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AMERICANA




All the houses are red or green,


with bright yellow roofs.


Birds sing full-throated


in the fruit-laden trees.


Shiny cars line the streets.


But when the sea of night


rolls in from the east


to cover the continent,


over the foothills and factories


and the deep rivers


overflowing with rain,


the men and women


sitting in hot rooms


with tightly drawn drapes


turn off their televisions


and pull down the sheets


and lie side by side in silence


wondering who will save them


from death, and why, and what


it is they’re waiting for


if not that, even as an ark,


white as moonlight,


crosses the horizon carrying


the people who escaped a flood


in some distant town.


—Nicholas Christopher
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ELMIRA, NEW YORK


AUGUST 19, 1951















MYRA LEE


ON A STIFLINGLY HOT early Sunday evening—the third Sunday of August—a young girl in a red-and-white gingham dress sits in the corner booth of Kylie’s Diner and Bakery in downtown Elmira, New York, reading a novel. Her long dark hair is pulled back and away from her face with a simple white ribbon. Her calves and shins are spotted with calamine lotion, where the region’s mosquitoes, notoriously insatiable at this time of year, have had their way with her. Her eyes are on the gray side of hazel—her pupils brimming with wonder—and she rarely blinks while scanning her author’s sentences, which seem to unspool across and down the page like meticulously arranged, magical black thread.


The reader’s name is Myra Lee Larkin and she is in love with the story’s narrator, a restless, opinionated, at times foulmouthed young man named Holden, who, at sixteen, has just run away from his boarding school in Agerstown, Pennsylvania, a fictional town that Myra imagines being located due south of Elmira, just on the other side of the state line. Holden has been expelled and leaves on a Saturday, after a football game with a rival academy, just before Christmas break, rather than on the following Wednesday, the official beginning of winter recess, when his parents are expecting him. After an awkward visit with the only professor whom he felt obliged to bid farewell, Holden takes a train to New York City. As he peers out the window of the eastern Pennsylvania landscape as his train hurtles toward Manhattan, there is the sense that his life will be forever changed. Myra Lee Larkin briefly peers out the small window beside her booth, hoping that her life will someday include similar adventure.


There are three others seated in the small chromium-trimmed diner. Two booths in front of Myra, an old man looks down at a plate of scrambled eggs as if it will provide a solution to the quandary of his life, while in the booth closest to the entrance sits a plump, overly made-up woman whose hair is arranged like a swirling pastry. At the counter slouches a handsome older blond boy smoking a cigarette and drinking a cup of coffee.


Myra holds the book with her thin, pale hands as if clutching a thing that should never be dropped, so transfixed that she isn’t even aware of the black fly buzzing around her food. She’ll often order a grilled cheese sandwich and a malted milk, which she pays for with her weekly allowance. She can always read up to fifteen or twenty pages during her visit to the diner. Myra tries her best not to read too quickly, but sometimes the words start to tumble and the voice of her narrator gallops in her head as if to overwhelm her and she has to force her eyes away from the page to calm herself.


At thirteen, she is the oldest of the six Larkin children and her mother always grants her this free time after the five o’clock Mass as long as she’s home by seven fifteen sharp to help with her baby brother, Archie. Following the service she makes a beeline west toward the little diner in her white saddle shoes, which, after re-soling, will be handed down to her sister Fiona, who will be twelve in October, only sixteen months younger than Myra but two grades behind her in school. Myra can’t flee the church parking lot fast enough. She even holds her breath so she won’t inhale the gravel dust.


Her mother has no idea that her daughter is reading this purportedly scandalous novel, which has been secreted into a makeshift cardboard slot rigged with duct tape to the underside of the table at this booth. The head waitress, Ethel, with her Jean Kent hair and knowing eyes, has become a kind of shepherd to the book’s safekeeping. Last Sunday the corner booth was already occupied by a pair of Irish nuns, who drank cup after cup of coffee, but Ethel made sure to deliver the book to Myra—under the plate containing her usual Grilled Cheese Deluxe—with a conspiratorial wink. Myra always makes sure to tip Ethel at least a quarter.


For the past few weeks, Myra has been composing letters to Holden in her diary. In her looping, careful penmanship she dutifully writes to him about Elmira; about its long winters and insufferable summers and the rotten-egg stink of the Chemung River and her dream of someday going to New York City. She’s even sketched a few pictures for him: her tall mother with her thick nest of black hair and the Larkins’ Siamese cat, Frank, and the bedroom desk where she does her homework (and composes letters to him) and her brother Alec with his crooked bangs and mischievous dark eyes. Myra has never considered herself to be much of an artist, but she likes to draw, and more than that, she likes to share the images of her life with Holden. Although the letters will, of course, never be sent or receive a response, for her they feel as real as anything she’s ever sealed in a stamped envelope and delivered to the post office.


She looks up from her book to find the blond boy from the counter sitting across from her. In the novel, Holden’s train has just pulled into Penn Station and Myra is anxious to know what happens next. She doesn’t want to put the book down but elects to do so out of politeness.


“You gonna eat that?” the boy says, pointing to her grilled cheese sandwich.


Myra hadn’t even noticed him walk over and she’s a little shocked by his sudden proximity. And by his handsomeness. He has light blue eyes and a strong chin and his hair is parted on the side in the style of Montgomery Clift. Myra has never seen this boy before, certainly not at Holy Family Jr. High, at church, or anywhere else in Elmira for that matter. He wears a short-sleeve plaid shirt and tan trousers.


“I’d be happy to help you out,” he offers, still staring at her plate.


She nods and he takes half of the grilled cheese and bites into it. The muscles in his jaws dance and pulse. He breathes noisily through his nose. She pushes her malted milk toward him and he gulps from it. He thanks her and wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. Unlike other boys his age, who usually have pimples or blemishes where they’ve nicked themselves shaving, his skin is clear.


“What are you reading?” he asks.


Myra shows him the novel’s spine.


“Interesting title,” he says. “What’s it about?”


“This boy who’s running away from his boarding school,” she says. “Well, he actually got kicked out for failing four subjects, but he’s leaving before he’s supposed to. He’s pretty confused but there’s something about him.”


“Everyone’s always running from something,” the boy says. “You live around here?”


“I live over on Maple Avenue,” she says, “which is about a mile and a half from here.”


“I’m not familiar with that part of town,” the boy says. “What’s your name?”


Myra has a momentary instinct to lie and offer one of her sisters’ names but for some reason she can’t. “Myra,” she says, in a voice that sounds strange and far away.


“Pleased to meet you, Myra. I’m Mickey.” He reaches across the table and extends his hand.


She accepts it and they shake in a businesslike manner. His hand is strong and callused and there are little soft blond hairs sprouting along his wrist and forearm. Myra is struck by how safe his hand makes her feel. After retracting hers, she takes a bite out of the other half of the grilled cheese and drinks from the malted milk, just to have something to do.


“I’ll bet you’ve lived in Elmira your whole life,” the boy says. “Ever been anywhere else?”


“I’ve been to the Catskills to visit family,” she says. “Do you travel?”


“Oh, I love traveling,” he says. “I’ve been all over the country. I’ve seen the Grand Canyon, the Mojave Desert, and the Pacific Ocean. I’ve even been to Washington State.”


“Where are you from?”


“I’m originally from a small town in Oklahoma,” he replies, “but I consider myself to be a genuine citizen of the world.”


Ethel appears at the booth. “Your check, honey,” she says. She scribbles on her pad and drops the check on the table. Myra thanks her and opens her pocketbook.


“Yours is over on the counter,” Ethel tells the boy.


“Thank you,” he says.


Ethel stands there, smiling, her arms folded, until he takes the hint, excusing himself and heading back to the counter, where he reaches into his front pocket, produces a few coins, and drops them beside his coffee cup.


“Was he being funny with you?” Ethel quietly asks through the side of her mouth.


“No,” Myra says, “he’s nice.”


The older boy opens the door to exit the diner. “Have a good evening, ladies,” he calls over his shoulder.


A FEW BLOCKS AFTER Myra begins the mile-and-a-half journey home it starts to pour. The crickets were loud on her way into church, and the rain comes as no surprise. The raindrops, as big and round as coins, splat on the sidewalk. Myra shelters under the awning of the Fanny Farmer Candy Store, which is currently closed. She knows she should keep walking or she won’t make it home in time to help her mother with Archie but she stays put, hoping the storm will pass.


Moments later a yellow Chevy Bel Air with whitewall tires and Pennsylvania license plates pulls up beside her. The boy from the diner is at the wheel.


He lowers the window. “Looks like you could use a ride,” he says.


Myra hesitates. Something tightens the bones in her chest. The rain is really coming down now.


“This storm’s only gonna get worse,” the boy says.


The color of his car brings out the blond in his hair. Even in the dim, overcast light his eyes seem so blue.


Myra’s bladder feels weak, as if she could go right there in front of the candy store. “Okay,” she hears herself say. She emerges from under the awning and jogs around to the passenger’s side.


Myra has never gotten this kind of attention from any boy, let alone an older, handsome high school boy. During the seventh grade she would often catch Ralph Namie, a quiet eighth-grader with the unfortunate, unformed face of a scarecrow, staring at her in the cafeteria, but that’s about it. One of her girlfriends, Emily Kerr, has already started messing around with boys. She even talks about going all the way with a high school sophomore named Charles Wilkes. But to Myra that kind of thing still seems a long ways off.


Her new friend drives nonchalantly, with one hand on the wheel and the other in his lap. The Bel Air’s windshield wipers squeal across the glass.


“Where to?” the boy asks.


“Home,” she says, and directs him toward Maple Avenue.


It usually takes her thirty minutes to walk; by car it should take only five or ten. They pass by the houses of Elmira, many of which are thin, two-story, colorless homes jammed together, their flat roofs a bit lopsided. But after a half mile or so they happen upon a series of vast, palatial Victorians with their conical attic dormers and wide lots.


“Are you in high school?” Myra finally asks.


“Me?” the boys replies. “I’m past all that.”


She asks how old he is and he tells her that he’s nineteen. “Are you enrolled in college?” she says.


No, he says, he already has a job.


“Doing what?” she asks.


“I play right field for the New York Yankees,” he says.


“You’re on the Yankees?” Myra practically squawks.


“Scout’s honor,” he says.


She wants to believe him but it just seems so improbable. In the car on the way to church Myra heard about the Yankees’ day game. As the Larkins pulled into the parking lot of St. John the Baptist, the radio announcer was reporting the results.


“Didn’t you have a game today?” she asks.


“We did have a game,” Mickey says. “Got our tails kicked in by the Philadelphia Athletics. Fifteen to one. Right in Yankee Stadium, too, in front of the home crowd. It was downright embarrassing.”


