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For unheard people in unseen towns






I have love in me the likes of which you can scarcely imagine

and rage the likes of which you would not believe.

—MARY SHELLEY

How did I escape? With difficulty. How did I plan this moment? With pleasure.

—ALEXANDRE DUMAS







Author’s note: This book is set in a fictional town, by a fictional canal, in the Midwest, someplace close to Cairo, Illinois.






TWENTY-ONE YEARS BEFORE ANDREW JENKINS, AGED 15 Illinois-Indiana-Kentucky tristate area, Fall 1973


When I was younger I would burn butterflies.

Holding Dad’s magnifying glass at arm’s length on a summer’s day. The scent of cut grass and wild mint in the warm, unmoving air. It was important to catch the sunbeam just right.

My parents should have known.

It took me several minutes to rinse out the peanut butter jar. I wanted it real clean.

I told them I’d do it.

They should have listened.

I hid the jar under their bed early this morning. I placed their room key inside the jar. Screwed the lid tight.

Maybe they will find it in time.

These past months Dad has treated me like a fungus growing inside the walls of his house. One punishment after another. Mom hasn’t put a stop to it. If anything, she’s encouraged him.

Not my fault.

I can hear him snoring in their bedroom. It is a familiar sound. Mom never complains. I open their door quietly as I can. Striped sheets from Macy’s. Matching drapes covering the locked window. Dad’s jeans and thick leather belt over the chair in the corner. I am all too familiar with that belt.

Mom stirs.

I watch her.

They had every chance.

I stare at their bodies in the bed. The sheets rising and falling. Their breathing seems synchronized, as if they are one.

They can still save themselves.

The key’s right there. It wouldn’t take much.

I don’t say goodbye or anything like that. Dad would think that soft. I close the door gently and leave them to their slumber.

I use the spare key to lock them in.

Click.

The gasoline can is green. Dark green. Dad keeps it in the garage with the lawn mower, his chain saws, and hammers. Wrenches. Just like his dad before him, he looks after his tools. Won’t let me touch them.

But I do touch them.

I touch them all the time.

I study them and sometimes I write about them.

More snoring from their room. I work carefully. Don’t want to wake them. Splash the carpet, the drapes, the walls. The smell is pleasing. Sweet and electric. I breathe in the fumes and then I soak the upholstered chair—a sibling to the one his jeans and belt hang on in the master bedroom—and wedge the chair under their door handle because Grandpa taught me you can never be too careful.

Retreating down the passage, I remove my rubber boots and raincoat and place them on the saturated carpet.

Almost ready.

I hesitate, lifting my chin, breathing it all in, taking note.

I can’t fail now. This is my one chance to change my destiny, or at least nudge it in a good direction. There are certain decisions in life that determine which route you’ll take at an intersection. I guess this is one of them.

The Slazenger tennis ball is one from a tube of four I found in the garage with his tools. I push it into the wet fibers of the carpet, careful not to dampen my pajamas, and then I walk down a few stairs and turn to face their door. I can only see the top half and it is as if the chair isn’t there jammed under the handle. I set fire to the tennis ball with Dad’s Zippo lighter and then I throw it, gently, underarm, toward the door.

I turn around.

Heat at my back.

Light.

They expected certain things of me. It was baked into the cake I’d turn out like they did. But now I have changed that.

Relief, and a sense of overwhelming calm. Revisiting summers past. The magnifying glass and the butterflies. Peace, descending like a heavy blanket. I wait downstairs, their screams muffled, their banging short-lived. I had planned to go back to bed for a while, I’m not sure why. I had imagined it, I suppose: the scene, the poetry of that action, but there is too much smoke.

I take my jacket from the hook.

And then I walk outside to watch it burn.
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1 PEGGY JENKINS Robertson’s Marina Illinois-Indiana-Kentucky tristate area, Fall 1994


My name is Peggy Augusta Jenkins.

