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PART ONE

 


ONE

 


February 17, 1978, 6:43
p.m.

 


When Maggie Remick stepped from the hospital
entrance with her newborn, only the cold was waiting for her. A few
steps into her walk home she spotted the abandoned shopping cart by
the road. It lay on its side against the snowbank like a distrait
pedestrian who had just met the bumper of a speeding mid-sized
sedan. The sidewalk was icy, and she feared falling with the baby
in her arms. But, mostly, she didn’t want to keep it so close to
her. Holding it in one arm, she yanked on the wheeled metal cage
with her free hand. In just a few seconds, her fingers had gone raw
in the cold—the knuckles seized into a brittle claw. The cart broke
free when she kicked it. Chunks of ice and snow rattled from the
tiny bars. She pulled it to its wheels.

The infant squirmed against the cold metal
when she put it in the cart. She moved down the sidewalk, her hands
trembling against the handle. The plastic over the top of it was
broken off, and the exposed steel bar burned against the first
crease of her knuckles. The cart was difficult to push over the
packed snow on the sidewalk, but most of the walk was downhill,
toward the church at the bottom, then flat for a while until she
got to the intersection where the store was. She knew that at the
pace she was moving the owner would spot her with his cart and take
it from her. He wouldn’t care about the baby.

Her baby had been born a few days before at
dawn, and she’d fallen asleep as the light snuck through the window
and crawled up the side of her hospital bed. She spent those few
days relieved that the weight of the child was no longer inside
her, and she’d refused to hold the baby until now. The cart should
have seemed like a stroke of luck for her, but Maggie wasn’t lucky.
The baby cried as the cart wobbled. The cry bothered her, and it
seemed louder in the cold even with the blanket muffling the noise.
Her legs were still a little numb, like the rest of her, and what
pain she’d had in the warmth of the hospital was outmatched by the
cold chewing away at her fingers, now slicing beneath her
nails.

At the edge of the sidewalk the snow wasn’t
packed down as much and she guided one of the front tires through
it to keep her balance, to keep the cart from careening down the
hill. She quietly hoped for the passing headlights to warm her
hands, but they only shined on the lack of mercy the cold had for
her. At the bottom of the hill she paused and waited for cars to
stop at the crosswalk before she pushed on, ignoring the hand
waving that urged her to move faster over the street, as if the
discomfort of the cold had climbed into their cars the way it had
into her bones.

The cars crept by, and it made Maggie feel as
if her shoes had been tied together like the boys did when she was
in grade school, back when they thought she was a charming little
doll, and they only wanted to steal a kiss and keep her from
chasing them. The cold had her there, in the night, trying to pin
her down. Like tires rubbing through the buildup of ice and snow in
the wheel wells, Maggie continued. Music came from the cars
adjusted a little louder as the vents smothered the passengers with
comforting warm air that she knew was there. Metal chiming sang
from the chain-link fence as it shook against the posts. The wind
bullied a clear piece of plastic against the fence and a corner of
it whipped at her, snapping in the air like the bite of a cornered
animal.

One of the clerks from the store huddled
against the corner of the building, pulling quick drags from his
cigarette. He pushed his knees together and tossed his cigarette
into the snow piled between the sidewalk and the street. The
blinking red light of the intersection pulsed and shined off the
patches of ice in the road. Almost there, she whispered—the comfort
for her, not the baby. Her lips had gone dry, chapped to the
flakiness of burned paper, and above her lip, moisture froze
against the edges of her nostrils. She crossed another street and
passed the two houses before her mother’s. In her last few paces,
she looked forward to the kindness the shelter of her mother’s
house would offer, what the cold and Limington, New York, refused
to.

The warmth of the kitchen fell around her.
Edith, her mother, sat at the table, a cup of tea gone cold before
her. Her curled, arthritic fingers and her palms pressed against
the flat surface of the hand-carved mahogany. The woman’s eyes
narrowed, and she lifted a hand to press the bridge of her glasses
higher on her nose with the warped, swollen joint of her index
finger. Edith’s lips had gone so thin with age, a razor thin line
as they pressed together. The pungent smell of hair dye lingered in
the air and burned in Maggie’s nose. A gold crucifix floated on the
white turtleneck Edith wore—daunting, like a knocker on an
oversized wooden door begging to be slammed on a house that
wouldn’t welcome her.