“How did you get up to Elmira so fast?”


“Oh, I’m not with the team right now,” he says.


“Why not?”


“They sent me back down to the minor leagues in July. I fell into a bit of a batting slump so I got demoted. I had to report to their Triple-A affiliate to work the kinks out.”


Myra is simply amazed.


“I love playing the outfield,” he continues. “One of my favorite things to do before a game—before I head into the locker room to put my uniform on—is to take my shoes and socks off and walk barefoot through the grass of Yankee Stadium. They mow it so perfectly and you can feel a softness coming up between your toes. But you can also feel a wildness, too. All the secrets of the earth hidden in the soil.”


Myra imagines him walking through the outfield grass in Yankee Stadium, holding his shoes and socks, the cuffs of his trousers rolled up to his calves.


“I’m s’posed to be in Kansas City but I got a coupla days off so I thought I’d take a drive, clear my head. I love this part of the country.”


Myra directs him to turn left onto Maple Avenue. “It’s only four more blocks,” she says.


They are quiet for the rest of the drive. The rain has thinned but there is a roll of thunder. Myra can’t quite believe she’s getting a ride home from a genuine New York Yankee. Who would believe her? When they arrive at her house the boy pulls the car over on the other side of the street and shifts into park. As the Bel Air idles Myra can feel him looking at her. It’s as if she’s being leered at by an animal and she knows she should be afraid but she feels strangely calm. She’s already late, but not by more than a few minutes. If she were smart she would get out of the car and go inside and help her mother, but she finds herself unwilling to move.


“I like talking to you,” Mickey finally says.


Myra’s cheeks fill with heat.


“Do you like talking to me?” he asks.


“Yes,” she hears herself say.


“Would you like to continue our conversation?” he says.


“Okay,” she replies. “But my mother might come out here if she sees me in your car.”


“Where should we go?” he asks.


She tells him about a nearby park and the boy shifts the car into gear, and five minutes later they enter a large green dotted with trees. He parks under a weeping willow, whose heavy, soaked catkins graze the windshield. After Mickey turns the engine off Myra’s senses sharpen. She can smell the car’s leather upholstery, its rich, nutmeggy calfskin. The cool ozone from the storm slips in through the crack in her window. The rain has settled into a steady simmer.


Mickey turns the radio on to Patti Page’s “The Tennessee Waltz.”




I was dancing with my darling to the Tennessee waltz


When an old friend I happened to see…





It might be the saddest, most romantic song Myra has ever heard.


“How old are you?” Mickey finally asks.


“I just turned thirteen in June,” she says.


“June what?”


“June fifteenth,” she says. “I’m a Gemini.”


“I was an October baby,” Mickey says. “October twentieth.”


“That makes you a Libra,” Myra says.


“What exactly is a Libra?” he says.


“In astrology it represents the scales of justice.”


“So that makes me a weight-measuring device?” he says. “How boring. I’d rather be a lion or a fish.”


They laugh and their laughter seems to mix well with the lilt of Patti Page’s voice.


From his pocket Mickey produces a ball of Dubble Bubble chewing gum, its wrapping wrinkled, and offers it to Myra.


“Oh, no thank you,” she says.


He sets the gum on the dash in front of her. “In case you change your mind,” he says. After a silence he adds, “You’re very pretty, Myra. I know that might be rude of me to say.”


She thanks him, feeling the heat again in her cheeks, which she has to resist hiding with her hands.


“I don’t meet many girls like you,” he says.


“Oh, I don’t believe that,” she says. “I’m not much to look at.”


“You are, though,” he says. “Those eyes of yours could do a lot of damage. Are they gray or green?”


“My mother says they’re hazel.”


“I noticed them as soon as I came over to your booth.”


Myra bites her lower lip to keep from smiling. She wishes she could somehow make her hazel eyes surge and put him under a deep spell.


“Do you have brothers and sisters?” he asks.


“Three sisters and two brothers,” she replies. “I’m the oldest.”


“Such a large family,” he says. He seems to consider something, intensely, for a moment, and then, under his breath, adds, “Too large,” and shakes his head.


“Too large for what?” Myra asks.


“Oh, I don’t mean nothin’ by it,” he says. “It just seems like it would be a lot to manage.”


“It is,” Myra says. “My sister Joan is mentally handicapped. She can dry the dishes but she’s not allowed near the silverware. Her mind is quite stunted. And I have a baby brother now, too, so my mother relies on me to help with the others.”


“How old is your baby brother?”


“Two months. A June baby, like me. His name is Archibald. We call him Archie. He can be very fussy but he quiets down after Mother feeds him.”


The new song on the radio is Perry Como’s “Hoop-Dee-Doo.” The rain hitting the passenger’s-side window seems to be momentarily in cahoots with the song’s jaunty polka rhythm.


“Tell me all their names,” Mickey says.


“Fiona, Alec, Joan, Lexy, and Archie. That’s everyone, in order. Sometimes Alec calls Joan ‘the Bullfrog.’ He can be mean.”


“And you’re Myra,” he says, smiling.


“The oldest,” she says.


His smile makes her imagine him brushing his teeth, washing his face, combing his hair, even peeing in the toilet. She shoves these images from her mind.


Another car enters the park and wheels past the Bel Air. Mickey watches the car keenly for a moment, craning his neck. He even rolls down the window partway. It’s still light out, but darker than usual because of the rain.


After he rolls the window back up he says, “Lincoln Cosmopolitan.”


“You like cars?” Myra asks.


“I do,” he says. “I prefer Chevrolet to Lincoln, though.”


“Yours is lovely,” Myra says, immediately embarrassed by her flattery. The words feel clumsy to her, as if she uttered them through a loose tooth.


Mickey doesn’t acknowledge the compliment and the two of them are quiet again. Only Perry Como on the radio. Myra feels a strange peace sitting with this older boy in his car. Might they drive away together? Might he take her back to Kansas City with him?


“Can I give you a picture?” he finally says.


“Of what?” she asks.


“Of me,” he says.


“… Okay,” Myra hears herself say, doing her best to hide her excitement. Her teeth nearly begin to chatter.


Mickey reaches into his back pocket and produces a billfold, from which he removes a small snapshot. He unfolds the black-and-white photo and hands it to her. Myra smooths it out on her lap. Staring back at her is a boy in a military uniform. He has taken a knee. His right hand clutches the snout of a rifle, its stock driven into the dirt. The boy wears camouflage fatigues and a combat helmet and he’s smiling proudly.


“That’s you?” Myra asks.


“It sure is,” he says. “Over in Osan, Korea.”


“It’s a lovely picture.”


“I want you to have it.”


She thanks him and secrets it away in her pocketbook. After she snaps it shut he asks her for a picture.


“I don’t have any with me,” Myra says.


“Will you send me one?”


“You’ll have to give me your address.”


“Just send it to me at Yankee Stadium.”


“What’s your last name?” she asks.


“Mantle,” the boy says. “On the envelope just write ‘Mickey Mantle, in care of Yankee Stadium, the Bronx, New York.’”


When he drops Myra off in front of her house he gives her a silver dollar.


“What’s this for?” Myra asks.


“For being you,” the boy says. “I’m tempted to flip it but I’ve already made my decision.”


“About what?” she says.


“About you,” he says, and winks at her.


She kisses him goodbye on the cheek. As she walks into her house she can still taste the faint salty tang of his skin.


“You’re thirty-five minutes late,” Ava Larkin tells her daughter as she enters the kitchen. Ava is rinsing a rag in the sink.


Myra looks at the clock over the stove and it’s true. “I got caught in the rain,” she lies.


“That’s a poor excuse,” her mother says. “Archie’s running a fever,” she adds, squeezing the water out of the rag. “I need you to make him a cold bath.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


At two months old, Myra’s baby brother still possesses the bald, wrinkled face of a stunned elderly police officer. Following church services, Ava likes to mill about the parking lot with the other mothers, baby Archie hoisted in her arms. Myra’s three sisters—Fiona, Joan, and Lexy—will busy themselves picking dandelions in St. John the Baptist’s front lawn. Fiona dutifully marshals four-year-old Lexy, keeping her close, while the heavyset, mentally slow Joan, who just turned seven, is content to stay in one place. Often she’ll happily sit cross-legged and stare at the church’s ancient sugar maple as if it will someday bestow upon her a great secret.


Ava and the other mothers will gather around their Packards and Hudsons and Plymouth Cranbrooks and gossip about the teachers at Holy Family Junior High School, especially Sister Rose, who’s far too pretty to be a nun, and the water level of the Chemung River, and President Truman’s sourpuss wife, Bess, and the troops in South Korea, and how Steve and Myrtle McCrae’s boy, Cotter, just landed in Busan, and the Soviet Union and their dastardly atomic bomb, and the recent lightning storm that felled the Blubaughs’ copper beach tree over on South Magee Street, and how at least two gallons of whole milk from Houch’s Dairy went bad, and what about the new salesman at Triangle Shoes, doesn’t he look exactly like that handsome detective character from Where the Sidewalk Ends, the one played by Dana Andrews? They talk and smile and smoke their Old Golds, somehow indifferent to the hovering gnats.


At nearly six-three, Myra’s mother looms over her children like a creature in a fable. Donald Larkin, a head shorter than his wife, often stands beside her like some dutiful, ever-ready attendant. At thirty-two, despite having already given birth to six children, Ava is slender and pretty, with rich, youthful skin, and only a few strands of gray shooting through her boot-black hair. Myra admires her mother’s beauty, her steady poise, her physical strength.


After Myra fills the baby’s basin with cold water in the upstairs bathtub, she brings it down to the kitchen, where her mother is at the counter next to the icebox, cleaning the mess between Archie’s legs.


“Next Sunday there will be no free time following Mass,” Ava tells her. “You’ll remain at the church with your sisters. You can mix with the other children in the lawn and keep an eye on Joan.”


Myra nods. The disappointment of having that hour taken from her feels like a blow to the backs of her legs. How will she read her book? Holden’s train has just arrived at Penn Station and anything could happen. The thought of not having that time with him almost makes her sick, but she knows better than to argue.


Archie’s legs swim out as her mother wipes up the greenish, foul-smelling muck. Myra grabs a clean diaper from the compartment below the silverware drawer and sets it beside the basin.


“I need to be able to rely on you,” her mother tells her, unfolding the diaper.


“Yes, ma’am,” Myra says.


“I don’t enjoy taking your privileges away.”


“Yes, ma’am,” Myra repeats.


“You have to set the proper example for your sisters. I’m not sure if there’s much hope for Alec, but Fiona and Lexy have a real chance and they look to you.”


