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Prologue

 

3AM

A clock ticked softly.

Wendall Pickett pressed his cheek against the cool panel of his bedroom door. Down the hall, his mother snored. He rattled the doorknob. It was locked, as it always was at night.

Kneeling on the floor, Wendall dragged a crayon along white posterboard, completing the symmetrical shape down to its tapered point. Sitting back, he smiled at his creation. Cardboard wings swayed on his back.

Darkness mired the room. Yet to Wendall, everything around him appeared clear as day. He could still see his rocking chair and the book on his bed, ‘The Boy Who Wouldn’t Grow Up.’

On Wendall’s desk, the hands of the Westclox glowed. He turned the clock over and rotated its winding key. He stared at the clock face in wonderment. Under the glass, the second hand lurched forward indifferently.

A loud ‘graaw’ sounded through the screen of the open window. Outside, on the windowsill, a large black raven. Bluish membranes swept over its eyes. It opened its beak and issued another ‘graaw’. Wendall pressed his finger to his lips. “Shh, Charly. You’re gonna wake up Mommy,” he said in a pleading hush. Charly closed his beak and folded his wings back onto himself.

A glow-in-the-dark moon hung silent on Wendall’s ceiling. Silver stars glittered all around. And there, a painted boy with white wings flew in the night sky. “I’m gonna fly one day just like him,” Wendall wished.

Putting the clock back onto his desk, Wendall put his hands together and closed his eyes. “God, will I ever sleep like other kids?” He waited. There was no reply. Wendall sighed.

The sound of a door opening in the hall. Footsteps approaching. “Amen,” Wendall said. Shouldering off the cardboard wings, he tossed them onto the rocking chair and jumped into bed. Ducking under his blanket, he squeezed his eyes shut.

Wendall wondered, as he so often did, if the pills that helped his mother sleep might help him do the same. Then he shivered at the thought of what pills had made her become.

Wind sifted through the window screen. Charly shivered his plumage. Drawings of ravens and skeleton keys that he imagined would unlock his bedroom door rustled on his desk. The cardboard wings fluttered on the rocking chair.

Footsteps faded.

“What if,” Wendall whispered. Behind the paneling that covered the plaster walls, inches away from the structural skeleton of wooden studs and lath, eyes stared back.




Maggie and Percy

 

The summer sun blazed overhead with the threat of fulmination. The bustling traffic of Queens Chapel Road heaved past. A strip mall sat to the west of the commuter corridor that ran from Maryland and into Washington, DC. Percy stood across the corridor to the east. He wore a brown leather jacket and blue jeans with boots. One boot was pressed against the stone wall of the Pizza Bucket. Sweat dripped from the black pompadour slicked atop his head. The area wasn’t quite suburb or city, but somewhere in between. Like Percy, it too wasn’t sure what it wanted to become.

Maggie stood in front of Percy on the sidewalk outside of the Pizza Bucket. She wore bell-bottom pants. A peace sign covered her green cotton shirt. Crowning her flowing hair, a brown beret. Her large eyes alternated from the moccasins on her feet to the short guy she had heard of only a few weeks prior.

“Can I take you out another time then?” Percy asked.

A concrete truck rumbled past. Its mixing drum spun rhythmically, drowning out all sound. Maggie cupped her hand over her mouth and yelled her response. “Like I said, I don’t think so. You almost got me fired last time and I need this job.” As the truck passed, she spoke softer. “The only reason Aldo hasn’t come out here is because I’m ten minutes early.”

Percy stepped off the wall. He peered over Maggie’s shoulder through the window of the restaurant. Behind the counter stood a plump Italian man in chef whites, complete with a towering white toque atop his head. His thin mustache rippled profanities as the equally plump woman urged him back behind the counter. Percy closed one eye and flashed finger guns at Maggie. “Hey, Oddball, this is your hour of glory and you’re chickening out.”

Maggie screwed up her face. “What did you just call me?”

“It’s a line from Kelly’s Heroes, you know, the movie. Popular movie right now. I thought you might have gotten the reference.”

“No one’s ever called me oddball before. And my hour of glory?”

“I-I wasn’t calling you oddball,” Percy said nervously. “I was trying to be funny, and I failed, trying to impress you.”

Maggie put her hand over her mouth. “You must be hot wearing that in July. You know, Aldo thinks you’re in a gang,” she said, pointing to Percy’s leather jacket.

“Nah.” Percy mopped sweat from his forehead and hooked his thumbs through his beltloops. “I pretty much wear this jacket year-round.”

“Oh, do you now, all year-round?” Maggie mused. She rolled her tongue over her teeth and thumbed at the name, ‘Aldo’s’ stenciled on the window in black cursive. A neon sign inside read, ‘izza Bucket’ on account of the ‘P’ not being lit. “Well, I‘ve got to go. It’s been nice talking to you.”