As of last month I live with my husband and son on a forty-year-old narrow boat. I do not possess a birth certificate. The sheets on my bed are damp from condensation and my husband is sitting with his back to our woodburning stove at the far end of the vessel, naked, save for his socks, writing his novel.

This is our last chance.

A train passes in the distance. Fortunate souls leaving this town to venture north toward Chicago, or south toward Memphis. Others, misguided, arriving.

My son sleeps on the converted dinette sofa at the center of the boat and I worry every day that he may not make it to adulthood. Mothers profess how they would kill for their offspring, but I know I would go further still.

I would not hesitate.

Moonlight splinters through swaying poplar branches. The boat shifts gently in the water, almost imperceptibly, as the grebes and swamp sparrows outside our walls ready themselves for their nests.

The creak of wood over steel hull. Is he coming this way? My shoulders are tight and I am aware of the pulse in my ears.

Another creak.

My breath clouds in front of my eyes.

The door to our room opens.

The man I married fifteen years ago steps inside. He shaved his head before his writing session and now his porcelain skin glistens with sweat.

“You made noise.” His face is as expressionless as a pebble worn smooth in a river.

I frown.

“Tell me why,” he says.

I sit up. Offer a smile. “Drew, I don’t think I made any noise, I swear. Not a sound.”

He closes the door gently, unnaturally slowly, and positions himself next to the bed, looming over me.

“It wasn’t the boy. I just want to know why. So we can move on.”

“What noise?”

He swallows.

His bald head shines.

“I’m out there trying to get words down, for the good of this family, sweating next to the fire for you and him, and you’re back here wrecking my concentration. Was it on purpose?”

I shake my head.

“By accident then, was it?”

I have been here before, so many times. Lost in his maze of backward logic. There is no escape. I have tried. There is no winning.

I cringe.

A bulge beneath his lips. His tongue moving slowly over his teeth.

“Night of work wasted but at least you owned up to it, Peg.”

“I didn’t think I made any noise,” I say. “I apologize if I did.”

“You didn’t think you made a noise, but I know you did. That’s the difference we’re looking at. Plain as day. Thinking versus knowing.”

He sits down lightly, slowly, softly, on the bed.

“Who was that fella you were talking with earlier?”

“Sorry?”

“Fella with a bicycle. Beer gut.”

“Oh, he has the next boat over, the blue one. I was just talking about the fridge.”

“That right?”

“He was an electrician, Drew. Before he retired. It just came up.”

“Just came up.”

More sweat emerging from his pores.

“I thought he could fix it and save us some money.”

“How come he can fix the fridge and I can’t?”

“He was an electrician.”

His nostrils flare. “This old boat’s not perfect, far from it, but if there’s things to fix it’ll be me who does it. Boy can watch, learn something useful. I won’t have strangers coming in here, gawping at my papers when I’m at the yard working.”

“He never came inside, Drew.”

“He never will.”

I am so tired.

“What did he say, this electrician?”

“Nothing much.”

“That right?”

“He said that he’ll take a look if we need him to. That he’s a little out of date but he can look at our wiring, too, our batteries.”

The scent of soap and sweat. Engine oil.

“And what did you say?”

“I said…”

“Word-for-word.”

“I said I’d talk to you.”

He grits his teeth. “I’ll move us away tomorrow morning. Give us some privacy. We can’t afford the marina anyhow, not with the boy’s school uniform. It’s time we were away, you said so yourself, and you were right.”

“I don’t think I ever said that, Drew. I like it here. And Samson’s starting to make friends.”

“Boy doesn’t need friends around here, he needs to learn how to work for a living. You want coffee?”

I take a moment.

“I said, do you want coffee?”

“Please.”

He stands up and wipes his face with his rough palms and walks out, his footsteps deliberate and noiseless.

The moonlight reflects off the canal surface and shimmers on the ceiling. There is no railroad noise now.

