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Chapter 1: The Day Everything Changed






The black dress itched. McGinty stood between her mother and her oldest sister, trying not to scratch the lace collar that felt tight on her neck. Three weeks had passed since the funeral, but she could still smell the flowers. They were everywhere, pink and waxy, their scent so strong it made her feel sick.

Her father's casket was closed. People kept saying it, as if it mattered. She hadn’t wanted to see him like that anyway—cold, still, and not himself. She had already seen enough of that in the months before, as drinking took away more of who he was.

McGinty rested her hand on the old back porch railing. The alley stretched out before her, a strip of cinders and shadows between the buildings. She wasn’t supposed to be out here alone. Not now. Not after everything that had happened.

But the house felt crowded, full of her mother’s quiet tears and her sisters’ soft whispers. Outside, she could finally breathe.

The garage accident happened eight months before he died. McGinty remembered that day clearly, and it made her chest ache. She was playing jacks on the front steps when the ambulance came, its siren loud in the afternoon. Her father had been working under a car when the jack slipped. The car fell on his chest, crushing a kidney and something else she couldn’t name. Everything changed. He couldn’t do his regular mechanic work anymore. He had major surgery, and he walked with a limp that made him wince on cold days. More than that, something in his eyes changed. He started looking past people instead of at them.

That's when Lefty from The Derby had come around. McGinty had watched from the kitchen window as the two men talked on the front steps, her father nodding slowly, his shoulders slumped in a way that made him look smaller than he was. Lefty had put a hand on her father's shoulder, squeezed once, then walked away leaving an envelope on the porch railing.

The parking lot job had been a kindness. The mafia men who ran The Derby took care of their own, and her father had served in Korea with Lefty's cousin. That bond meant something to them, more than most people understood. The job was simple: sit in the little booth at the entrance to the lot behind the stores, take money from customers, hand out tickets. Nothing that required standing for long periods or crawling under cars.

Her father was grateful. She saw it in the way he stood up straighter when he told her mother about the job, and in how carefully he dressed for his first day, wearing his cleanest shirt and the tie from his brother’s wedding.

But the bottles started showing up anyway. First, one in his lunch pail, then another in the bathroom cabinet, and more hidden in places he thought no one would find. McGinty found them everywhere: under the back porch steps, behind a loose board in the basement, and wrapped in a towel in the garage.

She never told anyone about the bottles. Each time, something stopped her, as if saying it out loud would make it real. Staying quiet felt like it might keep the truth away a little longer.

The drinking got worse after dark. Her father would come home from the parking lot, his breath already sweet with whiskey, and go straight to the kitchen cabinet where he kept the tall bottle he no longer bothered to hide. Her mother would watch him with flat, distant eyes, her mouth pressed into a thin line that never opened to say the words between them. McGinty learned to tell the bottles apart. Clear meant vodka, brown meant whiskey, and the flat green ones meant he had bought the cheap kind from the store on the Avenue. That kind made him mean—not the kind that hit, like some fathers she heard about, but the kind that acted like she wasn’t there, looking right through her as if she were invisible.

People started whispering. At school, conversations stopped when she walked by, and mothers picking up their kids gave her sideways looks. Mrs. Sullivan from down the block pulled her daughter away when McGinty asked to play jump rope. The girl looked back, confused, but her mother kept her moving.

McGinty didn’t understand at first. She thought maybe she had done something wrong or said something she shouldn’t have. It wasn’t until later, when she heard her mother talking to Aunt Rose on the phone, that she realized the whispers were about her father. About his drinking. About how he was seen stumbling out of The Derby at noon, missing work at the parking lot, and how Lefty had to find him passed out in the alley.

The shame burned in McGinty's throat, hot and bitter. But under the shame was something else—a mix of loyalty and anger. He was still her father. He still smiled at her sometimes, in the mornings before his first drink, when his eyes were clear and he ruffled her hair and called her his McGinty-girl, the name he gave her when she was three and wore his old work shirt as a dress.

The end came quietly. There was no dramatic scene, no ambulance this time. He just went to sleep one night and didn't wake up. The doctor talked about liver failure, complications, and years of abuse, but all McGinty understood was that he was gone.