Myra is struck that her mother never includes Joan in these talks about her siblings. It’s as if Joan is not quite a person, or worse yet, as if she’s something unnameable and heavy that must be transported from room to room in order for the Larkins to survive, like some huge bag of sand that, if not continuously moved, will eventually fall through the weakening floorboards and take everything with it.


Back in her bedroom Myra finds a strip of her seventh-grade class photos. She scissors one of them away, sure to trim the edges just so. She thinks she looks naive, like a little girl, slightly stunned by the flashbulb, as if the photographer had sneaked up on her. But her smile is okay—nice, even—and it’s the only recent photo she has. She writes a short note, folds it in half, slips the photograph into the crease, and seals it in an envelope, which she addresses to Mickey Mantle, care of Yankee Stadium, the Bronx, New York, NY, 10451, just as he instructed. She licks a stamp and affixes it to the upper-right corner. She’ll mail it first thing tomorrow, following her morning chores.


After that she opens her diary and tapes the silver dollar onto a new page. Under it she writes the following letter:








Sunday, August 19th, 1951









Dear Holden,





Today I met a boy at the diner. He was very handsome and polite. His name is Mickey and he’s a professional baseball player who is an outfielder for the New York Yankees and he also fought in the Korean conflict. He has blond hair and blue eyes. He gave me a silver dollar, which I’ve taped to the page above. He also gave me a picture of himself from when he was in the army. He is so young to have accomplished so much. I think if you met him you’d like him. You might even be friends. I know how you prefer polite people to those who are cruel or rude, like your annoying dormitory neighbor, Robert Ackley. Mickey is very polite. He even gave me a ride home in the rain. He has a very nice yellow car.


Other noteworthy news is that my baby brother, Archie, is sick with a fever. My mother was angry with me because I was late coming home, so I won’t be able to go to the diner next week. I will miss you.


I’m sure Archie will be fine. Babies get sick all the time.


In closing I want to write that I consider this to be a special day and I’m glad that I could share it with you.




Yours Sincerely,


Myra Lee Larkin








DURING DINNER, VERY LITTLE is said. Everyone is concerned about Archie, whose fever hasn’t broken. Ava has placed him in his bassinet, which is parked beside her, at the foot of the table. There are cucumber slices arranged on his naked torso. When Lexy asks her mother why there are cucumbers on him, Ava tells her that they help to draw the fever out.


Fiona picks at her meat loaf and Joan seems to be arranging her peas as if to protect them from the rest of the food on her plate. At the head of the table, her father eats with a slow intensity, his eyes cast down. Myra waits for any cue from her mother that will signal she needs help. The smallest look can send her into the kitchen for more salt or napkins, or a clean fork. Alec still hasn’t come home from who knows what—his only friend Roland’s house? throwing rocks off a bridge?—and no one seems interested in mentioning it.


A portrait of Jesus hangs on the wall above the dining room table. It’s been in that spot for as long as Myra can remember. Jesus’s golden hair is wavy, his brown eyes deep and kind and round. Sometimes Alec will tilt the frame so it looks crooked. Ava will correct it without comment or, apparently, suspicion. Tonight Jesus looks different. His face, usually imbued with benevolence, seems beset by mischief, as if he’s harboring a naughty joke he’s just overheard.


Archie makes very little sound, only a chirp here and there. Ava keeps dipping her napkin in her water glass and dabbing at his forehead. She quietly sings to him:




Give me oil in my lamp, keep me burning


Give me oil in my lamp, I pray


Give me oil in my lamp, keep me burning


Keep me burning till the break of day





Myra’s mother has a beautiful voice. She sings in the choir at church and often gets a solo during the Christmas recital. Joan stops eating and stares at her, entranced. Lexy joins in with the singing, not quite forming some of the words, and warbling other shapeless vowels, as if under a spell.




Sing hosanna! Sing hosanna!


Sing hosanna to the King of Kings!


Sing hosanna! Sing hosanna!


Sing hosanna to the King…





AFTER DINNER MYRA GOES into her father’s study, where Donald sits in his plaid recliner, smoking a pipe and reading the Star-Gazette. Beside him, his old Philco Cathedral radio reports the news.




More than a hundred people are dead from a hurricane in Jamaica…


Reds threaten the U.N. with annihilation…


Major battles erupt on the Korean front…





Myra’s father is a machinist at the tool-and-die in nearby Horseheads. He’s a year younger than Myra’s mother and speaks so infrequently that many Elmirans believe the war—specifically his difficult time in the Hürtgen Forest—took his voice away. He’s more apt to talk at home, especially after dinner, when he sits by the radio with his pipe and newspaper. Myra can sometimes coax entire sentences out of him—quiet, careful half sentences, really—but she looks forward to these few minutes with her father, who, except for Sunday Mass, rarely changes out of his drab gabardine work clothes. He can be seen in the Larkins’ driveway nearly every Saturday morning, polishing the Chrysler’s engine with vinegar.


“Come sit,” he tells Myra, who perches on an old dining room chair that squeaks, the only other one in the room.


Donald’s study is a glorified alcove, really, with a window and the two chairs and a floor lamp and the radio handsomely centered on a cherrywood side table. All of this is arranged on a small rope rug made fuzzy by their cat’s claws. Myra thinks her father loves the radio almost as much as his car.


The pipe smoke smells like plums and pepper. Her father is starting to go gray at the temples. Myra has always considered him handsome, though his tired expression obscures it. There are deep lines in his forehead that appear as if engraved. He sometimes works more than sixty hours a week. His hands, pale and callused, are large for his size.


He draws on his pipe and sets the newspaper down.


“Do you know anything about Mickey Mantle?” Myra asks.


Her father rarely misses a game. The Yankees are his favorite team and he prefers to listen to them on the radio to watching them on the television set. Joan will often come sit on the floor beside him and he’ll give her the foul ball he caught at Yankee Stadium when he was a boy. He caught it with his bare hands and wrote the date on it in black ink: July 5, 1930. He keeps the ball on a small saucer next to the radio. During the Yankee broadcasts, Joan will rotate it in her hands and rock back and forth hypnotically.


“Mantle’s that young hotshot rookie who can really run,” Donald says. “Got sent down to the minor leagues last month. I think they got plans for him to take over in center after DiMaggio retires.”


“He fought in Korea, right?”


“I believe he had some sort of medical condition that may have prevented him from serving. But I couldn’t tell you for sure.”


Her father returns to puffing on his pipe. This is the most he’s spoken in weeks. Sometimes Myra wonders if he’s been issued an allotment of words. Once he reaches that number he’ll fall silent again.


“What’s got you so interested in Mickey Mantle?” her father asks.


“I overheard some people talking about him at the diner,” Myra says.


She rarely veers from the truth, and is surprised at the little thrill she feels lying to her father. It’s like sneaking a bite of a Hershey bar during Mass. She will be confirmed in the spring. What will these white lies mean then? She imagines that the process of getting closer to God might feel like having her hair aggressively braided.


“He certainly had a fast start,” Donald offers. “At the beginning of the season Stengel had him leading off a bunch. Not sure why they demoted the kid. I think he was hitting around two-seventy.”


Myra’s mother enters the study, holding the baby. “His fever’s gotten worse,” she announces. “We need to take him to the hospital.”


Her expression is pinched. It frightens Myra to see her this worried.


“I’ll drive,” her father says, putting his pipe down and snuffing it with his bare thumb in the standing ashtray. He turns off the radio and heads toward the kitchen for the car keys.


“Keep Lexy’s fingers out of her mouth,” Myra’s mother tells her. “Don’t let Joan near the electrical outlet in the living room. When Alec gets home please ask him to take the trash to the curb. And make sure Fiona empties the litter box.”


Myra nods sharply, obediently, at the instructions.


“And what’s gotten into you, anyway?”


“Nothing,” Myra says.


“You seem strange. You have a dreamy look about you. I noticed it at dinner.”


“I don’t feel strange.”


“Myra seems a little funny, doesn’t she?” her mother calls to her father.


“Seems okay to me,” he replies from the hallway.


“Did you smoke a cigarette or something?”


“No, ma’am.”


“Donald, did you give her your pipe?”


Her father laughs.


While holding Archie, her mother leans down toward her. Archie’s face is pink and inflamed. His eyes look swollen shut. His fingers are so small, they seem more suited to a species of amphibian.


“Let me smell your breath,” her mother says.


Myra breathes on her.


“Clean your teeth,” Ava says, rearing back with Archie and lifting him to her shoulder. “Your breath smells sour.”


A TENSE HOUR PASSES. The rain keeps coming. There is a leak in the kitchen and Myra places an iron pot on the floor to catch the drip.


Later, Myra is sitting on the sofa with Fiona and Lexy. They are watching The Colgate Comedy Hour on the new Zenith Porthole that their father bought in the spring, although he has hardly ever watched it. Fiona, the sole Larkin redhead, picks at the mosquito bites on her knees. In her new glasses she looks smart and overly serious. She’s never been a particularly good student but now at least she looks like one. Going against her mother’s orders, Myra lets Lexy suck her fingers because it keeps her quiet. She tells her that her teeth are going to go buck and leaves it at that. Joan is on the floor, a few feet away, sitting cross-legged in her nightgown, having already taken a bath. During a lull in the rain, Myra went into the backyard and caught a lightning bug for her. It’s trapped under a mason jar now, on top of a saucer, crawling about, its light pulsing. Joan is rapt. The girls are anxious about Archie, the living room air thick with worry.


During a commercial break a pretty nurse in a white hat praises Palmolive soap and all the good things that it’s doing for her skin. Her hair is so shiny it looks as if it’s been painted. Myra wonders if she’ll ever be able to get her hair to look that silky. She likes the uniform a nurse gets to wear. It’s like a nun’s, but more appealing.


There has been no word from Myra’s parents when Alec finally enters the house, around nine thirty, and tries to sneak past the living room. He is poorly concealing something with a handkerchief. Myra stops him halfway up the stairs. His thick black bangs settle crookedly on his forehead.


“What’s that?” Myra asks.


“Nothing,” he replies.


His movements are shifty and it seems he doesn’t know what to do with his free hand, which keeps twitching. He won’t look his sister in the eye.


“You’re stealing again,” she says.


“I’m not.”


Alec is always coming home with strange things: pocketknives and fishing lures and packets of baseball cards. Once he had a saltshaker. Myra walks up the steps and snatches the object out of his hand: It’s a tortoiseshell shoehorn. The handkerchief falls to the steps.


“Whose is that?” she says.


“Father Oates gave it to me.”


“Liar.”


“I’m not lying. I did him a favor.”


“What kind of favor?”


“I helped him with the vestments.”


“Thief.”


“Just let me go to my room.”