Percy stepped closer. “Wait. What if I told you that I used to whisper your name as a child?”

Maggie hiked her purse strap onto her shoulder. “Oh really? That’s a new one.” She studied Percy, from his boots to his absurd leather jacket and his poof of black hair. “That’s literally the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me. I’m still not going out with you.”

“Even after telling you all that?”

Maggie nodded. “Yeah, even after that. What’s your name again?”

Percy drew his hand across his forehead. “Percival – Percy, Percy Pickett.”

Maggie held out her hand.

Percy smiled nervously. “It’s sweaty,” he said.

“So?” Maggie replied. She held out her hand until Percy took it in his. “Well, be careful what you wish for, Percy.” Wiping her hand on her pantleg, she winked. “See you around.”

“I’ll be back tomorrow. I’ll be back everyday and fight off any guy I see you with and prove to you that I’ve been waiting for you my entire life and we’re meant to be together and that’s a fact.”

“Oh, is that a fact?”

“You had better believe it.”

Maggie opened the door to the Pizza Bucket. Cool air rushed out. “You’re not a bad looking guy, Percy, just a little short for my taste. I’m sure other girls would love to go out with you.”

“I don’t want other girls. I want you.”

A wistful storm broke over Maggie’s face. “Percy, I’m not the settling type. I don’t like to be pinned down, and I come with my own set of blues.”

Percy’s face inherited some of Maggie’s wistfulness. “Don’t we all?”

A motorcycle caterwauled past. “Alright, I guess I’ll say no to you tomorrow then.”

“Yes, you will, but I hope you won’t. Same time?” Percy asked.

“Sure, same time. Maybe lose the leather jacket. It’s the only part of you that’s not real, that and the pompadour.”

“Alright, and how about this,” Percy said, pointing to Aldo inside the Pizza Bucket, “if I can make it back in there with Aldo’s blessing, would you go on a date with me then?”

Maggie hung her chin to her chest. “Trust me when I say this, Percy, that’s never going to happen.”

“Well, if that’s the case, then you have nothing to lose.”

Maggie stood there, mulling over the proposition. “Okay, but you can’t go in there begging to come back because Aldo will fire me and that would be cheating and I would never speak to you again. He has to want you to come back.” Maggie bent forward. She held out her hand and pressed her fingertips together. “Oh, Percy, please come back in and eat my food. I am so sorry for kicking you out.” She dropped her hand to her knee. “But like I said, that will never happen.”

Percy kicked up his boot heel and slid his hands into the front pockets of his leather jacket. “I was going for Brando in The Wild One. Did I pull it off?”

“Movie buff. You should pull off you.” Maggie walked through the doorway.

“A movie buff indeed,” Percy said. Pulling off his leather jacket, he hooked his fingers inside the collar and tossed it over his shoulder. The theme song to ‘A Fistful of Dollars’ whistled out of him as he walked down Queens Chapel Road.

***

Maggie placed her purse and beret on the empty chair at the table inside the Pizza Bucket. Percy’s face beamed across from her. Outside, a summer storm was dumping rain on Mount Rainier in torrents. Maggie’s dripping umbrella heeled against the jukebox next to the restaurant’s entrance. Maggie stiffened. A loud thunderclap boomed outside. Behind the counter, Aldo sang as he readied their order. She scanned the empty restaurant. “How did you do it?” she whispered. “And where is everyone?” She picked up the red tumbler in front of her and swirled the soda and ice inside.

“Aldo cleared the place for a couple of hours.” Percy replied. Then he sat back. “Let’s just say we spoke man to man.”

Maggie studied Percy. “Man to man, huh? Percy, why are you wearing all black?” She ducked her head and peered under the table. “Black shirt, black pants, black belt, black Corfam shoes.”

“Hey, it’s not the leather jacket.” Percy ran his hands over his neatly combed hair. “No crazy hairstyle either. I followed those two directives and worked my way back in here and by God I’ve earned this date.”

“You sure have.” Maggie stiffened. Thunder clapped. The lights flickered.

“So, are you working fulltime, going to school or both?” Percy asked.

“Not sure yet. I’d like to become a pharmacist. God knows my mother’s given me enough inspiration.” “But that takes money, and money is something I don’t have. The Pizza Bucket is my only source of income. How about you?”

“I work in HVAC. Keppler’s and Son. I’m not the ‘son,’ just a journeyman there. I applied for a federal job at the gallery last month.”

“The gallery downtown?”

“The very one.”

“I haven’t been down there in a while. Last time I went they had just gotten that da Vinci painting.”

“Oh yeah, the da Vinci painting.” Percy nodded a bit too aggressively. “That was a big deal.”