Edith stared at the bundle in her daughter’s
arms, then stood and left he room. Maggie put the baby on the
center of the table and shed her jacket. She sat and pressed her
hands between her thighs and tried to still herself from the shiver
coiling around her. The baby’s arms jerked beneath the blanket and
she freed a hand to pull it open. Pictures of Maggie’s brother hung
in brass frames throughout the kitchen. Where there had been
pictures of Maggie, new frames with his image haunted her former
space. A motorcycle accident. He’d been drunk. Maggie only ever
remembered him drunk. Her half brother, now idolized in the droopy
eyed pictures her mother kept on the walls. Maggie looked away from
the pictures and clenched her teeth.

The baby squinted in the light of the room,
and Maggie let her head sink to the edge of the table. The furnace
kicked on in the basement, the rumble of something prehistoric, and
Maggie slipped her boots off and pressed her feet into the
vibration in the floor. More crying. Maggie lifted her head, her
eyelids ready to quit and close for good. She took the baby into
the bathroom with her and shut the door. The vent blew warm air
against her skin as she stripped over it, casting her clothes into
the corner past where the baby lay on the floor.

 


 


She sat against the wall with her heels against
the tub and rolled her toes over a crack in the porcelain. The
baby, red and blotchy, was quiet and naked on the linoleum beside
her. His right hand quivered and brushed against her leg. Steam
rose around the spouting faucet and cast a veil of fog over the
window. Outside, what had started as a tenuous dusting of snow had
turned into a white chaotic madness of snowflakes. The night got
darker and winter tucked its shoulder into the blizzard and pushed
it a little harder. Maggie stared at the window.

For months she’d watched the foliage erupt in
the trees outside from where she knelt on her hands and knees at
the rim of the toilet each morning. With her growth and unfamiliar
discomfort, the hottest parts of the year kept her sticky with
sweat through the night. The night eventually took bigger bites of
the day until there was barely any left, and she moved through the
cold and darkness hunched and pulled down by the weight of what was
inside her. Each night she had laid in bed hoping that the growth
would diminish and be gone in the morning. She whispered horrible
fates that God would not redeem. And when that desire was
unanswered by God, she would hope even more for tragedy, even of
her own fate, so the ridicule would be gone and the weight of her
sin and the weight of the guilt her mother forced on her would be
gone, too, but the baby came. It had finally arrived.

The water was too hot as she tested it with
the tips of her fingers. She dropped the seat on the toilet and
sat, resting her head against the windowsill. The baby, in a
continuous spasm and its eyes closed, flexed his mouth. His thin
lips curled open and a deep red hole where the tongue worked
against his gums let out a choking cough.

After a while, the water had cooled, and she
held the baby at the surface. His lips had closed and it was quiet,
as if the drops from the faucet cooed the baby into a calm.
Maggie’s arms ached with the weight of the child—the effort of her
support knifed a pain down the sides of her stomach and the weak
muscles of her abdomen. She waited for it to open its
eyes—iridescent blue and a hint of yellow. Babies could only see
shadow, she was told, and she wondered how suddenly those first
hints of color would come. The baby sunk below the surface as she
withdrew her hands—fingers pruned and pale and thin black lines in
the folds. The nameless thing’s lips sealed and it lay on the
bottom of the tub with a tiny bubble clinging to a nostril—its eyes
closed, unable to dream of safety or foresee his fate.

The water was clear, and the baby’s fingers
worked through it in an attempt to swim or wave goodbye. Maggie
lowered her head and relaxed her wrists letting the tips of her
fingers sift through the water. There was quiet in her mind,
finally, and Maggie let her thoughts slip into a memory of her
youth.