She pushes the shoehorn toward him and he takes it. Then she bends down and picks up the handkerchief. It’s monogrammed N.P. “You stole this, too,” she says.


“I found it,” he says. “Someone left it in the pews.”


“Mom and Dad took Archie to the hospital,” she tells him, handing him the handkerchief. “He’s running a fever. You’re supposed to take the trash to the curb.”


“Okay,” Alec says.


“You’re home late, by the way,” Myra adds.


“You were late, too,” he counters. “I saw you in that car earlier.”


“What car?”


“That yellow car with the whitewall tires. You were with that boy. Right in front of the house. He dropped you off.”


Myra is speechless. How could Alec have seen that? That was a couple hours ago. Why would he be spying on his own house?


Alec turns and heads up to his room with the shoehorn.


“Don’t forget about the garbage,” Myra calls after him.


He doesn’t respond. His door opens and closes and that’s that.


When Myra returns to the sofa, Fiona and Lexy are laughing at the television. All the heavy worry in the room has seemingly lifted. Dean Martin is trying to teach Jerry Lewis the proper way to ask a woman to dance. Jerry Lewis throws his body this way and that. His arms fly out absurdly. His legs twist and shuffle as if he’s made of rubber. The live TV audience howls with laughter. He couldn’t be more hilarious.


Lexy’s laugh is infectious. At four she’s the second-youngest Larkin and once she starts laughing she can’t seem to stop, which makes Fiona, who’s otherwise been quiet, laugh as well. Lexy has a galaxy of blond hair that appears to expand when she’s happy. Still spellbound by her firefly, Joan seems immune to all the fun. She laughs only at Alec, especially when he teases her, not understanding his cruelty.


Eventually, Frank, their gray Siamese cat, joins the three girls on the sofa. He’s most fond of Fiona and purrs loudly while she pets him.


“Frank, you’re such a bad boy,” Fiona says, stroking the cat. “So, so bad…”


The sound of the front door opening and closing reaches them above the TV laughter and moments later their father enters the living room. His eyes are tired and the rain has pasted a few stray strands of his brown hair to his forehead. He simply looks at his four daughters. The television scores the tense silence. Jerry Lewis is producing a sound through his mouth like an airplane dive-bombing to the earth and the audience can’t get enough.


“Where’s Mom?” Fiona asks.


“She’ll be staying overnight at the hospital,” their father replies. “Archie’s still running a fever.”


“What’s wrong with baby Archie?” Lexy asks, her pure, tiny voice cutting through the din of the television.


“They don’t know, sweetheart,” he answers, wiping his forehead with a handkerchief. “It might be the flu.” He dabs the rain off his face. “I’m going to bed,” he adds. “I have to work tomorrow.” He tells Myra to look after her sisters and to make sure that Joan uses the toilet before bed.


After he closes the door to their parents’ first-floor bedroom, Myra turns off the television and herds her sisters up the stairs. As she often does, she supervises while they get ready for bed. She sits on the edge of the bathtub while Joan uses the toilet.


“Did you say goodbye to the firefly?” she asks her, trying to take her sister’s mind off her task. Whenever Myra catches a firefly for Joan she lets her little sister release it in the backyard.


“I said goodbye,” Joan says. “I did.”


“Did it light up when it flew away?”


Joan nods and smiles.


“That was her saying goodbye,” Myra says.


Sometimes when Joan smiles it makes Myra sad. It’s as if she smiles only when prompted by the lift at the end of a question. Maybe to Joan certain words are no different from notes played on a woodwind.


After the toilet, Myra helps Joan wash her face and hands and brush her teeth. Joan shares a room with Fiona and Lexy at the end of the hall. They each have their own twin bed. Myra says the Lord’s Prayer for Joan, then tucks her in and kisses her gently on the forehead, just as their mother does. She can hear Fiona sniffling across the room. Myra moves to her and sits at the edge of her bed.


“Don’t cry,” she tells her, removing her glasses. “Archie’s gonna be all right.”


“But his cheeks were so hot,” Fiona says. “Didn’t you feel them?”


“I’m sure he’ll be home tomorrow,” Myra offers. Though Fiona will be twelve soon, when she cries she seems much younger. “Did you clean Frank’s litter box?” Myra asks her.


Fiona shakes her head. “I forgot,” she says.


“I’ll do it,” Myra assures her.


She places Fiona’s glasses on the bedside stand, then moves on to Lexy, who is already asleep. Her small bed is under the window, but the blade of moonlight that usually cuts across her figure is absent tonight. Lexy has fallen asleep with her fingers in her mouth. Her bed is like a drug, Myra thinks. As soon as she climbs into it she is rendered unconscious in a matter of breaths, as if her pillow is laced with gas. Her blond hair has completely obscured her face and she breathes through it while sucking her fingers like some blessed sea creature with gills. Lately Lexy has been declaring that she wants to be a ballerina. Where this comes from is anyone’s guess. Myra sometimes wonders if Lexy dreams of other worlds far away from Elmira, worlds populated by ballerinas and elves and talking creatures. Myra gently extracts Lexy’s fingers from her mouth. Lexy doesn’t even stir. How is it possible that the youngest Larkin girl sleeps the soundest?


After Myra cleans Frank’s litter box down in the mudroom, she comes back upstairs and finally changes into her nightgown and washes her face and brushes her teeth. In the mirror her reflection is old and haggard, and she thinks, I’m thirteen, not thirty. She tries to smile like she did in her class photo—the one she put in that envelope for Mickey Mantle—but something tugs downward at the corners of her lips. She tries again, really forcing herself, but her mouth just looks like a wound that hasn’t healed properly.


As she walks down the hall toward her bedroom she stops before Alec’s door and sets her ear against it. She hears nothing. What is he doing in there? Plotting something? Sometimes she fears he will hurt Joan in the middle of the night. He likes to play tricks on her when she’s not looking. He’ll switch her silverware so that she’ll have two spoons. Or he’ll hide her fork under a serving tray and delight in her confusion. Myra believes he possesses a cruel streak that has yet to be fully realized—that he might be capable of truly terrible things—and this frightens her.


IN THE MIDDLE OF the night, the neighborhood erupts with the squawks of sirens. Myra is awakened from a deep sleep.


In her nightgown and slippers, she sneaks across the hall, pads down the stairs, and moves to her parents’ room, just off the living room, where she can hear her father snoring. She opens the door onto their separate twin beds. Her mother’s is empty, neatly made. Is she still at the hospital? Her father sleeps in a white T-shirt and pajama bottoms, his covers half off the bed, his body twisted into itself. Myra shuts the door. Her father’s snore is animal-like, almost violent.


In the mudroom she grabs his denim work coat, slips through the front door, and walks barefoot down Maple Avenue toward the spinning police lights. It’s still raining. Several people from the neighborhood are gathered in front of the Mulerts’ Victorian, its wraparound porch congested with policemen, firefighters, and emergency professionals, their harsh white uniforms flashing in the dark. An ambulance is parked on the front lawn, its back doors flung open. The sirens have ceased, but a lone revolving blue light atop a patrol car still casts an orbiting light across the scene.


Myra recognizes Mrs. Schwarber, who is smoking a cigarette, her hair in pink rollers. She lives four houses down, with her dentist husband, Ron, and their three kids. With her makeup removed she looks washed-out and pitiful. Another woman whom Myra doesn’t recognize holds an umbrella above the two of them. The women mutter to each other, gossiping. Mrs. Schwarber smokes like a man, pinching her cigarette between her thumb and forefinger, shifting from foot to foot.


A policeman spots Myra and tells her she should go home. She nods to him and then hides behind a fat man in a brown housecoat who is telling another man that Bob and Bonnie Mulert, and their eleven-year-old daughter, Marie, were murdered in their sleep.


As if on cue, the bodies are brought out on stretchers, their figures covered with white linens through which faint bloodstains have seeped. The shape of Marie’s body makes her seem smaller on the stretcher, like a doll. Two men carry each stretcher, one in the front and one in the back. They are all dressed in white except for a fireman at the helm of the stretcher containing the biggest figure, which is probably Mr. Mulert. Myra has the distinct feeling that these men are transporting furniture, not bodies. That’s a coffee table on the fireman’s stretcher, she thinks. And a sideboard and a small standing clock on the other two.


The Mulerts’ dog, a black Lab named Sheila, whimpers and circles the stretchers. At least the killer had mercy on the dog, Myra thinks. Or maybe Sheila escaped? Now who will take care of her? One of the firemen grabs the dog’s collar and kneels to speak to her.


The fat man in the brown housecoat is offering more grisly details: Their throats were cut; some thirty stab wounds were discovered on each body. With so many stab wounds, Myra wonders, what would happen to the eyes, the cheeks, the chest and stomach… the thighs… the feet? This would certainly explain the bloodstains expanding through the white linens. Did they have to wrap the bodies before putting them on the stretchers? Did they have to stuff each wound with cotton?


Myra tries to imagine how one could cut three throats in succession. She’s seen her father cut a deer’s throat with a bowie knife. They’d gone camping up in Canastota and she’d been awakened by a gunshot. Donald Larkin had killed a deer not even fifty feet from their campsite. Myra came out of her tent and watched her father sever the deer’s throat.


“You have to bleed it,” he explained to her in the early-morning light, still wearing his olive drab work uniform from the night before.


He’d propped his hunting rifle against the tree from which he’d strung up the deer with rope, upside down. The deer’s eyes were open, its tongue lolling out of its mouth.


“Otherwise the meat’ll go bad,” he added.


Myra was fascinated by her father’s quick, fluid movements. It suddenly made so much sense. He was a veteran, after all. He knew weapons. It was a ballet of the hands. Surgical, without emotion. Myra sometimes wondered how many Germans her father had killed in the war. He’d fought in the Battle of the Hürtgen Forest, only seven years ago. Like many men from the area, he’d volunteered. Tens of thousands of American soldiers died in that battle. Myra remembers her father’s return. She was almost seven then. Fiona was five, and Alec, already a troublemaker, was four. There had been a brief celebration at the Elks Club with cake and punch and colorful bunting and little American flags on all the tables and a live polka band. But then her father had to stay in the veterans hospital up in Bath for three weeks before moving back into the house. When they finally let him come home his movements were slow and careful. It took him several minutes to tie his shoes. He didn’t speak for weeks. But then one day he did. He simply said, “Good morning,” and everything seemed to click back into place. He returned to work at the tool-and-die in Horseheads and all was right in the world.


Clouds of gnats convulse in the revolving police light. Myra can feel the cool damp grass between her toes. The rain still hasn’t ceased and many of the onlookers shield their heads with newspapers or shopper leaflets. Myra spots Alec near the back of the crowd, his black hair twisted wild. He isn’t wearing his nightclothes but rather a pair of his school uniform trousers and a white undershirt. He is barefoot, standing on his tiptoes, trying to look over the shoulders of a woman in front of him. He is only ten, but he suddenly looks like a much older version of himself. A pickpocket on the make.