Maggie smirked. “You don’t strike me as the artsy type.” She jumped in her chair. Another thunderclap. The lights flickered some more. “The gallery, impressive though.”

Percy lifted his eyes to the lights on the tiled ceiling. “Is it just me, or are you reacting to the thunder before it hits?”

“Oh, don’t mind me.” Maggie picked at her thumbnail. “It’s something I’ve always done. Anyway, you saying about the art gallery…”

“Oh, right. My mother is a stenographer with the government, says getting a government job guarantees a good pension. They’re updating the museum’s HVAC systems, and with the planning of the East Building they’re going to need a lot more guys when that opens. Job security.” Percy said. “What’s that?” He pointed at the blue-colored ring on Maggie’s hand.

Maggie extended her fingers. “That’s a mood ring. The colors change based on your mood, supposedly. See this, royal blue, that means passion, or I’m horny all the time or whatever. Sometimes it’s black. That means stress or negativity.” Maggie sipped her drink and shrugged.

Percy bit his lip. “Hmm, I see. Uh, well, are you, I mean, are you actually right now…”

Maggie closed her eyes. “Do you want this to be the shortest date of your life?”

“Just asking. I mean you said it, got curious. I can move on. How long have you worked here?”

“Going on a year now. It’s not the greatest. Pay is terrible, but I can have all the free stuffed shells that I want. You know, perks,” Maggie said sarcastically. She caught her reflection behind Percy, just below the checkered curtains that hung above the mirrors at each booth. “You mentioned you’re into movies.”

“I try to catch the matinee every time a new one comes out. Saw Mash three times. I’m a big Brando fan. People tell me that I kind of resemble him, but I don’t see it.”

Reaching into her purse, Maggie withdrew a rubber band and began winding her hair into a ponytail. “You resemble Rock Hudson a little.”

Percy perked up. “I do?”

“Yeah,” Maggie said before tugging her hair tight through the rubberband, “just shorter.”

Percy tried to sit taller in his chair. “Thanks, I guess. Has anyone ever told you that you look like Natalie Wood?”

“I’ve gotten that, but I don’t see it either.”

“You could be her younger sister.” Percy said. Maggie crinkled her nose.

“Alright, here you go.” Aldo placed the plates onto the red and white checkered tablecloth. “Just as you ordered. I refill your drinks. Oh, it is such a joy having you here at Aldo’s Pizza Bucket.” Aldo gestured his stout arms at the empty booths and tables. “See that sign on the door there?” He pointed to the door by the jukebox. “Opens at 2PM today.”

Maggie squinted suspiciously from Aldo to Percy.

“Again, I am sorry for the confusion. I thought that a...” Aldo continued, passing his meaty hand between Maggie and Percy. “But now Aldo knows the truth and my goodness.” He stabbed his finger onto the table. The tumblers rattled in response. “Maybe I need to start going to church!”

Percy patted Aldo’s arm. “No apology is necessary. I’m just happy to once again be a paying customer.” Percy emphasized the word ‘paying.’

Aldo touched his chin. “What is this called?” He erupted under his chef whites. “Gratis! For you, everything is free of charge. After all, I disgraced you by thinking you were a member of a gang.”

“We all make mistakes.” Percy turned his attention back to Maggie. Aldo scooped up the tumblers and waddled behind the counter.

Maggie gaped at Percy. “What in the living hell is happening? That man despised you and now you eat for free?”

“Like I said, Aldo just had to be set straight.” Percy puckered his lips. “Now, I would rather focus on…” He flipped the lid to the crushed red peppers and sprinkled some onto his pizza and spoke in a whisper, “…our first date.” Then he picked up the slice of pizza and bit a corner of the crust.”

“Okay, so a few things if you want a second date. First, don’t eat pizza like that, ever. Second, I need to know how you did it.”

Percy chewed slowly. “There’s only so much I’m willing to give up for you.” Rebelliously, he took another bite of crust.

Placing the cloth napkin onto her lap, Maggie took the fork and knife and cut through a stuffed shell. “I’m waiting.”

“I’ve already told you.”

“Percy, when someone is blacklisted from the Pizza Bucket they stay blacklisted.” Maggie popped a forkful of shell into her mouth. She chewed and glanced over at Aldo. He moved around the kitchen singing Ave Maria in Latin. “Did you pay him?”

“No.”

Maggie took another bite. “I’m going to find out. You’ll learn that about me, Percy Pickett.”

“Alright, here you go.” Aldo placed the tumblers onto the table. “How is everything? Good, is it good for you? “Because if it’s not I’ll take it back and-”

“It’s fine. “Maggie spoke up. “Everything is good.”

“Ah, very good.” Aldo slid his hand under his apron. “Would you do me the honor, Padre, and bless this.” Aldo held out a glass bottle.