When she was a small girl, she’d asked her
grandfather once if it were true that he’d drowned a sack of
kittens a pond. The old man admitted the crime and gave her
knowledge that drowning was like going to sleep. His answer gave
her comfort in the fate of the kittens, and Maggie accepted his
actions as less brutal than she’d imagined—him holding the sack
beneath the surface while the claws of their tiny paws pierced the
fabric and left his hands bloody and his ears drenched with gurgled
meows.

Another bubble formed on the baby’s nostril,
the previous having risen to the water’s surface. Twenty-three
seconds passed and the baby continued to move—soft sloping
movements of its limbs, without struggle or panic, until his hand
brushed against the tip of Maggie’s little finger and latched
on.

 


 



 


 


TWO

 


Spring 1995

 


Harley pinched a bubble from his lips and saw
it pop at the surface. Maggie and Nick were in the living room
completing their afternoon romp. Submerged in the small tub, Harley
could feel the vibrations of their movement—the couch thumping
against the wall, Maggie’s palm slapping the trim of the side
window, the steady cadence of his heartbeat as the water went
cool.

Harley sat up breaking the smooth flat pane of
the water’s surface. It rushed off him in song roving against the
sides of the tub. He looked at his watch. Two minutes four seconds.
He was getting better at holding his breath, allowing his body’s
panic to drone into a soft electric hum. Nick grunted his last few
thrusts into Maggie, and Harley reached over his head to the towel
hanging behind him and pulled it down over his face. He stood,
sending the water into another furious displacement, and stepped
from the tub.

He patted himself dry with the towel, a rag
fringed on all sides and stained with the things it had soaked up
from the floor and in laundry baskets. Nick pounded his way to the
bathroom and Harley wrapped himself in the thin towel, water still
dripping from his hair. He met Nick at the door. His mother’s lover
stood there with a cigarette dangling loosely from his bite, the
same manner in which the man’s jeans hung on his narrow hips, the
fly open, and the button only mostly fitted through its hole. His
elbows were grids of a spiderweb tattoos, letters crossed each of
his knuckles too faded to determine, warnings of mercy and death
wrapped around his arms like black veins. Harley pushed closer to
the door giving Nick room to pass so he could exit.

“What kind of a teenage boy takes
a bath?” Nick asked.

Harley squeezed the twist in the towel and
shrugged. He slipped sideways between the door and Nick’s shoulder.
Maggie sat on the couch buttoning her shirt and Harley passed her
on his way to his room. Neither of them exchanged a glance. The
sound of Nick pissing followed Harley through the
apartment.

Harley pulled his pants on and sat at the edge
of his bed. He took the snow globe from the windowsill and shook
it. Inside, a small two-story house—the kind clichéd with happy,
perfect families who ate dinner together and had family night by
the fireplace—was the only thing unmoving. The white specks eddied
inside the sphere after he put it down. Eventually, those specks
settled. They always settled. The chaos inside the globe would
eventually end, regardless of how violently it was
shaken.

A calico cat lurked beneath the bush outside
his bedroom window. Trash bags were set out on the sidewalk for the
next morning’s pickup, pizza boxes stacked next to them like winos
sleeping off the headache. A group of kids Harley knew from school
shuffled to a car with swim trunks and towels and coolers on their
way to Sylvan Beach or Ithaca, somewhere Harley was never taken or
invited to, all of them going somewhere, passing his window as if
it didn’t exist—an empty shell placed on the landscape of their
world. Harley rolled to his back and traced the cracks in the
ceiling through the paint like a map he was trying to memorize—a
journey that led only to the empty corners of his world. The smell
of Maggie’s cigarette wafted into the room and the sound of Nick’s
shower hissed through the apartment. Harley closed his eyes and
imagined the burn of sand on his feet, the tightening of his skin
from a day in the sun, waves curling around his ankles. His door
burst open.

Nick stood there, water dripping from him and
wetting patches in his jeans. “Think you could have saved some
fucking hot water?”

Harley sat up. “Save? Like in a
bucket?”

“You know how fucking cold the
water is? And there’s not even a towel to dry off with.”

“You used two of them yesterday to
clean your motorcycle. Maybe you should have only used
one.”

“That mouth of yours is going to
get you in a lot of trouble.”