Myra and Alec meet eyes and then she moves to him. “Alec Christopher, you should be in bed.”


“So should you,” he counters. His breath is sweet and gamy, his teeth filmy because he never brushes.


“Go home and wash your face and clean your teeth,” Myra says.


“Don’t tell me what to do.”


Mr. Fessenden, the retired grocer with gauzy hair, cradles a cane in the crook of his elbow as he speaks to two policemen. He wears seersucker shorts and has pale, hairless legs that look like they would break easily. His shins are so white they almost look fake.


Mr. Fessenden tells the policemen that he saw someone enter the Mulerts’ home earlier that night. It was a young man, perhaps nineteen or twenty. He was wearing a plaid, short-sleeve shirt and tan trousers. He had blond hair, which he wore parted on the side, and possessed an athletic build. “A genuine towhead,” Mr. Fessenden adds.


Myra feels suddenly light-headed. She can’t help but think of the boy from the diner: his keen blue eyes and clean skin, his pronounced Adam’s apple, the golden-blond hair parted on the side.


“I took him for a relative,” Mr. Fessenden continues. “The way he just walked up onto their porch and opened the front door. I didn’t think anything of it.”


One of the policemen asks him if he noticed him carrying anything that looked like a weapon and if he saw the boy leave.


“I didn’t see no weapon,” he replies. “And I didn’t see him leave.”


Myra feels Alec’s eyes on her like a pair of stag beetles boring into the back of her neck. Vengeful. Judging her. She’s always wondered where his dark eyes came from. Their mother’s are blue. Their father’s, gray. Fiona’s are green. Lexy’s and Joan’s are blue like their mother’s. But Alec’s eyes are so dark they’re almost black. It’s as if he came from somewhere else. Like they found him in a forest.


Myra pivots to him. Before she can warn him about the trouble he’ll be in if he doesn’t go home immediately, he says, “You should tell ’em about his car.” His soaked hair makes him seem sinful and ghoulish.


Myra would like to strike him thirty times, actually, like the killer with his knife, from the crown of his dirty, unwashed head down to his filthy ankles, and she turns her right hand into a fist and presses it against her thigh. Although she has never struck one of her siblings, if there weren’t so many people around she would let Alec have it, but instead she quells the impulse to punch him in the face.


“You’re going to hell,” Myra tells him.


The words seethe through her teeth like a hated medicinal broth. She is surprised at how much she loathes her brother at this moment.


And then, just like that, his nose starts to bleed from both nostrils.


“Your nose,” she adds evenly.


Alec’s face goes soft. The tough snarl has disappeared. He brings his hand to his upper lip, dabs at the blood, stares at his fingertips, and strides backwards three or four steps, plugging his nose, then pivots and jogs toward home.


Myra turns back to the scene. The final stretcher is getting loaded into the ambulance. The bloodstains are grotesque now but she can’t look away. Three days before her thirteenth birthday she got her first menstrual period while she was walking to her world history class. A tearing sensation inside and then a liquid loosening. Her mother had never told her anything about it. It just came like an unwanted, angry letter in the mail, and there was so much blood. Myra thought she was dying of some awful disease. The Holy Family Junior High School nurse, Mrs. Honiotis, was helpful and gave her a feminine napkin, two aspirin, and a pair of padded underwear. She also offered a cursory explanation of the menstrual process; why the blood is shed and how it prepares the uterus for conception. After that Myra thought she would feel a kinship with Mrs. Honiotis but she found that she avoided her. Whenever Myra passed her in the hallway she felt only shame.


There is so much blood in a body, Myra thinks. An ocean of it. But it’s mostly hidden. And so deep within. We only see it when there is violence and suffering. When Lexy was born, Myra’s mother bled so much it was as if she’d been slaughtered like an animal. She went into labor right there in the house—going to the hospital was out of the question. Afterward, they had to re-sand and re-varnish the floorboards in the downstairs bedroom. The mattress had to be replaced. They even had to repaint one of the walls.


Finally, one of the attendants closes the back doors to the ambulance. When it pulls away, another policeman orders people to return to their homes.


Myra wonders if she should tell him about the yellow Bel Air, about its whitewall tires and Pennsylvania license plates.


“Go on home, everyone,” the policeman says sternly. “Go on home and get out of this rain. There’s nothing more to see.”
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ALEC


BY TEN O’CLOCK IT was already 80 degrees and Alec Larkin had had enough. His supervisor, a stork-shaped man called Ned Shipley, caught him sitting in the shade and promptly fired him. The apple picking always began at eight a.m. sharp and there wasn’t ever a break until ten thirty. At the height of the season, after climbing down and emptying a pouch of apples (around forty-five pounds of fruit) into your bin, you were allowed to stand by your ladder for a few breaths before heading back up, but sitting down simply wasn’t acceptable, especially sitting down so arrogantly in the shade, behind the shed where they store the ladders, of all places. And the fact that Alec had taken his shoes and socks off was even more disrespectful and he knew it.


“That’s it, Larkin,” Ned told him in his oddly high voice, drumming one of his maddening mathematical patterns on his clipboard. “Go pack up your things.”


Alec lives in Bunk 7, a cinder-block cabin with a cement floor and fluorescent tube lighting that made his flesh look green and cadaver-like. He shares it with twin Negroes from Orlando, Florida, Torris and Terrace Pinchback. There are ten of these cabins, each of which houses between two and five workers. The workers wake together, wash together in the communal latrine, eat their meals together, and pick apples together, all day, every day, with optional weekend shifts. Although the money is decent, it has seemed like the kind of life Alec always imagined one suffered through in the army, or, worse yet, on a prison work farm.


The only female on the premises is the owner’s daughter, a quiet sixteen-year-old blonde with thin pale arms who is so pretty it makes Alec’s hands ache just to look at her. She sometimes picks apples on Saturdays, and Alec will head into the orchard with his burlap shoulder sack just so he can catch a glimpse of her. He rarely gets much picking done on these weekend mornings, filling at best a sack or two. He’ll mostly smoke cigarettes and set and reset his ladder, within view of the girl, who hardly ever looks his way.


It’s the final week of August, a Wednesday, and now Alec Larkin’s future prospects are dwindling faster than he would care to admit. The black flies were particularly nasty this morning, not to mention a pair of crows and an unusually aggressive grackle that kept slashing the apples. Alec had come to Blackman Homestead Farm in early July and his first few weeks were promising. He was filling between eight and nine bins a day, but he never did much better than that. The good pickers could fill ten; the great ones, twelve. The Pinchback brothers have filled ten bins every single day since they were hired in mid-June. A skinny Mexican known only as “Flaco” filled fourteen one day. And he did it in ninety-seven-degree heat. Flaco uses both hands with equal dexterity and doesn’t ever seem to tire, and his agility on the ladder could rival a circus performer’s. But Alec’s hands are average, if not slow, and they have a tendency to shake, sacrificing time. His numbers, which Ned Shipley marks on his clipboard after every shift, have been getting progressively worse. He filled only four bins on Tuesday, and five the day before that.


Back at the barracks Alec changes out of his sour-smelling work clothes, packs his few possessions into his father’s green army-issued duffel bag, and then sits on his bunk waiting for Ned. If he wasn’t owed money, he’d just take off. The last thing Alec needs is another lecture from the bastard.


Alec looks over at the Pinchbacks’ meticulous bunks. The brothers wake every morning at least an hour before breakfast, make their beds, and kneel together in prayer. Alec rarely even attends breakfast. He hasn’t done up his bed properly in over a month. And since he left Elmira, three years ago, he hasn’t prayed once.


There is a knock on the hollow front door and Ned enters, ducking his head. “You packed up?” he asks.


“My work clothes are on the hook over there,” Alec says. “You’re prolly gonna want to burn ’em.”


Ned makes a note of the work clothes on his clipboard and drums on it briefly. Starlings and robins can be heard chattering in the orchard. “So do I need to explain myself?” he finally says. “’Cause I can.”


“Save it,” Alec says, though he knows Ned won’t be able to help himself. The bastard can’t just fire you, he has to pour vinegar on the wound.


“It don’t make no sense to me,” Ned launches in. “You got a good build. You’re young. What are you, twenty-one, twenty-two?”


“Twenty-three.”


“Twenty-three years old. You know how many bins I was fillin’ when I was twenty-three?”


“I’m sure a lot,” Alec says.


“You’re damn right it was a lot, and I was proud of it.”


“Well, you’re a proud man.”


“I hate to say it, Larkin, but you’re lazy.”


“I know.”


“You know.”


“Yeah, I’m as lazy as a fat man, I hear it every day.”


“Well, why don’t you do somethin’ about it?”


“Like what?”


“Work harder?”


From his clipboard Ned hands Alec an unsealed manila envelope. Inside is forty-five dollars in cash.


“That’s it?” Alec says, thumbing through the cash.


“I’m afraid so.”


“I was expecting around eighty.”


“Well, that’s what’s owed to you. We can go through the particulars if you want.”


“Nothing would make you happier, I’m sure.”


Ned wipes his face with a soiled bandanna, wedges the clipboard under an arm, and folds the bandanna in fourths. “What are you gonna do next?”


“Not pick apples,” Alec says.


Ned laughs and wipes his forehead again. “I know a guy who buffs floors over in Rochester,” he offers, surprisingly. “Uses one of those oscillating machines. The work is spottier—it’s only a few times a week—but he’s always lookin’ for an extra body.”


“Not interested,” Alec says. The little cinder-block room seems to have suddenly gotten hotter, and he thinks of how at night the Pinchback twins sleep with wet rags on their stomachs. He can feel Ned watching him, judging him.


“You know what, Larkin? You’re not a bad guy.”


“You already said I was lazy.”


Ned repeats the ritual of wedging the clipboard under his arm, unfolding the bandanna, and wiping his face. He also dabs the back of his neck this time, then stuffs the bandanna in his back pocket. “You need me to call you a cab?”


“I’ll walk,” Alec says.


“Suit yourself.” Ned goes over and grabs Alec’s work clothes off the hook. “You want this?” he says, proffering the burlap sack with Blackman Homestead Farm logo on it.


“Am I supposed to turn it into a pillow?”


“You could keep your essentials in it. Your laundry.”


“No thanks,” Alec says.


“Well, good luck to you, Larkin.” Ned stuffs Alec’s work clothes into the sack and extends his hand.


Alec hesitates, but accepts it and they shake.


“You might want to figure out how to steady those hands,” Ned says on his way out.