Maggie swallowed hard. “Padre?” Percy closed his eyes. He dropped his pizza onto his plate and began wiping his hands with his cloth napkin. “Aldo, did you say padre?” she asked again.

“Why yes, of course I did. If I had known you were being tutored by Padre Antonio, well, this entire misunderstanding could have been avoided.”

Maggie pointed at herself in disbelief. “You’re saying it’s my fault?”

The lights flickered again. Percy rested his hands under his chin, half-expecting Maggie to grab her things and leave. She grabbed the sides of the table. Thunder crackled outside. Rain was coming down heavier. Percy took the glass bottle. He ran his finger over the two-tone medal on the glass. “The Immaculate Heart…”

“Heart of Mary,” Aldo finished the sentence. “Only the best.” He stood there waiting. Then he hurried his hand to his forehead as Percy began the blessing.

Percy touched his forehead in kind. “In nomine Patris, et Filli, et Spiritus Sancti...”

“Amen,” Aldo and Percy said in unison. “Amen,” Maggie repeated. Finishing the sign of the cross, she lowered her fork to her plate.

“Oh, thank you, Padre, thank you so very much.” Aldo lingered for a moment, and then waddled back behind the counter.

Percy webbed his fingers under his chin. “So, you have questions.”

“You’re impersonating a priest?” Maggie pointed to the kitchen. “He’ll find out, you know. He’s extremely Catholic and you just blessed that bottle and it’s not holy water, Percy! Oh my God and where did you get that outfit anyway?”

“Monsignor Green hooked me up.”

“What in thee hell, Percy?” A expression of horror bloomed on Maggie’s face. She held up her fingers in air quotes. “Wait, what do you mean Monsignor Green ‘hooked’ you up? He’s in on this?”

Percy swatted the air. “So, I used to be an altar boy for like ever. I also used to work at the rectory at Saint Jerome’s where the priests live.”

“You stole a priest’s outfit? Holy shit, Percy, this is getting creepier by the minute.”

“Now hear me out. I’ve known Monsignor Green since he was a Deacon there. We go way back. And give me a break. I’ve been racking my brain for weeks trying to figure out a way to get a lunch date with you. I mean, you set the terms. What was I supposed to do, blow a shot to go on a date with the woman of my dreams?”

Maggie threatened her finger at Percy. “Don’t play that card. Why does Aldo think you’re a priest? Answer me!”

“Alright, alright. I went to see Monsignor Green and told him about the impossible prerequisites that you put on me and it was actually his idea to, you know, be this Father Antonio Pecorelli.”

“Is that how you even bless water to make it holy water?”

“I dunno.” Percy replied.

“Is there even an actual Father Antonio Pecor whatever?”

“Apparently he’s no longer with us.”

Maggie grabbed her purse and stood. “You’re impersonating a dead priest?”

“Monsignor Green merely stated that Father Pecorelli was no longer with us. We both felt that we should leave it at that.” Percy clapped his hands and held them up.

“Monsignor called Aldo and lied for you?”

“Well, at the time it was all true, except for me being Father Pecorelli.”

“You mean it’s all a lie, that’s what you mean.” Maggie sat back onto her chair. “And what do you plan to do once everyone finds out about your creepy little plan, Percy, huh?”

“I dunno. I haven’t thought that far ahead.”

“Jesus Christ, Percy!”

Percy raised his finger at Maggie. “Do not take the Lord’s name in vain, my child.”

Maggie slung her purse over her shoulder. The lights flickered. “Do you want me to leave? I’ll go, even in this weather.”

Percy hung his arm over the back of the chair. “This is actually your fault, you know.”

Maggie pointed at herself again. “My fault!”

“Yep, for being so beautiful and complicated. But look on the bright side, free food and drink every time I set foot in the place.” Percy winked and shot a finger gun at Maggie. “I can do the same for you, you know. And what about my blessing skills, huh?” He pointed to the kitchen. “Did you see how Aldo reacted? Watch, I’ll bless our meal.” Percy raised his hands over the table like a sorcerer conjuring a spell.

“Don’t you do it, Percy!” Maggie scowled.

“In nomine Patris…” Percy said in a booming voice.

Maggie clenched her teeth. “Knock it off, Percy!”

“…et Filli Spiritus Sancti. Amen,” Percy said, finishing the prayer. A distant ‘amen,’ issued from the kitchen. Percy took another bite of pizza crust. “You better eat up,” he said, chewing furiously, “even blessed food gets cold.”

***

Three months later…

Percy laid his arm on the wool blanket that separated himself and Maggie from the creek’s pebbled shore. Dusk was painting the sky pale blue with bursts of amber rays. The shallow creek rippled and eddied. Percy and Maggie lazed together in the cool autumn air, wrapped naked in a blanket, not far from Percy’s red Buick Riviera. “Hopefully I’m not making you go to the matinee too much,” Percy said as smoke shot from his nostrils.