“My mouth didn’t use the towels to
clean off that hunk of shit that won’t even run.”

Nick gritted his teeth. “Okay, Harley. Keep it
up.”

“Whatever, Nick.”

Nick stared down at Harley, a slight side to
side movement in his jaw worked like the gentle, persistent rub
against a stain. Harley leaned to his side putting his back to Nick
and looked out the window.

Maggie and Nick went out onto the front porch,
each with a beer. Nick sat on the railing and drank, quickly
tossing the empties he crushed in his hands onto the lawn or in the
bushes just below Harley’s window. Their voices were muffled beyond
the glass, but Harley could still hear them.

“Fucking kid’s got an attitude
problem, Maggie.”

“Just leave him alone, Nick.”
Maggie dropped her cigarette butt to the porch step and toed it
out. “He’s not hurting anyone.”

Nick popped open another beer. “He’s a fucking
weirdo. He doesn’t have any friends. All he does is sit in the tub
or in his room and play with that fucking snow globe. He’s probably
a faggot.”

“I have to go,” Maggie said. She
stood and kissed Nick’s cheek.

“Thanks for leaving me here with
your pickle-kissing son.”

“I’ll be back in a few
hours.”

“I’m gonna need some beer. And
cigarettes.”

Maggie stepped off the porch and walked down
the sidewalk. Nick pushed himself from the railing and downed his
beer. He turned and looked into Harley’s window, then made his way
through the house. Harley tried his best to ignore the clanging and
movement in the kitchen. Nick went outside and Harley listened to
the hard spray of water into the plastic bucket Nick used to wash
his motorcycle parts. Footsteps charged through the apartment, a
heavy thumping against plastic. Harley sat up. Nick hefted the
bucket and slammed the water down on Harley. Cold tightened
everything in him, even his bones. The ice cubes in the bucket came
out in a solid chunk. The sharp edges of ice block raked down
Harley’s face, the weight of it busting his lip and nose and a thin
line of blood warmed a path over his chin through the
water.

“Not so fucking smart now, are
you?”

Harley shivered and rolled his face into the
drenched mattress. Nick moved back through the house hitting the
doorframes with the empty bucket as Harley tried to catch his
breath.

Harley sat at the edge of his bed shivering
while Nick ate his dinner. He sat there as Nick drank more beer, a
pile of crushed aluminum growing beside the couch. He sat there
while the sun moved toward setting and burned red and orange behind
the clouds. When Nick went to piss, Harley came from his room and
slipped Nick’s Zippo from the TV tray into his pocket. He snuck
past the bathroom doorway and outside. The towels Nick had used for
cleaning lay over the seat of his motorcycle, the black gas tank
glistening even in the dying light of the day. Harley removed the
gas cap and stuffed the towel into the hole. He emptied the
half-used quart of oil over the leather seat, the saddle bags, and
the handlebars. The flame of the Zippo lapped at the air and Harley
felt his heartbeat quicken. Deeper, sinking through his guts, he
felt a swirl of heat move through his groin as he put a flame to
the edge of the rag. The expulsion of light and heat forced him to
stagger back, and he caught himself against the maple at the edge
of the yard. Fire surged from the bike and Harley leaned against
the tree, pressing his face into the bark. The blaze shimmered in
the mineral fragments of the gravel driveway. Harley pushed his
hand into his pocket and felt how hard he was in his
pants.

Nick burst from the apartment, his arms
flailing like a boxed primate, silhouette blurred by the black
smoke. The fire rose and Harley wanted to swallow the beauty of it,
capture it and hold it somewhere, make it his captive. Nick stopped
moving when he looked in Harley’s direction, his hands flashing
into fists, and he circled the fire toward Harley. Harley ran,
reluctant to leave the flames, through the backyard. He hopped the
fence into the neighbors’ garden, looking over his shoulder at the
fire, ignoring Nick, until he rounded the corner of the neighbors’
house, and there were no distracting flames. Nick panted from the
middle of the street, making gasping attempts to yell for Harley,
but he couldn’t catch him, and wouldn’t.