After Ned leaves, Alec can’t help but stare at his hands. There were some afternoons in early August when they shook so bad he had to practically talk to them so he wouldn’t drop the apples. Dropping apples could get you fired faster than low bin rates. There was something wrong with him, Alec knew. Something truly, truly wrong.


On his way out of the orchard Alec spots the Pinchback brothers. They are high on their ladders, picking from neighboring apple trees, their shirts off and their sinewy arms rippling in the sun. It’s incredible how unfazed they are by the sheer boredom of the job, how they seem to be immune to the black flies and the hornets and the mosquitoes. They drop fruit into their sacks with such thoughtless, even-keeled consistency, it’s as if they’re in a trance. Even though Alec spent many nights talking to them in the dark about baseball and Dionne Warwick’s magic eyes and what her voice does to you in “Walk on By” and the girls in the South versus northern girls and the difference between Ava Larkin’s and Edmonia Pinchback’s meat loaf—despite these conversations—Alec doesn’t bother saying goodbye to them. He simply walks off the farm with his father’s duffel bag hoisted onto his shoulder and doesn’t look back.


LATER ALEC IS SITTING at the Niagara Hotel bar waiting for Duke Foster.


Duke is his father’s age. They met several weeks ago at a small saloon near Oakwood Cemetery. They were both belly-up to the bar, and both drinking whiskey. After Duke chipped at the silence with a comment about the pleasures of Kentucky bourbon versus scotch, which according to him leaves an aftertaste of liquefied cat shit, he invited Alec to shoot pool and then loaded the jukebox with quarters and chose every Elvis song on the machine while they racked several rounds of eight ball and alternated buying rounds of beers. Duke then invited Alec over to his dimly lit SRO down by the Erie Canal. The little apartment smelled of unwashed feet and Vitalis hair tonic. The two men drank an entire fifth of Old Crow out of coffee mugs and listened to Eddie Fisher records on Duke’s Magnavox automatic turntable—purportedly his only legitimate possession besides his car—until they both passed out.


Alec woke up in Duke’s twin bed late the next morning, with the sickly smell of the canal ebbing in through the window. Duke was on the other side of the small room, stretched out in an old synthetic leather recliner riddled with cigarette burns, snoring thunderously. Alec, a rangy six-foot-two and heavier than he looks, was impressed that Duke had apparently been able to lift him into his bed, and even more impressed that he hadn’t been robbed or in any way taken advantage of. A bond was formed that night and Alec believes that Duke has looked out for him in the intervening weeks.


Duke drives a bottle-green Pontiac Bonneville hardtop and claims to have bedded more women than Sean Connery, although he’ll admit that most of them weigh more than 007 himself. He claims to prefer his ladies larger than he is, and it can’t be easy to find them, given that Duke Foster is a massive, broad-shouldered, barrel-chested man with a size-fourteen foot and an enormous leonine head. He likes to feel as if he’s getting smothered by his lovers, he tells Alec.


“It makes me have to fight for my life,” he explained to Alec over “Kiss Me Quick.” “It’s sorta like drowning. But there’s no water in your lungs and you get to come. And then you get to smoke a cigarette and kick her fat ass out of bed. Triumph all around.”


Duke Foster styles his hair in the legendary Elvis pompadour and has worn the same orange Hawaiian shirt bearing a pattern of guitars and pineapples every time Alec has met him. During their long first night of acquaintanceship, when Alec asked Duke what he did for a living, Duke said that he was currently dabbling in scrap metal. He’d also spent two long years installing drywall down in New London, Connecticut. And in the late fifties, for “several lost months in Detroit,” he’d toiled as a “deeply uncertified electrician,” whatever that meant.


On the television mounted over the hotel bar, the evening news reports on the upcoming election. At the Democratic Convention in Atlantic City, New Jersey, Lyndon Johnson has been officially nominated for president and is ahead of Arizona Republican Senator Barry Goldwater in the polls. In sports, the Yankees were shut out by the Washington Nationals, two to nothing. Buster Narum limited the Yankees’ offense to five scattered hits and their superstar sluggers, Mickey Mantle and Roger Maris, went a combined 0 for 5 at the plate.


Duke enters the bar with an unlit cigarette dancing between his lips. Despite the heat he wears a long black duster over the orange Hawaiian shirt, loose, paint-splattered white pants, and suede moccasins that look like they might slip off his giant naked feet at any moment.


“So how much they give you?” Duke asks, drawing on his cigarette.


Alec had called him from a pay phone as soon as he got into town and told him about getting fired.


“Forty-five bucks,” Alec says. “Stingy bastards.”


“You’re prolly lucky you got that,” Duke says. He grabs the stool next to Alec and orders Old Crow on the rocks and a can of Highlander. “For both of us,” he tells the bartender.


One of the first things Alec noticed about Duke was the plague of nicotine stains rimming his enormous, callused fingers. Beyond the orange Hawaiian shirt, he dresses himself as if he’s grabbing things out of random piles in the dark, but he always shaves, which gives his face a surprisingly clean and youthful look. His eyes, however, seem beset by an ancient curse, like they long ago saw too much for one man’s life.


“Well, look at it this way,” Duke says. “No more goddamn black flies. You might dream of picking apples for the rest of your life but you won’t ever have to deal with those flies again.”


The bartender delivers their drinks and Duke and Alec clink glasses.


“Here’s to gettin’ away with shit from here on out,” Duke says.


Alec downs his entire tumbler of Old Crow and Duke immediately orders him another. He then taps out a cigarette from his pack of Pall Malls and Alec takes it. The bartender slides Alec’s new drink to him and lights their cigarettes. In the last year or so Alec has become the kind of smoker who bums them from everyone else, which Duke calls a catfish smoker. A bottom-feeder. Alec rarely buys a pack, especially if he knows he’s going to be drinking with Duke.


“So what now?” Duke says. “Back to Elmira?”


“I’d rather go to hell,” Alec says.


“Well, you’re likely headin’ there anyway,” Duke says, laughing, exposing his short, crooked teeth.


Alec laughs as well. Since he’s been hanging around Duke he is well aware that he’s been taking on his mannerisms. The curl of his wrist and the slight squint of his left eye while he draws on a cigarette. His insouciant comfort with extended silences. The way he lets the ice cubes gently clink against his teeth before drinking his bourbon. His surprising tendency toward humor rather than bitterness. And his laugh, which never exceeds three or four descending reports, like a horn player at the back of the stage making fun of a flat joke.


“I may have a quick fix for you,” Duke says after a silence. “Of the financial persuasion.”


Duke goes on to tell Alec that he is aware of an establishment, a couple hundred miles east, in Frankfort, New York, where he can easily get his hands on at least three thousand dollars cash. The place is a variety store whose proprietor is a near-deaf lady, close to seventy, who lives by herself, above the shop. The money is hidden in cigar boxes, somewhere in the shop. A security gate protects the storefront, but there’s also a back entrance.


“How do I figure into it?” Alec says.


“Just ride along,” Duke says. “Be my Tonto. It’s a three-hours-plus drive. You can help me stay awake. We can do state capitals, list all the presidents, name every part of the female anatomy.”


The last crime Alec committed was the one that drove him from Elmira. He got caught stealing the offertory money from St. John the Baptist. Father Oates, who had mentored him from his acolyte days all the way through his two years as head altar boy, walked in on him in the rectory, dumping the third of four offertory baskets into the same green duffel bag that is currently resting at his feet. Although Father Oates decided against pressing formal charges, he did tell Ava and Donald Larkin about the incident, and consequently, Ava, in front of his younger sisters, Joan and Lexy, asked Alec to leave the following morning. Alec was nineteen at the time, and hadn’t accomplished much since he’d graduated high school. There was talk of him enlisting in the army, but he could never seem to get around to it. His grades were too poor for college and he wasn’t interested in a trade school. As far as Ava and Donald Larkin saw it, the church theft was unforgivable.


After that Alec spent a year and a half up in Buffalo, living with his Aunt Grace, working odd jobs, which included hoisting tar shingles for a roofing company, washing dishes at a boarding school cafeteria, and tamping down asphalt for a road construction crew. Nothing ever lasted more than a few weeks because he couldn’t take the physical labor. When he bounced out of Buffalo, the job he liked the most was fishing golf balls from water traps at a country club in Freehold, New York, where he managed to stay employed for an entire summer. He’d wear high rubber waders, a diving mask, and snorkel, and set off into each pond brandishing a fishing net as if he were searching for a legendary pearl oyster. He earned a quarter per ball, each of which he scrubbed clean. The golf course would then resell these balls by the bucketload to club members at their driving range. Sometimes Alec made as much as thirty dollars a day, and for the last few weeks he was even asked to work in the clubhouse, where he bussed tables and occasionally got tipped a five-dollar bill for helping some old drunk shuffle to the bathroom. He loved that golf course: its slow pace and clean, manicured greens; all the rich men in their soft clothes the color of Neapolitan ice cream; the smell of freshly clipped grass; the big, fuzzy, muscular bees vectoring along the fairways; everything bathed in sunlight. But the summer season terminated at the end of August and by Labor Day he was out looking for another job.


“When were you planning on heading to Frankfort?” Alec asks.


“After another round or two of these,” Duke says, knocking back his bourbon and ordering another. He is already well into his third cigarette. “If we make good time, we’ll get the thing done before dawn. I’ll split whatever I get fifty-fifty with you.”


“How do you plan on getting in the back door?” Alec asks.


“I have the key,” Duke replies.


BY MIDNIGHT THEY’RE LOADED into Duke’s Bonneville, heading east on Interstate 90. For the first hour they drive with the windows down. The radio blares Roy Orbison and the Beach Boys and Dean Martin and the Beatles and Martha and the Vandellas. When they reach Batavia it starts to rain. They roll the windows up and Duke triggers the wipers and lowers the volume of the radio.


Alec is suddenly overwhelmed by the sentiment that Duke has chosen him for the adventure. Adventure, yes. He can’t quite classify it as a crime because nothing’s happened yet. Duke has taken him under his wing. He trusts me, Alec thinks. There was never anyone like this in Elmira, only a few priests who had a hard time keeping their hands off him until he grew big enough to be a physical threat. There was an English teacher at Holy Family—Mr. Clarke—who would ask Alec to stay after class now and then to check in on how he was doing. During second quarter of his sophomore year they read The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, which remains the only book Alec has read cover to cover; he was more vocal than usual during class discussions. Mr. Clarke tried to engage Alec. Did he ever get around to reading the new British novel by William Golding, Lord of the Flies? He might even like Jack London’s White Fang. But Mr. Clarke’s literary overtures didn’t quite catch on. It was still reading, after all, and reading beyond what was required in class. Alec was always eager to get to his next period.


