, or maybe a brisk slap to the face, but there’s nobody to slap him or give him anything to drink. He wants to call Mrs. Kaplan, but this isn’t her problem and he’d only make her worry.

Before crawling into Patrick’s bed, Susan swallowed a frightening number of pills, washed them down with a swig of Ballantine’s she found on Patrick’s bookshelf, and nearly gave Patrick a heart attack in the process. He spent the night alternately checking that she was still breathing and staring at the baby, seeing traces of Michael all over her face. Eleanor. Christ. That’s Michael’s doing. What would they have named her if she’d been a boy?

For lack of any better ideas, Patrick carries Eleanor down to the shop as soon as she finishes her bottle.

The Hawthorne he was repairing is still on his desk. He’d been looking forward to finishing it today, then going to the gym and maybe letting himself get picked up by that fireman who keeps monopolizing the bench press. Now all that seems impossibly remote, a glimpse into the life of some other man.

It’s six o’clock in the morning. Over a week’s worth of accumulated garbage has been joined by heaps of snow, so the last thing Patrick expects is for anyone to knock on the door. He switched his desk lamp on when he came downstairs, and it’s pitch black outside, so all he can see in the shop door is his own reflection. Still, he slides loose the deadbolt and opens the door, reasoning that burglars don’t usually knock.

It’s Nathaniel, holding two cups of coffee in mismatched mugs. “I thought you might be up.”

Patrick takes one of the cups, angling it away from the baby. She hollers when he tries to take a sip, like she’s personally going to see to it that he suffers. Patrick sighs. “May as well open the shop.”

Somewhere in one of his pockets is the key to the cash register, but he has no idea how he’s going to reach it without putting down either the baby or the coffee. The question of how to get the key out of his pocket feels like the kind of riddle they print in kids’ magazines.

“I can hold her,” Nathaniel says.

“It’s okay.” Patrick puts down the coffee and juggles Eleanor onto the opposite shoulder so he can reach into his right pocket. Eleanor screeches into his ear. The key isn’t in that pocket, only the telegram. Patrick wants to kick something.

Wordlessly, Nathaniel takes the baby from Patrick’s arms. Eleanor immediately stops crying.

“How did you do that?” Patrick demands.

“Babies don’t like to be still,” Nathaniel says, and sure enough, he’s swaying a little while patting Eleanor’s back. She’s stopped crying, but now she’s banging her little head against Nathaniel’s shoulder. “She’s hungry.” There’s no mistaking the reproach in his voice.

“She just finished a bottle. She’s what, seven pounds? She can’t need a quart of formula in an hour.” Somewhere in this shop there must be a book about babies. It’s not the sort of book Patrick usually stocks, but neither are cookbooks and somehow there’s a whole shelf of them anyway.

“For heaven’s sake, make her another one,” Nathaniel says.

Patrick runs upstairs, makes a bottle, then grabs a can of coffee grounds and the entire coffee maker and carries it all downstairs, a quart of milk wedged against his chest.

Nathaniel is sitting at Patrick’s desk, Eleanor nestled in the crook of his arm. She’s staring at him with wide blue eyes, not screaming in the least. Nathaniel, meanwhile, is staring back at her in such plain distaste that Patrick might find it funny in any other circumstance. He doesn’t buy it, though: last night, Nathaniel asked to hold her.

Nathaniel stands up and moves to pass Patrick the baby.

Eleanor immediately starts screaming. When Patrick sways, the way Nathaniel had done, she screams louder. She’s screaming so insistently she doesn’t even seem to notice that there’s a bottle literally in her mouth.

“You’re holding her like she’s an undetonated grenade. Who wouldn’t cry? Let me,” Nathaniel says, extracting the baby from Patrick’s arms. Patrick watches as Eleanor drains the bottle and goes limp.

“I think she hates me,” Patrick says.

“Some babies hate everything,” Nathaniel says. “Some people are born knowing the world is a terrible place.”

This is heartening. Maybe he and Eleanor have something in common.