We would not even have this decrepit British-made boat if it wasn’t for Mom, but he does not see it that way. She died fifteen years ago, six months before our wedding, a year before Samson arrived, and it still breaks my heart she missed those two events. She would have walked me up the aisle proudly, she had it all planned out, her outfit paid for in installments. I thought she was doing well. She pined for her family in England, what was left of it—my cousins, her old friends, her childhood town—but I had thought she was content. She seemed to be as besotted with Drew as I was. She had read his short stories and said encouraging things. Then, on the night before my twentieth birthday, she swallowed pills when we were out, and she never woke up. That’s how we came to live in her bungalow. When we could no longer afford the bills we sold it for this three-hundred-square-foot boat and now all our money, her money, what little was left, is tied up in this vessel.

Every dime.

This, here, now, is our last chance.

I am determined to make it work.

For Samson’s sake.

I hear Drew fill the pan and place it on the gas burner. Life isn’t too bad here in the marina. Propane bottles for cooking, public water, and fuel for the woodstove at the far end of the boat by his bureau desk. Between the woodstove and the desk sits Mom’s pale gray rug we took from the bungalow. We have electric from a cable. It is all easy here in Robertson’s Marina and, more importantly, there is some minimal sense of safety, of community.

The pan begins to boil. That is the thing with living on a boat six feet wide and fifty feet long. You always know what is happening. There is no privacy or distance or personal space like there is on bigger houseboats. Our model isn’t unique in the United States, but it is pretty rare. The godsend is that Samson manages to sleep through almost anything. He has the worst of it in many ways: right next to the kitchen on a bed that only comes into existence at nighttime. And yet he sleeps the sleep of the dead.

Drew takes out milk from the well deck at the front of the boat. We have a box out there that serves as our makeshift fridge thanks to this reliable November chill. A minute later he brings through two stained cups half full of coffee.

We sit side by side listening to the silence between us.

The coffee is hot.

“I do it for you and the boy.”

I nod.

“Not out there writing for myself. Doing it for this family. But a man needs the right conditions, Peg. I’m working on the new book, and I need it to be perfect.”

I place my hand down on his.

He flinches.

“Bathroom,” I say. “Won’t be long.”

I slide the dark wooden bathroom door and lock it and breathe out. A blessed moment of escape. The porthole window is cracked open against the condensation and I close my eyes and worry that the dream I have had all these years, of a real family, bonded together, each of us leaning on one another, protecting each other, may morph into what finally sinks us. Drew’s head is mere inches from mine on the other side of the mildewed plywood. Can he read my thoughts? Or does he seed those himself and water them till they set roots, ready for me to one day stumble over?

I wash my hands and tiptoe into the main room of the boat. In the warm glow of the fire I take in our home. Three folding Walmart camp chairs by the woodstove at the far end. His writing desk locked up securely. The steel boat doors, also locked. Our kitchen with its broken fridge. And then, closest to me, the dinette sofa and table converted into a bed containing the most precious and faultless thing in the whole wide world.

I watch him breathe.

Stardust, manifested.

I stare at him.

All the abstract love in the universe distilled into one human.

Tufts of red hair like sparks on the pillow. I bend down close to his cheek. He smells different from how he smelled as a young boy but the base notes remain. His essence. The purest scent: an aroma so powerful it makes me want to shield him with my body.

I kiss his beautiful forehead and he does not stir.

Sleep well, my boy.






2 SAMSON


I wake to the smell of bacon being expertly fried mere feet from my head.

“Thought that’d wake you, boy. You don’t hear us talking, but I start frying bacon and you spring to life.”

It sizzles and spits.

My bed is warm.

Dad’s nodding to himself. Paint-splattered overalls and a Band-Aid where he shaved last night before writing. One of his many rituals.

“Get yourself up. Catch a worm.”

I can’t move because it’d be obvious I was woken mid-dream, and that the subject of said dream was private in nature.

“I’ll get up when Mom’s finished in the bathroom.”

“So you can put your makeup on?”

I sigh and check my Walkman’s still in its place, and then I carefully maneuver myself off the bed.