Maggie reached over and plucked the cigarette from Percy’s hand. “Shelley Winters did great as Ma Barker.” She held her hand out like a gun. “I love that line, ‘We’re gonna play Simon says, and this is Simon.’” Maggie waved the cigarette in the air before taking a drag. Then she wedged the cigarette between Percy’s lips. “You should know by now, Percy, that I do what I want. I thought my pick would have been better, but not so much.” Maggie pulled Percy’s chin to hers. “Promise we’ll never be like that couple.”

“I could do with the rich parties, but not much else.”

Maggie lay her head back onto Percy’s chest. “How do people live like that, deceiving one another? And the mouths on those children…I couldn’t take it, Percy, I just couldn’t. Did you ever talk to your parents that way?”

“My father didn’t stick around to give me much a chance. Silence and defiance were my methods of cruelty toward Daisy.”

“I don’t think I could ever be as cruel to my mother as she was to me.”

“What did Ruby do to you, aside from treating me like crap?”

Maggie blinked slowly. “For another time. I don’t want to ruin the moment.” She lay there listening to the crickets’ chirping, and took in the smell of jasmine on the wind. “If you could wish for one thing, just one thing, what would you wish for?”

“That I could call you Oddball for the rest of our lives.”

Maggie pulled Percy’s chest hair. “I think that nickname works better for you.”

“Think so?” Percy asked.

‘Know so, Oddball.”

“I don’t know,” Percy mused. “I’ve never thought about something like that.”

“Well, think about it. If you could have or do one thing, what would it be? And I want you to really think before you answer.”

Percy lay silent for a time. The sound of the creek purred gently. Then, “I guess I would wish that I would never miss a moment of my life.”

“That was perfect. Maggie kissed Percy.

“Now you, what would you wish for?” Percy asked. He pulled the blanket over Maggie’s breasts. Neither of them had the foggiest notion that an hour earlier, on the shore of the creek, Maggie had conceived their child.

“When I was a little girl, I would dream of being able to fly. I would spread out my arms and fly to exotic lands. I would travel the world and escape my mother and become anyone I wanted, and when I needed a change, I’d just fly away and become someone else. I’d dream about my dad not dying when I was young, so he’d still be around to teach me all about the stars and planets.”

Percy held Maggie closer. “You’ve already escaped your mother, Mags. You’re with me now”

“I suppose I have.” Maggie hugged Percy. “Things are moving fast. I mean it feels right, but you know I don’t like to be pinned down.”

Percy stared into the sky. “Is that how you feel, pinned down?”

“I mean, it’s only been three months, you know? A lot has changed in that time. It’s just that I didn’t see myself in a serious relationship at twenty-two. Not that I don’t want to be, but I just didn’t picture that. But no, when I’m with you it feels right, in some way.” She listened to the ambling waters of the creek. Monarch butterflies fluttered in the air above them. “I guess getting out from under my mother and being with you and having your babies one day is a much more appealing way of being pinned down.”

“That doesn’t sound promising to me, Mags.”

“Trust me, it is.” Maggie flexed her fingers between Percy’s. “Is it really true that you whispered my name as a child? Is it honestly true?”

“You still don’t believe me, do you?”

“Is it true, Percy, is it true?”

“Yes. When I saw you for the first time, I couldn’t believe you were real. You’re all that I’ve ever wanted.”

Maggie settled her head back onto Percy’s chest. “That’s the moment you had me, you know, when you said that outside the Pizza Bucket.”

“It didn’t seem that way.”

“Well, it was, even if I didn’t know it yet.”

“I was certainly hoping.”

“Or maybe you wanted Natalie Wood instead.”

“No, of course not. I mean if she showed up at my door I might, you know.” Percy flicked the cigarette into the creek just in time to shield his face.

“You better never,” Maggie huffed. She smacked at Percy’s arm.

“Then why did you put me through ‘no’ after that day?”

“I just wanted you to be sure that you wanted me as well. I didn’t want to make it easy for either of us.” Maggie nuzzled under Percy’s arm. She watched the day surrender to the night. “Sorry for putting you through that.”

“It doesn’t matter. It’s just us now. We got the apartment month to month, and we’re checking out houses. The Buick’s in tip top shape. The sky’s the limit.”

Overhead, streaks appeared in the sky.

Maggie tapped Percy’s chest and sat up quickly. “Quick, Percy, make a wish with me.”

Percy leaned back on his elbows. “Alright,” Percy said, “I wish for…”

“No,” Maggie cautioned. She put two fingers to Percy’s lips, “don’t say it out loud. Make it together with me silently.” The streaks flared to the north. Then they winked out and were gone. There was only the sound of the creek and the chirping crickets and the smells of the wind carried on the night.