Harley backtracked and cut across the yards
between Union and North Street. He ran down the train tracks, his
ankles straining against the unevenness of the ties and rocks
scattered between them. He ran past the backs of tin-sided
warehouses and past the rusted, graffitied rail cars where two
sections of track intersected until he hit Watson Street. He
trotted down Watson toward the bridge and Interstate 81. In his
mind he thought he’d stand at the north ramp for 81 and hitch a
ride up to Syracuse, but when he got to the bridge over the East
River, he stopped, realizing he’d have nothing to do when he got
there except try to find a way back.

The bridge was green steel, rusted in patches
like knuckle scabs breaking with the flex of a fist. Halfway
across, he turned to look down the river. Cars rushed by pulling
into the gas station or the Army Navy store across the street. The
water below him was clear, but brown gunk clung to the rocks on the
riverbed. The water treatment plant was to the right, and Harley
wondered how sick he would get if he drank the water. Harley
climbed the rail and sat on top of it, wedging his feet into the
square rungs. The tree branches on the side of the river dipped
into the water and Harley slouched and rubbed the singed hairs from
the backs of his hands.

His throat burned from the run there. His jaw
hung as he gulped air through his mouth. Saliva was thick around
his gums and his teeth ached. Harley slipped his hand under his
shirt and felt the coolness of his skin, the metronome thump of his
heart. Blood had dried in clumps inside his nose, and he fingered
them from his nostrils as he tried to slow his breathing. Mosquitos
buzzed in his ears and he let them take his blood without even the
wave of his hand to shoo them off. Instead, he ground down the
flint on Nick’s Zippo.

Police lights flashed in his peripheral
vision, growing brighter until the cruiser stopped. He wanted to
look over at them to see if their guns had been drawn. He waited to
hear Nick’s screaming, but it didn’t come. An officer approached
him slowly.

“Son, you want to swing ’round and
step onto the sidewalk?” he asked.

Harley righted himself and gripped the round
pole he sat on. He unhitched his feet from the rungs and swung his
legs over the rail and dropped to the sidewalk.

“Your name Harley Remick?” the cop
asked.

Harley put his thumbs in his pockets and
nodded.

“I’m going to need you to turn
around and put your hands behind your head.”

 


 



 


 


THREE

 


Maggie sat on the other side of the glass with
her arms crossed. A few minutes later Harley emerged from a steel
door with a corrections officer. He looked small, like he had when
he was a boy, in the orange scrubs issued by the county jail; a
clubhouse for the petty criminals and the homeless in winter who
committed menial crimes to get food and shelter. Maggie picked up
the phone when Harley sat and he followed suit. His eyes were
wrapped in bruises, cartoonish. Maggie looked at his chest,
avoiding the darkness on his face.

“I had a good thing, Harley, and
you screwed it up.”

“You have low expectations,
Maggie, if Nick was a good thing.”

“He paid part of the
rent.”

“Try lighting a fire. They’re
giving me a free place to stay.”

“Always the smartass, Harley. Good
luck with that mouth of yours in here.”

“I don’t see why you’re so mad,
Maggie. One good thing came out of this.”

“Good? Something good came out of
this?” She looked at his eyes then, seeing that the skin around
them was more purple than black. “Please, tell me what is so
fucking good about what happened?”

“You finally got rid of
me.”

Maggie’s look of disdain melted down her face,
and it seemed, the words were a circular movement of liquid. The
words coming from Harley, to Maggie’s ear, and her expression
swirling into a vortex and emptying from her as Harley stood, hung
up the receiver, and walked away.