“Turn it back into a table. Your mother might want to sit there.”

I hear the bathroom door slide open and then the bedroom door shut. I scamper into the bathroom and lock the door behind me.

My belly rumbles.

I wash my face with Irish Spring hand soap and spike my hair with the gel I received for my birthday. It makes my hair look darker, I think, almost brown, and, in theory, in my head at least, that could mean I’ll have less trouble today at school.

Dad always fries our bacon. The only other thing he cooks is beans because he claims she overcooks them. Only need heating up, cook ’em too long and you ruin it. Everything else is woman’s work according to him. I know Mom wouldn’t agree, but she does it anyhow because of how he can be.

He doesn’t believe in cereal. Other kids have Lucky Charms and Cheerios. None of that sweet goodness here.

I put my bedding away and pull on my school uniform. Sometimes I resent the scholarship I got, the one set up long ago by some rich Indiana family who used to own the local mine. I was told the school would be fancy. It’s not like that at all. It’s lots of kids with lake houses and campaign signs on their perfectly manicured lawns, but it’s nothing special. Same bullshit just with neckties and rules about how you can wear your hair.

“It’s wet again,” I say, looking out of the window.

“Won’t hurt,” says Dad as he places crispy strips of bacon on sliced whole wheat toast, always whole wheat. No eggs today. No ketchup either.

A train thunders by in the distance. Pigeons erupt from the gnarled oaks on the towpath and beat their wings above our boat. Mom told me once how both pigeon parents care for their young, and how they mate for life. She said that was important. They manage to stay strong together come what may.

“Diseased pests,” says Dad, glancing up at the roof. “Be better where we’re moving to. Less tree vermin.”

“Moving?” I say.

“Breakfast,” he booms, ignoring me.

She emerges with wet hair and a towel wrapped around her head, looking like a movie star from the silent era.

“Smart mother you’ve got making the most of these convenient amenities while we’re still in the marina. If you had any sense, Samson, you’d take a leaf out of her book. Won’t be much water where we’re headed.”

“Leave him,” says Mom, cupping my cheek with her palm, and taking the plate of bacon and toast.

The other boys in my class don’t have these conversations. Eyebrow, so-called because of his one panoramic eyebrow, has two bathrooms in his house and his cousin Mickey has three. Eyebrow doesn’t talk to me much anymore. At elementary school we’d play baseball and touch football, but now he’s wary to be seen close. The other kids would say to him: Why you hanging around with that redhead trash, you two going steady or what? Why you chatting with Noodles?

They call me Noodles because of my arms.

Because they’re so thin.

Breakfast is delicious. Better than Mom’s pancakes, even. Dad fries the bacon until the fat crisps.

“Are you serious about moving the boat?” she asks.

Dad puts down his bacon and slowly turns his head to her.

“You asking me that?”

“It’s just that…”

“It’s just that…” he says, mimicking her. “I told you we’re moving. Maybe if you weren’t running around with some electrician with a bicycle we wouldn’t need to. We reap what we sow, Peggy.”

We finish breakfast in silence. Mugs of coffee and the sense that moving from the bungalow, Nanna Ruth’s two-bedroom bungalow, to this boat was one thing, but moving from Robertson’s Marina to some distant empty stretch of canal is quite another.

I’m beginning to experience the familiar sense of dread that comes with every weekday morning.

They’ll be there, see.

Waiting.

“How will I know where to walk home to from the library tonight?” asks Mom. “And Samson, from school?”

“You’ll figure it out,” he says. “The Lady Brett Ashley is a fifty-footer, woman, you can’t miss it. Name’s painted on the side, clear as day. Use your eyes, both of you.”

Other boys my age don’t have to contend with this. School is challenging enough in this town without having to go search for your own home each night, a home named after an Ernest Hemingway character.

“Just don’t moor it up too far from the road,” says Mom. “We need to get to the bus.”

“I’ll moor it where I see fit.”