“I love you, Mags. I always have.”

“I love you, Oddball,” Maggie exhaled. She put her head back on Percy’s chest.

“I bet I know what you wished for,” Percy chided.

“Yeah,” Maggie replied. “I bet I know what you wished for too.” She stared at the sky where the shooting stars had been. A tear ran down her cheek. “Something tells me, Percy, that I’m going to put you through a lot more than I already have.”

Percy angled his neck at Maggie again. “Oh yeah?”

“Yeah,” Maggie whispered. “If you want me, you also have to take on my blues.”

“I’ll take your blues too.” Percy pulled Maggie closer. “I’m glad you settled on me,” he said softly.

Maggie smeared the tear on her cheek. “Me too.”




The Flutter

 

Maggie sat up in the darkness. She curled her hand over her stomach. “Oh my God, he’s fluttering.” Reaching over her Percy, she pulled the chain on the bureau lamp and hauled the massive medical encyclopedia atop the patchwork quilt covering her legs. “Just like a butterfly.” With a flick of her wrist, she parted the encyclopedia at one of the dog-eared pages and began flipping through cross-sections of fetal diagrams and female reproductive systems. “It's too early to feel this,” Maggie confided to herself.

Percy rolled onto his back and shielded his face. “Mags, do you ever sleep?” he said in a waking haze. “Wuddya doing in the middle of the night?” Through the web of his fingers, he made out the flip-card numbers of the Hamilton alarm clock on his bureau. They reported ‘2:58,’ then click, ‘2:59,’ the seconds ticking away as menacingly as a countdown to detonation. “I have to be up by five.”

Maggie’s finger stopped mid-page. “Quickening is defined as the first time you feel your baby move. This is a long, anticipated event in every pregnancy.” She counted under her breath. “Ten, eleven, twelve... My God it is too early.”

Percy propped his head on his hand and stroked the belt of hair on Maggie’s shoulder. “You’re doing it again,” he said. Maggie pursed her bow-shaped lips. Holding the medical encyclopedia like a sacred scroll, she continued running her finger down the length of the page.

“Look at her big, brown eyes,” Percy murmured. Maggie glanced in his direction. He took his finger and lifted her chin. “Her skin, so fair and her nose, slightly upturned, cheekbones high and refined…”

“You’re being weird,” Maggie said, rolling her eyes.

“…all of it arranged on a soft, round face…”

“Now you’re calling me fat.”

“…that completes the woman of my dreams.”

Maggie nudged Percy’s hand away. Her finger stopped on the next page. “Quickening has been described as bubbles, butterflies, or gas. “Yep, definitely a butterfly.”

Percy turned onto his back and folded his hands behind his head. “Since I have to be up in an hour, should I assume this as one of your more creative methods of foreplay?”

“Want to take me to see Brewster McCloud at tomorrow’s matinee?”

“Nice deflection. And I wish I had the time. I’m working Francis’ shift.”

Maggie pulled her hair across her shoulders. “Is he still boozing?”

Percy lifted his head. “Does a bear shit in the woods? Double shifts are coming at a good time for us.”

“Send him my thanks.” Maggie lowered the encyclopedia and held up two fingers. “And two of whatever he's drinking.”

Pushing himself onto his elbow, Percy nudged the encyclopedia off Maggie’s lap. “Of course, I was only going to swing a double if I got some sleep.”

“Oh, Percy, don’t you do it!” Maggie slapped at Percy’s arm. The encyclopedia teetered on the edge of the blankets, and then fell to the floor in a heap. “We can't do this!” she protested.

“And why not?”

Maggie leaned back on her elbows. “Because, Wendall's awake.”

Percy flipped onto his stomach and stiffened. “Goddamn it, Mags. Don't say his name. And we don't even know if it's a 'he' yet.”

“A mother knows - and watch the language around Wendall.” Maggie scooted her shoulders onto the pillow. “You need to sing to us. We like that. Put your lips on my stomach so Wendall can hear.” She pushed the quilt down. “Percy, don't!” she squealed as he tickled along her hips.

Percy pressed his lips on the rise of Maggie’s stomach. “Hush, little baby, don’t say a word...Mama’s gonna buy you a mockingbird...”

“And if that mockingbird don’t sing…go on, baby.”

“Mama’s gonna buy you a diamond ring....”

Their words ran together. Maggie pulled the lamp chain. Outside, through the frosted window, an orange-breasted robin landed on the windowsill. It hopped closer to the glass. Cocking its head at odd angles, it stared at Maggie. Then another robin landed next to the first. The sky, once velvety black, was turning slate gray. Soon the sky would pale, and then illuminate the kitchen of their one-room efficiency. “And if that looking glass gets broke...” Maggie pulled him between her legs. “Do you think he'll be a dreamer?”