“Your friend should have the empty apartment,” Nathaniel says after carefully placing the sleeping baby in Patrick’s lap. “I can find someplace else to stay.”

There’s no way Patrick’s turning this man onto the streets after less than forty-eight hours. The whole point is to get him on his feet. But Patrick can’t say that, because forcing charity on people is a great way to get them to head for the hills.

“That apartment is too much space for one person,” Nathaniel goes on. “And your apartment isn’t nearly big enough for three people.” He’d seen Patrick’s apartment—all five hundred square feet of it—yesterday morning when Patrick fed him cornflakes.

Mrs. Kaplan meant for Nathaniel to have apartment 3F. But if Patrick called her right now and explained the situation, she’d tell him to give Susan the apartment and ask Nathaniel to stay in Patrick’s minuscule spare room—after scolding him for wasting money on a long distance call, that is. I don’t have stock in the phone company, Patrick.

She might also remind him that some people, before they can let themselves be helped, need to do something to balance the scales. Patrick still changes the oil in Mrs. Kaplan’s 1957 Ford Fairlane station wagon and goes out to Queens to put on snow tires whenever she needs them.

“All right,” Patrick says. “Thank you. I do have a spare room. It’s tiny and kind of awful, but you’re welcome to it.”

At least he has sheets for the narrow bed, purchased last year when Michael was in town without Susan, and was too cheap to pay for a hotel. They’d spent the entire visit sniping at one another about Michael’s deranged refusal to wait out the war safely enrolled in graduate school, finishing his degree. He kept saying things like this is my country and it’s my duty but also if I keep deferring they’ll just send some kid. Patrick had never wanted to strangle someone so badly. And what’s insane is that Patrick still wants to strangle him.

The door chimes ring, and Patrick looks up to see a figure swathed in a huge gray coat. The smell of garbage wafts in along with the cold.

“That’s a relief,” she says, and Patrick doesn’t know if she means the heat or the fresh air.

“Professor,” Patrick says. Vivian stops by the shop nearly every Wednesday and Friday morning on the way to teach a poetry seminar at NYU, but she hadn’t come in earlier this week. If he’s honest with himself, he’s relieved to see her. Most customers are a pain in the ass but he starts worrying when he doesn’t see the regulars. Even though he knows they’re all avoiding the streets because of the strike, it still makes him uneasy.

“What on earth.” Vivian stares at Eleanor. “I didn’t know you were married, Patrick.”

Patrick snorts. Sure, if a man is walking around with a baby, there’s a good chance that baby belongs to him, and that he has a wife nearby.

But Vivian has salt and pepper hair short enough that she must get it cut at a barbershop. She wears men’s shoes and used to come in with a woman who wore a fedora and smelled like cigar smoke. Patrick thought they were on the same page about the likelihood of either of them getting a baby the old-fashioned way.

“Haven’t gotten knocked up yet,” he says dryly. “Can’t figure out why.”

“Well,” Vivian says. “She looks just like you.”

Patrick’s stomach drops. “She’s—not,” he says. “She’s, ah—” He swallows. “Her mother’s visiting and her father isn’t around.” God, Michael would be so offended, but going off to die in a war is the pinnacle of not around. “She was my brother’s. Is,” Patrick corrects. “Vietnam.” That’s the fewest syllables it could possibly take to get the point across.

A few yards away, he hears Nathaniel make a sound. Patrick doesn’t know if in the confusion of last night anyone told Nathaniel who, exactly, Michael is. Was. Shit.

“Oh dear,” Vivian says. “I’m so sorry. He was only a bit younger than you, wasn’t he?”

“Irish twins,” Patrick says, something he’s said dozens, hundreds of times to explain how he wound up with a younger brother in the same grade. “This is Nathaniel, the new clerk,” he adds in a rush, an obvious bid to change the subject, but Vivian takes it.

Vivian leaves without buying anything. No surprise there—every few weeks she’ll buy something, but usually she picks up a book, hums consideringly, then puts it back on the shelf, muttering coals to Newcastle.