At the funeral, Lefty had come. So had the other men from The Derby, all of them in dark suits that looked uncomfortable on their broad frames. They'd stood in the back of the funeral home, hats in hands, and when it was over, Lefty had pressed an envelope into her mother's hand. Her mother had tried to refuse, but Lefty had closed her fingers around it gently, his voice low and firm.

They take care of their own. That’s what her father always said about the men from The Derby. Even now, after he was gone, they kept that promise.

McGinty pulled herself out of her thoughts and looked at the alley below. The sun was setting, turning the cinder path gold and rusty red. She noticed movement near the back of the bicycle shop. Cardboard boxes shifted, and a figure slowly came out from the shelter.

The Bottle Babies. That's what everyone called them, though never to their faces. Homeless men who lived in the alley, who slept in the recessed doorways behind the stores, who spent their days scrounging for bottles to return for the deposit money and their nights drinking away whatever they'd earned.

Her father had warned her about them. Stay away from those men, McGinty-girl. They’re not safe. But she had also seen him, more than once, slip one of them a cigarette or a dollar bill. She watched him stand in the alley, smoking and talking with a huge man called Rube, their voices low and easy like old friends.

Because that's what they'd been, she realized now with a clarity that made her stomach tighten. Her father had known them. Had maybe even been like them, once. Before the parking lot job, before Lefty's intervention, before the family and the responsibilities that had kept him tethered to something resembling normal life.

The truth of it sat heavy in her chest. Her father had been one bad day away from sleeping in those cardboard boxes, from brewing cheap liquor in fruit juice cans, from having people cross the street to avoid him.

McGinty walked down the back porch steps slowly, her oxford shoes crunching on the cinders as she reached the alley. She wasn’t supposed to be out here. Her mother had made that clear. But something pulled her forward, a need to understand the line between her father and these men, to see where one ended and the other began.

The figure from the cardboard boxes had come out now. It was Mossy, the one her father had warned her about most. He was huge, not tall like Rube but wide, with a barrel chest and legs wrapped in dirty rags. Even from a distance, she could see the dark stains on the cloth and smell something sour and rotten on the breeze.

Mossy turned and saw her. For a moment, they just looked at each other across the cinders. McGinty’s heart pounded, every instinct telling her to run back to the house, to the safety of her mother’s kitchen and her sisters’ chatter.

But Mossy didn’t move toward her. He didn’t yell or curse or spit like she’d seen him do with others. Instead, he lifted one gnarled hand in a gesture that could have been a wave or a warning to stay back. Then he turned away, sat on an overturned crate, and focused on the small fire he was starting under a rusted can.

McGinty let out a breath she didn’t know she was holding. The fear that had gripped her eased a little, replaced by something else. Maybe curiosity. Or the start of understanding.

Another figure appeared from the shadows near the fish store. This one was tall and broad, moving with a careful grace that seemed at odds with his size. Rube. She recognized him from the times he'd talked with her father, from the way he held himself with a dignity that his circumstances couldn't quite erase.

Rube saw her too, and unlike Mossy, he smiled. It was a sweet smile, the kind her father used to give her before the drinking got bad. He lifted his hand in a proper wave, and without thinking, McGinty waved back.

The back door of the house opened behind her, and her mother’s voice cut through the evening air, sharp with worry and anger.

"McGinty! Get in this house right now!"

McGinty turned and ran back up the steps, her heart pounding for a different reason now. As she reached the door and her mother pulled her inside, she looked back one more time.

Rube was still standing there, watching her with an expression she couldn’t quite read. Behind him, Mossy tended his fire, and beyond them, the alley stretched into darkness, full of cardboard kingdoms, broken men, and stories she didn’t yet know.

Her mother closed the door firmly, turning the lock with a decisive click. McGinty pressed her face to the window, watching until the figures in the alley faded into shadow.

Something had changed in her that evening, some understanding that went deeper than words. Her father had stood in that same alley, had talked with those same men, had shared cigarettes and stories and probably bottles too. He'd been one of them, or close enough that it didn't matter.