“Mama’s gonna buy you a dog named rover...you mean like his mother?”

“Something like that,” Maggie replied. She caressed Percy’s hair.

“I'll tell you what I think.”

“He's fluttering,” Maggie whispered.

“If he's going to be a dreamer,” Percy said, staring into Maggie's eyes, “he had better get some sleep.”




Moving Day

 

“I was on the steps talking to Nixon.” The bespectacled man grunted as he managed his end of the wooden trunk. “Hurry up. My arms are shaking.”

Percy puffed through his red, quivering cheeks. “What did Nixon say?”

“The prez went on and on about the Orangemen because some protestors were from Syracuse. I told him that I came to talk facts, and that he had better start talking, jack. I was about to get real nervy, too.”

“You’re the least nervy person I know.” Percy kicked the front door open the rest of the way. It groaned on its hinges. His foot gave out. The trunk collided into the hot water pipe. There was a loud DONG. The hot water pipe vibrated like a tine and disappeared into the ceiling.

“You need to watch out for the pipes,” Dusty advised.

“Hi, honey, I'm home!” Percy yelled. “Guess we won't be using that radiator!”

“What was that?” Maggie's voice sounded from upstairs.

“We hit the hot water pipe,” Percy replied loudly. They maneuvered the trunk into the living room and set it on the floor. “Goddamn,” Percy muttered, wringing his bloodless hands. He sat on the trunk’s lid and hooked his finger inside the collar of his turtleneck shirt.

“Thing’s a beast.” Dusty ran his hand along the metal scallops that dressed the sides of the trunk. An old-world map was imprinted onto the trunk’s lid. Percy was sitting on South America.

“Used to be Mags’ dad’s,” Percy added.

“Is her dad inside the trunk?” Dusty chided. He reached down and jiggled the unlocked padlock. “It’s heavy enough.”

“Just some books and what not.” Percy tapped the trunk’s lid. “Mags packed it.”

“Belongs in a museum.” Dusty walked over to the grayish plaster wall and examined the crack that ran from the baseboard to the plaster cornice that crowned the eleven-foot ceiling. “The trunk matches the house. How old is this place?”

Percy scanned the room. “About sixty years old.”

“What’s going on here?” Dusty ran his fingertips along the crack.

“Apparently there’s a bricked-up fireplace behind that wall. There’s another fireplace behind the paneling in the master bedroom.”

Dusty traced the crack down to the baseboard. “That would account for the two chimneys.”

“The agent mentioned there is a walled-off staircase behind the dishwasher in the kitchen. The foundation in the cellar trickles water when it rains. We’ll take a tour when we’re done moving.”

“Cracks in the wall up here. Cracks in the walls down there.” Dusty rubbed the feathers of the roach clip hanging from his sleeve. “Why did you buy this place again?”

Percy shrugged. “Price.”

“You need to fix the soffit on the back of the house. A huge chunk is missing.”

“Funny,” Percy mused, “don’t recall any soffit missing back there. Now, out front for sure there is soffit missing.”

Dusty’s eyes magnified cartoonishly behind his spectacles. “Let’s check out what’s in the trunk.”

“No.” Percy tapped the open padlock. “Just leave it. We’ve got enough to unload.”

Maggie called down again, something about hot water pipes and being careful.

“Everything’s fine,” Percy yelled toward the foyer. Then he followed Dusty into the dining room.

“You broke them all to hell when you dropped them on the floor, man.” Dusty stood in front of stacks of boxes by the kitchen door.

“You were the one driving the moving truck,” Percy countered. He kicked the box marked “PERCY DON’T!” in bold letters.

Dusty tucked his tie dye shirt into his yellow jeans. “Just say it was me. You know you’re going to anyway.” He reached into his pocket and withdrew a zippo lighter. “I’m sparking up. I still can’t believe it.”

“Believe what?”

“I don’t know how you married a woman like that. She’s way out of your league.” Dusty lit the joint and handed it to Percy.

“Not this shit again,” Percy groaned.

“You didn’t use any cheesy movie quotes on her, did you? I told you not to do that with girls anymore.”

Percy took a drag from the joint. “Of course not. Do you think she would’ve even gone out with me if I had?”

“I don’t know, I mean the priest thing worked.”

The butler door opened that led to the kitchen. Lilly held a can of green Comet in one dish glove, and a rag in the other. “Hey, boys, we only have the truck until tomorrow,” she said. In jean shorts, her flannel shirt hung to her waist. The white halter top beneath exposed traces of stomach muscles stained with detergent and grime. And when Percy and Dusty ignored her, Lilly yelled, “Hey, assholes!” Her blond braids flared from under her blue bandana like Medusa’s serpents.