 


 


After the first day or two, Harley embraced the
routine of jail. The guards left him alone. Most of them were
overweight, and Harley decided that they didn’t fuck with him only
out of laziness. They had a confident lean on their authority, and
they didn’t waste their time on anyone who wasn’t a threat to that.
Harley walked in circles most of the day, around the six steel
tables bolted to the floor of the cell block, and nobody stepped in
front of him to call him a fag or a loser the way
they did when he walked through the hallways of his high school, or
the way Nick had done whenever Harley met him at a doorway. The
other inmates left him alone, too, but they reminded him of the men
he’d known his whole life, the type of men his mother brought home
to fuck her. At one point in his life, he’d hoped that his mother
would bring a man home so he could have a father or a friend, but
that was never the case. Maggie could not have cared less about a
father for him, and the days that she was happiest were the days a
check came from the state. Those were the days that he’d hoped for
a new bike or shoes or a baseball mitt—days he’d hoped she’d bring
him somewhere like the beach or an amusement park or an animal
farm. But Maggie would use the money at a bar or loan it to Nick
for leather jackets or chrome parts for his motorcycle. Those were
the days that taught him the most, the hardest lessons of his life,
how not to cry even when it was impossible not to.

After two weeks of pacing, Harley was
transferred to a youth facility a few hours north of Limington. He
was brought out of the cell block, shackled, and escorted to a van.
The seats were soft, and Harley didn’t waste time finding sleep.
Before the van pulled through the gates, he’d already fallen into
the deep, rhythmic breath of sleep. He slept for an hour, until the
guards pulled the van into a parking lot and stopped. Harley lifted
his head and blinked to adjust his eyes.

Porter, the jail guard who rode in the
passenger seat, turned to Harley. “You want anything to eat?” He
pointed through the windshield at the McDonald’s they had stopped
in front of.

Harley squeezed the immediate rumble from his
stomach and shook his head. He bowed to scratch an itch on his
eyebrow, the shackles forcing him to strain his neck to reach.
Porter kept a gaze over Harley for a moment then stepped from the
van.

“Look, man,” Porter said through
passenger door window. “I was friends with your mom’s older brother
in high school. I also know how much of a fucking piece of shit
Nick Kraft is. I doubt you got those black eyes you came in with
after you started that fire. The food at North Falls is a step
above trash, so this might be the last time you get something worth
eating for a while. You want a couple cheeseburgers?”

Harley nodded. Porter had a kind face, one of
those faces always drawn to a smile, the eyes unchanged by facial
expressions. He had a way of talking to dangerous men that calmed
them, obscured their aggressiveness, and Harley was awed by
it—something so completely opposite of himself.

Porter returned to the van with the sack of
food and a carry tray for drinks. Harley felt an uneasiness seeing
that there were three drinks in the tray. Porter climbed into the
van, smiling the way he always did, his teeth white, luminous,
actually. He handed the driver his food, placed his own on the
console, and reached in to hand Harley the food he had gotten
him.

“You’re not in a hurry, are you?”
the driver said to Harley with a mouthful of Big Mac.

His eyes welled. Harley tightened his jaw and
looked down on the food. He shook his head, staring at the yellow
paper wrapped around the burgers. The warmth that came from them
made his palms sweat. Porter reached back and took Harley’s wrist.
He dangled a set of keys from his finger.

“Not too easy to enjoy this being
shackled like you are.”

Harley’s hand came free from the cuff, and
with it a breath of air. It hadn’t been until then that he realized
how much he’d been holding his breath. He felt his face pinching,
the tears heavy enough to pull his head forward as he tried to
fight their coming. They ran, despite his hardest effort to fight
them, and dropped onto the yellow paper wrapped neatly around
something he’d never eaten resting in the palms of his
hands.

Porter grabbed the fries from the bag and the
drink he’d gotten Harley. He turned to hand them to him, his smile
gone. “It’s okay, Harley. Take your time. Eat while it’s still hot,
though.” And his smile returned.

“Heya, Remick,” the driver said
with fries dangling from the corner of his mouth. “If you try to
escape, I will shoot you in the face.”

Harley gave him a stern look then moved his
hands from beneath the burgers and smeared the tears from his face
with the heels of his hands. He took a long look at Porter and took
the fries and the drink.

“Thank you,” Harley
said.

The driver strained to turn in his seat and
look back at Harley. Porter nodded and turned to eat his own food.
The three of them sat in the van in the parking lot eating slowly.
Harley took small bites. He savored the smell of deep-fry and warm
tang of the mustard, the soft texture of food in his mouth, the
snap of minced onions, the crispness of the soda, and the taste of
the salt from his tears.