And then there was Alec’s father, who was too quiet, too remote. Donald Larkin seemed to always prefer his daughters to his only living son. Once, when Alec was fourteen, his father took him to a Yankees game. He hardly uttered a word to him during the long drive down to the Bronx, mostly smoking his pipe and listening to the radio. After the third inning Alec went to the bathroom. On the way back he found a full beer abandoned near the concession stand and guzzled it. Then he found another, half full, and drank that, too. By the time Alec returned to his seat, way up in the left-field grandstand, he was drunk, but his father, obsessed with his scorecard, never noticed. In the seventh inning, when the Yankee left fielder, Mickey Mantle, hit his second homer of the game, his father released a high-pitched sound that Alec had never heard come out of his father’s mouth before. It almost shocked him, as he realized it was the first time he’d witnessed his father express anything close to a thrill. If the sound had been made in the dark one might have thought a woman had been knifed.


It wasn’t that his father didn’t reach out, in his way. He’d invite Alec to go fishing with him up on Lake Ontario, or dove hunting in Pennsylvania. He even tried to teach him how to make copper etchings at his little shop table in the back of the garage. Alec simply wasn’t interested. He wanted to be around his friends, smoking and drinking and riding around in cars, chasing girls over by Quarry Farm.


In Duke, Alec has found someone he can genuinely look up to. He’s his own man. He sets his own rules, lives by his own clock. Duke doesn’t even wear a watch! Alec looks forward to spending time with him at the bar and listening to records with him and driving around Niagara Falls, going from watering hole to watering hole; those long Saturday nights that never seemed to end. They even slept with the same woman once. Her name was Becky and she was so fat they had to do it on the floor. Duke went first. Alec waited in the hall and listened to their whooping and panting and Becky’s squeals of ecstasy. When it was Alec’s turn, Duke didn’t even bother leaving the little apartment. He simply sat in his recliner, shirtless, and smoked a cigarette, staring out the window. Alec was struck by the long, sloping appendectomy scar across Duke’s abdomen, a kind of grotesque smile. When it was all over, Alec had to help Becky off the floor and she almost pulled his shoulder out of its socket. Duke gave her twenty dollars and even though Becky wasn’t a prostitute she accepted the money.


“It smells like fuckin’ horses and trout in here,” Duke proclaimed after Becky left.


They couldn’t stop laughing for ten solid minutes.


In a town called Victor they stop for gas at a rare twenty-four-hour service station. While Duke fills the tank, Alec cleans the windshield. The remains of dead bugs are stunning.


“It’s amazing we didn’t swallow any of those,” Duke says. Alec laughs and Duke looks about for a moment, then peers up at the sky as if in contemplation. “If we pull this thing off tonight,” he says, “do me one favor.” He finishes pumping and screws the gas cap back on.


“Okay,” Alec says, wiping the squeegee. “What?”


“Use the money for somethin’ worthwhile,” Duke says, setting a cigarette between his lips.


“Like donate it to the blind?”


“No, just don’t spend it all on bourbon. That’s the harebrained thing I would do. Sock it away. Put it toward… I don’t know what I’m sayin’…” He trails off. “You’re a young, good-lookin’ kid,” he continues, exhaling smoke, “and you got a decent heart. You still got a chance to do somethin’ positive in this shit-stained world.”


Coming from Duke, this fatherly advice is surprising—no, astonishing—and Alec likes it.


They stop in Utica, a town ten miles west of Frankfort. It’s past three in the morning now. Duke knocks on the door of a small white clapboard house with a tarpaper roof and a lopsided, add-on front porch that looks as if it would slide into oblivion if not for the retired icebox and the stack of used tires anchoring it to the earth. A young woman answers the door. She has red hair—a darker shade than his sister Fiona’s—with long bangs swept to the side, a light dusting of freckles across the bridge of her nose, and the prettiest gray eyes Alec has ever encountered. She wears cutoff blue jeans and an old white tank-top. Her feet are bare. Without a word she and Duke embrace for a long time. Alec peers into the house and can see clear into the kitchen, where the refrigerator has been left open, with only a quart of milk and a box of baking soda visible on a shelf.


“This is Alec,” Duke says, breaking from the hug. “Alec, Nan.”


“Hey,” Nan says.


“Hey,” Alec echoes.


Nan lets them in and they sit at her small kitchen table, its nickel surface scarred with faint knife streaks. After Nan shuts the refrigerator door, she removes an ice tray from the freezer, pops free a few cubes into a clear plastic tumbler, pours a Jim Beam over them, and hands the tumbler to Duke as if she’s done this a hundred times before.


“He’ll have the same,” Duke tells her.


After she fixes Alec’s drink he thanks her and she sits on her ankle in the empty chair. Duke just stares at her and smiles. Alec has known Duke’s grins to be laced with irony or disgust or a caustic knowing, but this one seems to be filled with love; this one is pure, untainted.


“How’s the little fella?” Duke finally asks, his usual booming voice cut in half.


“Loud and selfish and completely spoiled,” Nan says. “I put him down again about an hour ago.”


Over the kitchen table hangs a framed needlepoint of a clown with red balloons in his cheeks. Somehow the clown’s expression reminds Alec of the portrait of Christ in the Larkin dining room back in Elmira. He imagines his mother serving dinner to Lexy, Joan, and his father. Lexy is a junior in high school now. She and Joan are the last two Larkin children living at home, held there like hostages under hypnosis, their mother’s voice melodically binding them to those rooms filled with the Son of God and all that high-gloss mahogany furniture. Fiona moved to New York City two years ago, and Myra is in Chicago. Alec hears about his sisters from Myra, whom he’ll occasionally call when he’s drunk or broke or feeling lonely.


“What brings you into town?” Nan asks Duke.


“We were just passing through,” he replies. “I’m gonna head up to Canada for a bit, see what’s happenin’ in Montreal, or Magog.”


This is the first time Alec’s heard any mention of Canada. He figures it’s Duke’s cover story for what they’re about to do in Frankfort.


“How’s the back?” Nan asks.


“The back’s fine. Pretty stiff in the morning but after a hot shower it loosens up. Lately it’s my goddamn ankles.” He drinks and to Alec adds, “Don’t get old. It hurts too much.”


“You’re not old until you’re fifty,” Nan jokes.


“Well,” Duke says, “I feel like I’m damn near sixty.”


“You still got that good face.”


“Tell that to my liver,” Duke says, and excuses himself to the bathroom. Disembarking from his chair is a three-part move with accompanying grunts, at least one of which is real.


When Alec is left alone with Nan he does his best not to stare at her.


“How long you known Jerry?” she asks.


The name Jerry shocks Alec, like swallowing a mouthful of curdled milk, but he manages not to betray his surprise. “Coupla months,” he says. Jerry? Who the hell is Jerry?


“You met him on a job?”


“At a bar,” Alec says.


“That doesn’t surprise me.”


“Yeah, we tie one on now and then.”


“He obviously likes you. He usually doesn’t like anyone.”


“Why wouldn’t he?” Alec offers.


Nan laughs. Alec likes the sound of her laugh so much he has to stare at the table so as not to lose his train of thought. And her smile is sweet. Sometimes a woman’s smile will ruin her face. Alec has always thought that his sister Fiona suffers from this problem. She’s pretty enough, but whenever she smiles she reveals short, imperfect teeth. It looks like something is dissolving in her mouth.


“He’s not really going to Canada, is he?” Nan says.


“I honestly couldn’t tell you,” Alec says.


Jerry. Alec wonders how many other names he uses. Is there a different one for each person he meets? Or a small assortment he chooses from based on how it might suit whatever fool he encounters? Or is Duke simply a recent, self-appointed nickname?


“And what about you?” Nan asks.


“I don’t have any plans at the moment,” Alec replies.


“Just along for the ride?”


“For now, I suppose.”


“What are you, twenty-one?” she asks.


“Twenty-three.”


“What do you do for work?”


“I was picking apples at an orchard near Niagara Falls but I just got laid off.”


“Are you from Niagara Falls?”


“I’m originally from Elmira.”


“Big family?”


“Four sisters,” Alec says. “I had a brother, too, but he died when he was a baby.”


“I can’t even fathom that,” she says. “Are you the oldest?”


“Third oldest,” he says. “My sister Myra has me by almost three years, my sister Fiona by a year and a half.”


“Are you Spanish?”


“No,” Alec says.


“You look like you could be,” Nan says, “with those dark eyes and that hair. But European Spanish, not Mexican Spanish. You’re too tall to be Mexican.”


“My dad’s Irish and my mom’s Scottish and German.”


“What’s your last name?”


“Larkin.”


“Alec Larkin,” she says.


When he hears her say his name he has the sensation that his head has momentarily floated away from his body; it’s drifting toward the ceiling, and if there were a hole in it, his head would just keep going, up into the night sky. He would like to say her full name but he doesn’t know it. Instead, he asks her if she has any siblings.


“It’s only me,” she says. “As far as I know, at least, though my dad had a lotta fun.”


“Where is he?” Alec asks.


“Dead,” she says. “Some big machine fell on him in a gravel pit.”


“Sorry,” Alec says. “What about your mother?”


“What about my mother? What about your mother?” Nan quips.


“My mother’s taller than most men,” Alec replies. “And more Catholic than the pope. Still sings in the choir at St. John the Baptist. I wasn’t good enough for her.”


“My mother lives on a houseboat in Knoxville, Tennessee,” Nan says. She reaches across the table and seizes his tumbler.


“Really?” Alec says.


“No. She lives on the other side of town with a three-hundred-pound man who thinks a big spaceship’s gonna come down and take the saved away to some planet with American currency and air-conditioning.”


“I’d like to see that planet,” Alec says.


“Plus they’re nudists,” Nan adds. “So I tend to keep my distance.”


Alec takes his tumbler back, drinks from it, and chews an ice cube. “How old are you?” he asks.


“Too young to be sittin’ around an eat-in kitchen, flattening my own ass,” she says. “Twenty-four.”


“You’re pretty skinny for just having a kid.”


She laughs. He knows it was a stupid thing to say, but she seems more charmed than upset.


“You shoulda seen me nine months pregnant,” she says. “Nursing takes the weight off.”


Alec thinks she’s talking about nursing as a profession and imagines her in a white uniform with the hat and the soft shoes. “My sister Myra is a nurse,” he offers.


“Nursing the baby,” Nan explains, laughing again.


“Right,” he says. “Feeding.”


After he drinks another mouthful of Jim Beam he asks her what she does for a living. She tells him she’d been going to beautician school but had to put it on hold after she had her son.


“Where’s the father?” he asks.


“Not where his lady and his little boy are.”