Mom goes to the bedroom to finish getting ready. She works at the municipal library, but they don’t actually pay her. She’s a volunteer. Dad doesn’t want her to have a paying job because he says it’d be too much stress on her. Because of her nerves, and what happened to Nanna Ruth before I was born. And he claims the bosses would take advantage of her better nature.

“You training later, Dad?”

“What is it to you?”

“Thought we could do some together, once I’ve finished my assignments. Maybe back and chest.”

“Back and chest,” he mutters, shaking his head, glancing at my white shirt, gray in places, hanging off my shoulders like it’d hang off a hanger if we owned any. “You’ve got Mr. Turner tonight. Make sure he pays you in full.”

One day we will train together. I’ll be more like him by then. Strong, and living life on my own terms.

I drag on my school blazer, three sizes too big, and my shoes, also several sizes too big. Hammer Adams says I look like I’m wearing my grandpa’s suit. I told him I don’t have any grandpas, and he said it’s a good thing because they’d be ashamed to have a scrawny carrottopped grandson with clown shoes.

The walk to the bus is all right as it goes. Local hit music show on my Walkman radio, the foam headphones stopping most of the wind reaching my ears. R.E.M., Depeche Mode, and two songs by George Michael. I keep my hand loose around the plastic shell of the Walkman in my jacket pocket in case I stumble and fall. I would rather fracture my wrist than lose my Walkman.

No kids from school on this local bus. Sometimes there are older guys from other schools: seniors too poor to drive in, too old to be seen dead on a yellow bus. Dad doesn’t like school transport just like he doesn’t like food stamps or voting or welfare. Hates anything that might make life easier. The big kids don’t bother me too much but they’re aware that everyone in ninth grade hates me. They see what happens in the cafeteria and on the football field each week. They don’t interfere with me directly, but I can see a mixture of pity and dismissal in their glances, and this morning I am relieved not to witness it. Window seat to myself. A call-in game on the radio followed by Nirvana. The raucous drumbeat of “Smells Like Teen Spirit” echoes in my unsettled stomach as we approach the bus station. This is not a good place. Understatement. There is no supervision to step in if things turn, no teachers to help. I disembark and walk fast with my head bent, avoiding downtown, heading around the Salvation Army store and past the Baptist church. A pair of girls from St. Benedict’s approach so I cross the street.

They are probably laughing at me.

They probably know.

I turn off my Walkman, wrap it in a long sock, and stow it safely in my bag. There are boys from my school everywhere now, swarms of them. My throat tightens. I’m sweating as I pass the church and head to the candy store. The owner is a middle-aged woman from Wales, which is someplace in Europe. Her family came over because of their mining expertise, so goes the rumor.

The store is small.

A converted room in a row house.

I am sick with the anticipation of what this day might bring. I can never predict exactly what it’ll be, that’s the worst of it. I’m OK at handling stuff if I can think it through beforehand, like the times Dad makes Mom upset. But this first year at high school is a series of unpredictable life-and-death challenges, one after the next. I have done nothing to them; I have not hurt them or called them names. I have never broken their stuff. And yet they despise me.

I look up at the candy options. It’s all loose in big glass bottles.

As I’m waiting, a boy behind me steps on my heel. I ignore it. He does it again.

“Eighth of an ounce of lemon drops, please.”

The boy kicks the back of my knees. Nothing hard but it causes me to stumble forward and the lady tuts.

She measures out an eighth of an ounce and then removes one lemon drop, a misshapen one so no great loss, and slides them from the gleaming steel scales into a paper bag, and with a flick of her wrist, she twists the bag to close it.

I pay her and the boy behind me steps on my heel again.

Just ignore him.

My palms are damp and the day hasn’t even begun yet.

While he’s paying for gum or baseball cards I walk out quickly and then I sprint toward school. I need to put distance between us. It’s not easy running in these long shoes.

I approach the gates by the gym building, the set of gates I consider to be the safest at this time of day.

They are waiting for me.






3 PEGGY


You’d better set off for the scrapyard, Drew, or you’ll be late.”