 


 


There were two staff members who met Harley at
the boys’ home. They were dressed in black military pants and blue
T-shirts that had STAFF in gold letters printed on the back. Their
utility belts held a pouch for rubber gloves, a flashlight, radio,
and pepper spray. They had crew cuts and soft, doughy faces. The
room was bright. A line of fluorescent lights ran down the center
of the narrow room. The walls were a dingy yellow, but the smell of
fresh paint lingered in the air. There was a folding table centered
before Harley. A pile of clothes and sheets were folded and stacked
neatly in one corner. The guards from the jail and the staff at the
home exchanged their paperwork for Harley.

“So you like to start fires, eh?”
A staff member stood in front of Harley tapping his pen against the
clipboard with Harley’s transfer papers on them. His hands were
small and he had short, big knuckled fingers. He was pale, and like
the rest of him, his face was bland, soft, like handwriting that is
neither scratchy nor elegant—something legible, and it was easy for
Harley to see that the hardest challenge of the man’s life would be
him.

Harley shook his head.

“There are four ways to answer
questions here, Remick. Do you know what they are?”

Harley shook his head again.

“Yes, sir; No, sir, Yes, ma’am;
No, ma’am. Two of these responses are appropriate for the question
I just asked you. Do you need me to repeat the
question?”

Harley shook his head.

“Smartass, hunh?”

“Harley’s one of those quiet
inmates. The kind we like,” Porter said.

“Well, things are a little
different here at NFHB. And here, we don’t like boys who can’t
answer questions or show respect for authority.” He lifted his ID
card that dangled on a lanyard around his neck. He tapped on his
name in bold, black print. “McMillan,” he said. “I’ll be taking a
special interest in you, “Harley—David—Remick.”

Porter took the paperwork. Another staff
member handed Harley a pair of dark blue Dickies pants and a
T-shirt. They’d been used. Harley took in the thrift store scent of
them—cheap detergent and the mustiness of storage.

“If you need socks or underwear or
a pillow, you’ll have to set up an account with the commissary,”
the man said. He handed Harley a plastic bag. “Step into the
bathroom over there and get changed so we can return your scrubs to
the CO’s.”

“Three minutes,” McMillan
stated.

Harley tongued food from his teeth as he
stripped the orange and pulled the pants over his legs. He slid
into the T-shirt and folded the pants then counted to twenty after
McMillan called out that there was only thirty seconds left. The
door had remained open, and Harley simply stared at him in the
mirror. Just as McMillan looked up from his watch, Harley exited
the bathroom and handed the county clothes over to
Porter.

“Take care of yourself in here.”
He tapped Harley on the shoulder with the clipboard as he followed
his partner out.

McMillan put a firm grip on Harley’s right
tricep and guided him to a door at the far end of the room. He
spoke while they walked. “Typically, it’s customary to make the
newbies feel comfortable when they first arrive. It is a bit of an
adjustment, you know, being a piece of shit then getting sent to a
place that conforms your behavior. Discipline is a crucial part of
how we maintain this place.”

The other staff member, who had followed
quietly, stepped beside McMillan as they stopped before the doors
at the end of the hallway they had just walked down.

“This is your first lesson in
discipline, Remick.” McMillan lifted his arm and shot a thin,
forceful jet of liquid across the bridge of Harley’s nose. It
burned immediately and Harley’s arms tensed. His nose ran. A
bursting force of air shot through his mouth when McMillan punched
him in the stomach. Harley gasped and felt his legs weaken. He went
down, spilling his sheets to the floor. Harley tried to relieve the
burning in his eyes, pressing his nose and lips into the floor. The
taste of wax and grit entered his mouth, and he felt the thin line
between the squares of the flooring against his cheek. He smelled
the worn leather of their boots. If he’d been able to cry out, he
wouldn’t have. When he caught his breath again, he grinned. This
was the worst they could do to him.
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Maggie stepped through the automatic doors of
the small grocery where she worked and met the gloom of the cloudy
day with appreciation. She’d gone to Sebastian’s the night before
and the rum and Cokes she’d drank made her workday an echoing pulse
of agony. Conversations through the aisles and the beeping from the
scanner at her register bore into her ears like a persistent,
spinning router tearing at wood. When the cash drawer would open
and clang the ache pushed through her teeth. She was thankful there
was no sun to pierce her vision and create more pressure inside her
head.