And if her father could be one of them—if a man who served his country, held a job, and loved his daughter could end up with a bottle in his hand and death in his liver—then maybe those men in the alley were more than what people said. Maybe they had been someone’s father too, once. Maybe they had jobs and families and lives that slipped away one drink at a time. Father was a good man. That's what people had said at the funeral, over and over, as if repetition could make it true, could erase the bottles and the absences and the slow dissolution of the person he'd been.

But watching Rube in the alley, seeing the way he smiled at her with kindness in his eyes, McGinty wondered if good and bad weren't really as separate as people wanted. Maybe they lived side by side in the same person, tangled together like the weeds that grew between the cracks in the cinder path.

Her mother’s hand on her shoulder made her jump.

"I don’t want you going near those men," her mother said quietly. "Do you understand me, McGinty?"

McGinty nodded, but she didn’t turn away from the window. Her mother sighed, a sound heavy with exhaustion, grief, and worries that had no easy answers.

"They’re not all bad," her mother said at last, her voice so soft McGinty almost missed it. "Some of them are just lost. Like your father was lost". McGinty felt her mother's hand tighten on her shoulder, then release. Footsteps retreated into the house, leaving her alone at the window.

Outside, the alley had gone fully dark. But McGinty could still see the faint glow of Mossy's fire, a small point of light in the blackness. She wondered what he was cooking in that rusted can, wondered if he'd share it with Rube, wondered if they talked about their lives before or if the past was something they'd learned to leave behind with their former names and addresses.

Her father had never talked about his past much. She knew he'd grown up poor, that he'd served in Korea, that he'd learned to fix cars in the Army. But there were gaps in the story, years that he'd never mentioned, times he'd skipped over in conversation. She wondered now if those gaps had been filled with bottles and alleys and cardboard boxes, if he'd climbed out once only to slip back toward the edge.

The parking lot job was a lifeline. She understood that now. Lefty and the men from The Derby had thrown him a rope when he was drowning, pulled him back to shore, and given him a reason to stay. It worked for a while. Almost long enough.

McGinty pressed her hand against the cold window glass. Three weeks since the funeral. Three weeks of watching her mother count pennies at the kitchen table, of wearing her sisters’ hand-me-downs instead of the new shoes she had been promised, of realizing in new and hard ways that her father’s death had left them in a tough spot.

But Lefty’s envelope helped. So did the food that neighbors left on their doorstep, the fish store owner who cut their bill in half, and the landlord who told her mother not to worry about next month’s rent. The kindness that caught them wasn’t official or organized. It was just people taking care of people, the same way her father once took care of Rube and the others, sharing cigarettes in the alley when he had them, passing along day-old bread from the bakery where he once worked.

The cycle kept turning, McGinty thought. Help was given and received, dignity kept alive in small gestures, survival depending on the kindness of people who barely had enough for themselves.

She pulled away from the window finally, her breath leaving a faint fog on the glass. Tomorrow she'd go to school and pretend not to notice when conversations stopped as she approached. She'd play by herself at recess and do her homework at the kitchen table while her mother sorted through bills. She'd be good, be quiet, be no trouble to anyone.

But in her heart, something had changed. She'd stood in the alley and looked at the Bottle Babies, and instead of seeing monsters or threats, she'd seen men. Broken men, lost men, men who were fighting to survive in the only ways they knew how.

Men like her father had been. Men he might have become, if not for Lefty, the parking lot, and the thin thread of luck that kept him from falling all the way down.

McGinty climbed the stairs to the bedroom she shared with her sisters, each step creaking under her weight. The black funeral dress lay across her chair, waiting to be hung up. She touched it for a moment, remembering the scratch of lace, the smell of flowers, the weight of goodbye.

Everything had changed the day her father died. But maybe, she thought as she changed into her nightgown and slipped under the thin covers, maybe some things had changed before that. Maybe they'd been changing all along, and she'd only just now learned to see them.

In the alley below, Mossy’s fire kept burning, a small defiant light against the darkness. Somewhere in the shadows, Rube settled into his cardboard kingdom, getting ready for another night of survival. They were still there. They would be there tomorrow. And McGinty, lying in her bed with her sisters breathing softly beside her, knew she would see them again.