Percy inhaled deeply. “Gotta calm my nerves,” he finally said. Then he handed the joint back to Dusty.

“Babe,” Dusty said as he walked over to Lilly, “get us two beers when you can. We’re puffing here.”

Lilly skinned the yellow dish glove under her armpit and snatched the joint from Dusty. “Looks like you’re passing.”

“Lilly, did Dusty really meet Nixon at the Lincoln Memorial?”

“Yup. He sure did.” Lilly squinted as she exhaled.

“And did he actually talk to Nixon?”

“It’s all true. It’s also true that he almost got his ass kicked by the secret service.”

Percy smiled. “What’s the real reason Dusty dropped out of MIT? Was it acid?”

Lilly looked up at Dusty. “You said you weren’t supposed to talk about that.”

“It’s okay. I only told you and Percy.”

Handing the joint back to Dusty, Lilly gave a salute. “Beers in the fridge,” she imparted as she pushed backwards through the butler door.

Dusty licked his fingertips and squeezed the tip of the joint. There was an audible sizzle. He placed the joint behind his ear. “Let’s get the rest.” Then Dusty walked into the living room.

“I’ll take this box upstairs,” Percy called after Dusty. He picked up a box marked, ‘Master Bedroom’ from the dining room floor. Then he stopped. Through the doorway, in the living room, the lid of the trunk stood upright on its hinges. Dusty stared inside.

“Oh man,” Dusty exclaimed. He glanced at Percy, and then back to the trunk.

Percy grabbed the trunk’s lid and slammed it closed. Securing the padlock through the trunk’s hasp, he squeezed the shackle onto the body of the padlock until it snapped shut. “Just stay out of the trunk. I’m going upstairs to check on Mags. Get more boxes from outside. I’ll be down in a bit.”

“No problem,” Dusty replied. “I’ll rock and roll.”

***

Percy set the box on the carpet of the empty master bedroom. The bedroom walls were covered in brown Weldwood paneling. A bay window bulged to the right. Curtains framed the casement window across from the doorway. In front of the casement window, a cast iron radiator connected to hot water pipes to the dining room below.

The radiator’s metal columns were cold to the touch. Outside the window, Percy could make out the faded shingles of the den’s roofline. He turned the window’s hand crank. It squeaked outward. Cool March air rushed in. He leaned over the radiator, stuck his head out of the window, and turned his head upward. Dusty was right. Inside the eave, a large patch of soffit was missing. A raccoon’s head poked out from inside the eave. Its masked face stared down at Percy. “As long as you chip in on the mortgage, little fella,” he murmured, craning his neck upward.

Percy regarded the box on the floor. He took the knife clipped to his pant pocket and pushed on the thumb stud. The blade swung open and clicked into place. He knelt and brought the blade across the tape sealing the box. Then Percy lifted the flaps open. “My God,” he uttered. A hoard of orange and green polyethylene bottles filled the box. Percy laid the knife on the floor and picked up a bottle. “Margaret Fitzgerald – Nidurol 3mg Psychotic Disorders QTY 30 2 REFILLS– Take before bed. Will cause drowsiness, possibly hallucinations. Effects may last 24 hours.

Percy dropped the bottle and reached for another. The label Liproxil rolled into view. Percy froze. November 23, 1964. Jesus, Mags,” he whispered. He folded the knife and clipped it to his pocket.

Percy’s mind went to the night with Maggie by the creek. She had told him about her childhood wish, of holding out her arms and flying away, becoming someone else. Percy closed his eyes and shook his head. He had moved on her quickly. It was the way she looked at him sometimes, the way you regard something you would rather visit and not live. It was the opening of that door, the door that Maggie had warned Percy about even before their first date.

Maggie’s blues.

How deep did they go? Maggie had told Percy that if he wanted her, he would have to take on her blues too. Back then those had just been words. And there it was, the box on the floor. To Percy, it wasn’t merely a box filled with pill bottles. It was a threat that he had no idea existed.

The curtains lifted, revealing the roof of the den. Percy shivered. Cold wind blew through the casement window. The radiator became colder to the touch. Percy gripped the crank. The window squeaked in protest until it sank into place.

“What are you doing?”

Percy spun around. Maggie stood in the master bedroom doorway. Her brown hair flowed from under the red bandana covering her hair. Blue and white paint streaked her cheekbones. The denim overalls covering her swollen belly were speckled with paint much the same Her breasts swelled beneath her t-shirt. She tilted the paintbrush in her hand, waiting for Percy to speak.

“I – I was just bringing boxes up and wanted to check on you. Why is there a box filled with pill bottles with your name on them?”

Maggie tipped the paint brush toward the box. “Not just my name. I caught you early. Why are you going through my personal things?”