The bench she sat on led to the apartments
above the store. Wind rolled through the parking lot and she
slipped a button loose to feel it cool the clamminess of her chest.
She lit a cigarette and leaned forward, allowing her head to hang.
The taste of the cigarette was bitter, but she continued to smoke
it. After a few drags, she sat back and looked through the parking
lot. A boy, lanky and moving with a vibrant pace, paused when he
noticed her looking at him. A smile crept across his face and he
moved toward her.

“Can I get a smoke?” he
asked.

She picked up the pack of smokes and the
lighter and handed them to him. He fumbled to pull a cigarette out,
and Maggie admired the olive tint of the skin on his arms and neck
and the youth in his face. His eyes paused at her breasts for an
extra second as he scanned her. A twitch in his eye warned her of
his interests.

“I’m Sean,” he said, lighting the
cigarette.

He held the lighter out for her to grab. She
let him grip and hold onto her two fingers for a moment as she
slipped the lighter from his palm. “Uh, hunh,” she
replied.

Maggie bit her bottom lip and studied him. She
forgot about the dulling ache in her head. He was young, not as
young as she expected, but she knew what he wanted before he asked
for a cigarette. There were always young men looking at her,
wanting her to be the older woman that would teach them how to fuck
their girlfriends. The woman they would bring their friends to the
grocery store to show and tell them how she’d sucked them off in
the back seat of their parents’ car. That was one thing that didn’t
change with men even when they aged. They all wanted to be inside
her. The only thing stopping a lot of them was her permission.
She’d given up on them, their false charms and placebo words. They
were the men she enjoyed sex with the most, that she kept around or
lived with. The others simply quieted her cravings for a short
time. Sex was the thing her body whined for incessantly as if her
lack of discernment somehow gave her control, a yearning for a past
instance that gave her a predatory outlook on the act. She
preferred younger men simply because of their pride. They would
kill themselves to keep up with her when her cravings were
insatiable, which they often were. She’d never quite been able to
make up for her first time.

“So how long have you worked here
at the ah—”

“Save it, kid. I have twenty
minutes of my break left and I don’t plan to waste it waiting for
you to get to the point.”

“I don’t know what you
mean.”

“Now I have nineteen minutes. You
want to take me out or do you just want to fuck?”

“What? Uh.”

“You scared?”

He squinted at her. “I ain’t
scared.”

“Good. I get off at eight
o’clock.”

“Ah, yeah. Okay. I’ll see
you—”

Maggie stood and walked back into the
store.

 


 


The next day Maggie’s hangover was gone and she
was at work wiping the spray cleaner off the conveyer belt. She’d
had a particularly slow day, the usual two- or three-item shoppers
who’d come in for eggs or milk or a can of baby formula. Halfway
through her shift, roughly the time that Sean had visited the day
before, Maggie noticed him approaching the store. He’d dressed in a
pair of khaki pants and a white polo shirt. His hair was slick with
gel, a look that Maggie loathed, and he’d done his best to shave,
putting more nicks on his face than he had hair. She muttered to
herself and turned to face the register, putting her back to the
door. She watched him over her shoulder. He paced the aisles
looking at almost every can or package but didn’t pick anything up.
Darlene, the cashier at the next register, snapped her fingers at
Maggie.

“These little fuckers think they
can dress up halfway decent and we won’t suspect them of stealing
anything. Un-fucking-believable.” Darlene picked up the phone by
her register. “I’m calling the cops.”

Maggie shook her head. “Don’t do that,
Darlene. I’ll go talk to him.”

“Management has a strict policy on
employees confronting shoplifters. The last time that happened,
Paul got stabbed. Remember?”

Maggie nodded. “I remember. I sort of know
this guy, though. I don’t think he’s here to steal
anything.”
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