“He ran off on you?”


“Like a gazelle on one of those nature shows.”


“What’s his name?”


“Drew.”


“Drew,” Alec echoes. Uttering the man’s name makes him feel vengeful, like some character in a movie who has to come up with a plan.


“Why?” Nan says, “You gonna go hunt him down?”


“Maybe,” Alec jokes.


“Well, he’s about six-foot-three, two hundred pounds. Light brown hair, blue eyes. Big rangy bastard, kinda like you, but not as skinny. I could try and sketch him for you.”


“You don’t have a snapshot?” Alec jokes again.


“I tore ’em all up.”


Nan reaches across the table again and takes another drink from his bourbon. Her eyes have such a hold on him that he can feel it in his throat. With each look they share, it feels as if she’s stealing a little bit of his oxygen.


“Why are your hands shakin’?” she asks.


“I don’t know,” he says. “Sometimes they just shake on their own. They always have.”


“Restless heart,” she says.


He shows her his hands, palms up. “The only time they don’t shake is when they’re holding cash.”


She draws her fingers across his palms and the gesture nearly pulverizes him. It’s witchy, but good witchy. It feels like he’s coming apart. She’s turning him to sawdust.


Duke returns from the bathroom cradling the baby, who wears a bulging diaper and a look of wonder on his face.


“Say hello to Drew,” Duke says to Alec.


“Hey, Drew.”


“Drew, this is Alec. My one true friend in this world.”


Drew has big blue eyes and he might be the quietest baby Alec’s ever seen. For a moment he thinks he might be deaf.


“How old?” Alec asks.


“Four and a half months,” Nan replies. “This heat makes his face puffy. I keep a fan going in his room.”


“His face is perfect,” Duke says. “It’s a perfect little face.” Drew clasps onto Duke’s pinkie. “What a grip you have,” Duke says. “Soon you’ll be swingin’ a hammer.”


With his tiny wrinkled hand Drew paws at Duke’s nose, then his mouth, his chin.


“Am I wrong to assume your spineless daddy ain’t comin’ back anytime soon?” Duke murmurs sweetly.


“I stopped waitin’ up for him a few weeks back,” Nan says.


“Has he even called?” Duke asks her.


“No.”


Duke takes a seat at the kitchen table and bounces Drew on his knee a few times and the baby promptly starts wailing. The noise is incredible, like some Midwestern tornado siren that’s gotten stuck. Nan takes the baby from Duke and holds him to her breasts. He is immediately quieted and Alec is astonished by her power over the child. She doesn’t even need to feed him; the proximity of her flesh has rendered him dumb. Is it a smell? Or something else? The drunkenness of anticipating warm milk? Did Alec’s mother have this power over him? Ava Larkin, that tall, righteous, God-fearing bitch.


Alec notices another dusting of freckles along Nan’s collarbone, her shoulders. He longs to cradle one of her bare feet in his hands.


During a lull, a wave of cicadas surges. A sadness seems to have passed over Duke’s face.


“I’m gonna go change his diaper and put him back down,” Nan says, hoisting Drew onto her shoulder. She gets up and walks toward the hall with him.


As they pass by Alec, he can smell the baby’s mess. A door opens and closes. Moments later, faint calliope music can be heard.


“Drew’s father disappeared a month after the baby was born,” Duke explains. “Cowardly fuck.”


“Did you know him?”


“Yeah, I knew him,” Duke says. “He’s my son.”


The idea of Duke having a son is so startling to Alec that he has to resist the need to sit on the floor. Duke’s never mentioned any kids. Alec has always imagined him entirely singular, unattached to anything or anyone.


“Do you know where he is?” Alec asks.


“If I did I’d be there with a cattle prong.”


Nan returns and sits. She’s tied her hair back. She exhales and dabs at the sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand.


“Full-time job,” Duke says.


“Yep,” Nan agrees, “but minus the salary.”


She asks Duke for a cigarette and he produces his pack of Pall Malls and taps one out for her. She uses the stovetop to light it and draws from it heavily. The calliope music continues wheedling from the baby’s room.


“Here,” Duke says, and pushes a hefty wad of cash toward Nan.


It’s folded in half and secured with a rubber band. Alec can’t decipher the amount, but it seems to be all twenties. It’s probably more money than he’s made the entire summer.


“That should help get you over the hump.”


“I don’t know what I’d do without you,” Nan says, squeezing Duke’s forearm.


The calliope music fades and is replaced by the cicadas, whose incessant throbbing seems more organized now, as if they’re closing in on the house.


“We better head out,” Duke says to Alec.


Alec gets up from the table. When Nan also rises he is seized by the desire to make every moment count. Their farewell has to be movie-like.


On the front porch, Nan and Duke hug again. This one goes on longer than their first. Duke clearly loves the mother of his grandson. Alec has walked to the car, allowing them privacy, though he can see Nan kiss Duke’s cheek.


“You gotta get this porch fixed,” Duke says. “Someone’s gonna sprain their ankle.”


She thanks him again for the money.


As Duke walks away, Nan remains on the porch, the light from her living room window casting her figure in silhouette. She looks spectral, only half there, a perfect ghost.


Just before they load into the Bonneville, Nan raises her hand and waves goodbye to Alec. Their farewell should’ve been more intimate. The disappointment settles in his jaw. He would have liked a few words and a hug. He even felt a pang of jealousy during her embrace with Duke, like a faint blow to the kidneys. He raises his hand and waves back. Then Nan pivots and goes into the house.


In the car Duke doesn’t turn the radio on. For several minutes he seems remote, inaccessible.


Alec asks him if everything’s okay.


“Everything’s fine,” he says. “I just love the hell outta that little boy.”


A QUARTER OF AN hour later they arrive in Frankfort. It’s after four a.m. in the small town and all but the traffic lights are off. The variety store is outfitted with a metal security gate, just as Duke described. Above the store is an apartment with three windows, the curtains drawn.


Duke parks across the street and kills the engine. “You stay put,” he says. “Only come and get me if you see any lights go on in her place.”


Duke disembarks from the Bonneville and calmly walks around to the back, not sneaking, not ducking, as if he’s about to enter his own house.


Alec can’t stop thinking about Nan. About sitting across from her in her little kitchen with the needlepoint picture of that clown high on the wall. Her thin wrists and fingers. Her red hair and freckled skin. The ease with which she carried her infant son down the hall…


A light above the store flicks on. It’s the second window. Alec watches it for several breaths before registering what Duke had tasked him to do. Now another window is illuminated—the one on the far right. Alec gets out of the car and jogs across the street and around the back of the store. Loose change jingles in his pockets and he throws the coins into the unmown grass at the side of the store. But for some reason he halts at the back door, unable to go through it. Feeling the acute need to urinate, he unzips and relieves himself against the cement foundation. His urine smells like ammonia and Jim Beam and he realizes he’s hardly had a thing to eat all day.


By the time he finally enters the back of the shop, things have already gone too far. The overcrowded variety store has been completely ransacked. Vintage clothes and books and knickknacks are strewn everywhere. The cash register is wide open and empty, and the shelves under the main display case have been pillaged. The old lady from upstairs is pleading with Duke. She has thin white hair and pale, translucent skin and wears a cream-colored terrycloth housecoat bearing a floral pattern. She is trying to stop Duke from hunting through the bottom of another display that showcases belt buckles, turquoise rings, leather wallets.


The old lady tries to grab him around the neck, from behind. Duke turns, seizes her by the shoulders, and flings her away from him like she’s an unwanted, crazed cat. She crashes against a standing radiator, falls into a heap, and cries out. Duke grabs a brass bookend and brings the heavy, sharp object down onto her head repeatedly. After the third blow her skull empties onto the floor and an arc of blood sprays onto a Virgin Mary statue dressed with many colorful beaded necklaces.


Unseen by either of them, Alec turns and exits through the back door and runs as fast as he can to the Bonneville. It feels as if his legs have been pulled off and haphazardly put back on. He flings himself into the driver’s side. He could leave. All he has to do is turn the key, which Duke left in the ignition. Just turn the key, Alec thinks. Turn it! But he can’t. Instead he wrests himself out of the car and shuffles over to the passenger’s side. His ankles have been pulled off too—pulled off and reattached—and he almost falls twice. He manages to open the passenger’s-side door and gets back in. His hands are shaking so bad he has to sit on them. He feels like he might vomit. He opens the door and leans his head out and retches, but nothing comes up.


Moments later Duke is walking toward the car from behind the shop with several cigar boxes stacked up against his vast torso, somehow keeping them in place with his chin. He hip-checks the passenger’s-side door shut, then sets the boxes down on the pavement near the trunk and calmly walks around the front of the car and grabs the keys from the ignition. He heads to the trunk, opens and closes it, and returns holding three Dutch Masters boxes.


“There’s around a grand in each of those,” Duke says, shutting the driver’s-side door and handing Alec the three cigar boxes.


Alec opens one and simply stares at the cash, which is neatly arranged in tight stacks of twenties and tens. “What about your cut?” he says.


“I just put four of those in the trunk.” Duke starts the engine and they drive away.


Frankfort blurs by Alec’s window. A gas station. A pawnshop. A church with a white steeple. This is a town where things like this happen, Alec thinks. A man drives three hours in the middle of the night and robs an old lady and bashes her skull in.


“Where are we goin’?” Alec finally asks.


“Bus station,” Duke says. “We have to split up.”


“Are you gettin’ on a bus?” Alec asks.


“No,” Duke says, “you are.”


When they arrive at a stoplight Alec asks Duke where he got the key to the back of the variety store.


“I’ve always had it,” Duke replies. “I used to live with the old lady who owns the place.”


“She rented you a room?”


“Somethin’ like that,” Duke says. “Here,” he adds, handing Alec a handkerchief. “Your nose…”


Alec brings the handkerchief to his nostrils, which are gushing blood. Since he was a kid, his nose has always bled easily, especially at the sight of anything disturbing. Once when he was a boy, the next-door neighbor, Mrs. Kaminski, accidentally backed her Plymouth over her poodle, Skipper, whose skull popped like a plastic bag. Alec and his sister Myra saw the whole thing. Alec’s nose immediately started bleeding. He’s reminded of the night the Mulerts were murdered in their home, and the same thing happened to him then, and Myra noticed and the shame sent him jogging back to the house, plugging his nose as he ran.


When they finally arrive in the parking lot of a small bus terminal, Duke shifts the car into park, taps out a cigarette, and lights it. “My advice would be to head west,” he tells Alec, exhaling.


“Where are you gonna go?”


“Far away from here,” Duke says. “It’s better if you don’t know. And if I were you I’d stuff that money in the bottom of your duffel bag,” Duke adds.
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