“Someone in my building moved out and left behind their baby carriage,” Vivian says before leaving. “I nearly trip over it every time I go downstairs. If you’d like it, I’ll give you my address.”

Patrick thanks her and writes down where she lives.

As soon as the door shuts behind her, Patrick glances at his watch. “I need to check on Susan. I’ll be back in five minutes.”

Susan’s fast asleep, which is good, and breathing, which is about as much as anyone could hope for under the circumstances. He takes his time going back downstairs, and when he gets there he pointedly doesn’t count the cash in the till until Nathaniel’s in the bathroom. Again, nothing’s missing.

He keeps an eye on Nathaniel for another reason. Unless Nathaniel is a lot denser than he seems, he picked up on the subtext of Patrick’s conversation with Vivian. If he has misgivings about sharing close quarters with a queer man, he’ll bolt, and he’ll do it soon.

But he doesn’t. That night, after Susan wakes up long enough to eat a peanut butter sandwich and fall back asleep in the bed of apartment 3F, Nathaniel moves his toothbrush into Patrick’s bathroom and proceeds to use up the last of Patrick’s shampoo.

Patrick spends the night snatching sleep in five minute increments, except for when Nathaniel comes in at two in the morning, says, “For the love of god,” and picks the baby up. Patrick passes out almost immediately.

The rest of the night, Eleanor’s either in Patrick’s arms or asleep in a dresser drawer, which Mrs. Valdez assured him is perfectly safe for the next week or two. Even asleep, she somehow looks furious. It’s the only trace of Susan he can find on her face.
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Mrs. Valdez corners Patrick.

“You’re in charge here,” she tells him, an index finger firm against the placket of his shirt, her nurse’s uniform bright in the gloom of Susan’s kitchen. “You treat that baby like she’s your own baby and that poor girl like she’s your sister, you hear?”

Patrick can only nod. He’d watched with a secondhand sense of shame as Mrs. Valdez took in the empty bottle of Ballantine’s on Susan’s bedside table, the pills in the bathroom, the pervasive smell of weed.

“They’re both healthy,” Mrs. Valdez assures him. “Physically, at least. New mothers need meat. Can you cook liver?”

Patrick doesn’t even have a real stove in his apartment, and that’s on purpose. Instead, he orders so much takeout that, after the first few days, he starts giving Hector and Iris five dollars every morning and asking them to pick up Chinese food, sandwiches, pizza—I don’t care, surprise us, keep the change—on the way home from school. Just when he’s starting to worry he’s about to go broke, Susan remembers that she’s earned four gold records and has a bank account full of money.

“I shouldn’t be doing this to you,” Susan says. It’s three o’clock in the morning. They’re in Susan’s bed, Eleanor asleep on the mattress between them. Patrick should put her in the cradle Mr. Valdez brought home from work—a prop from a show that just finished its run—but if she wakes up again he’s going to need to scream into the pillow.

“You know I want you here,” Patrick says, when what he wants to say is just please don’t die. All week long he’s been reminding himself that Susan’s been in a band for years. Valium and whiskey aren’t the worst she’s done. They aren’t even the worst she’s done around Patrick. “Just be careful, okay?” And then, feeling shitty about it before the words even leave his mouth, “If you die, your parents will take Eleanor.” The Larkins aren’t bad people, but there’s a reason Susan’s here instead of their comfortable Long Island split level.

“Go to hell,” she says. “I’m not trying to die. I just don’t want to be awake and sober for this.”

“People die without trying all the time.” Patrick hears Susan’s sharp intake of breath. Obviously people die without trying, Patrick, you fool, that’s the reason they’re in this mess.

“Okay,” Susan says, a little wetly. He rolls to his side and attempts to stroke her hair, but he’s terrible at this, just truly the world’s least comforting human being. He keeps thinking she needs to wash her hair.

“You trust him,” Susan asks a few minutes later, waving a hand in the direction of the living room. Through the bedroom door, Patrick can see Nathaniel passed out on the couch, an arm flung over his eyes. “I’m not insane for letting a total stranger rock my kid to sleep?”
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