He turns to me and smiles.

“You telling me when to leave now?”

“Didn’t mean it like that.”

“I’ve changed my hours. I told you I did.”

“Oh.”

“Told you yesterday. Mind like a sieve, you’ve got. Like a leaky bucket.”

I wipe down the windows one more time and wring out the cloth into the sink. Canal water that condenses inside only to be returned to the canal for the endless cycle to begin again.

“What are your new hours?” I ask.

“Is there any peace?”

I do not say anything to that. There is a family of ducks outside the window, seven in total, each chick with a dash of dazzling orange on its beak, and they look like they exist in harmony. Floating lightly atop the water and watching out for each other. Their feathers shine in weak sunbeams and I enjoy how they seem to constantly check in with each other, keeping the group whole and safe.

“Working ten till three for now. You want me to write that down for you?”

“But, I mean, can we afford that?”

He walks toward me, his bulk filling the space between the slowly rotting kitchen cabinets and the dinette, and then, gradually, he comes to a halt in much the way a houseboat would: gently, inevitably, culminating at my face.

“You ever missed a meal under my roof?”

I shake my head.

He breathes slowly. Controlled exhalations.

“There you go.”

I do the dishes. Scheming. Scent of Dawn dish soap. Plotting what might come next. Coping mechanisms and strategies; tapping into another stratum of resilience I never knew I had. Plans. Ways to keep Sammy happy until he’s old enough to do it for himself.

“You’ll have to be mindful of water from today. No more splashing it about like you’re doing now in that sink. We’ll be down to the boat’s tank from now on. No public water. You and the boy will have to watch yourselves.”

We have been watching ourselves for years.

Me watching him and him watching out for me.

I pull on my long jacket.

“Goodbye then.”

He sits at his desk.

“Might walk you back home later.”

So he can keep an eye on me. Monitor who talks to me. Who looks at me.

“How will I know where the boat is, Drew? Later today, I mean, in case you don’t come collect me at the library.”

He looks up from his desk and holds my gaze.

“You’ll open your eyes, Peggy. Walk along the canal. The exercise will do you good.”

“Bye then.”

Walking away from him.

Leaving.

I am minded to keep on walking and never look back, but I know by now that I always look back eventually. Not because he has the bankbook or the boat in his name, it’s not that. It is because of what he told me all those years ago. It is because of the man he is deep inside that Sammy and I stay tethered to him. It is Samson who would suffer if I was to disappear, and he is not built for that challenge. He is hardly built for what we have now.

Along the towpath. Up the hill. The sweet scent of wet, brown earth. Pigtail moss and decaying leaves. The landscape slowing down into the cold, still months.

Past the railroad footbridge and on to the bus stop.

I like this time of day. The schoolchildren are all safe in their tidy classrooms by now and the workers are busy in their offices and stores. It’s me riding with five senior citizens and a new mother. I help her with her stroller and we exchange a tired look of solidarity and understanding. No words needed. The bus engine drones, and as the fields and transmission towers blur outside I ponder what I will write about on my lunch break.

He lets me volunteer.

Lets me.

If it wasn’t for Sammy I would leave in a heartbeat. Set up someplace else and never look back. I could clean houses in Missouri and keep my head down. But there’s no good that comes from thinking that way. I have to set my boy free first and then I can think about myself.

The small concrete library is crammed between a community health center and a dollar store. Four computers, thousands of books, one photocopier, three librarians, and me. This building is the opposite of our narrow boat. Not that it is square, though it is. But it is heavy and rooted; wedged securely between two other buildings like it’s never going anyplace. Quiet and warm, a modern-day church.

I hang up my jacket and start work on the children’s area display. Picture books and props. A broken toy ship with a pirate flag.

Fred comes in.

“Good morning, Peggy.”

“Morning, Fred. Cold out there.”

“Bitter.”

His fingernails are black and his hair is clumped into accidental dreadlocks. He has pockets full of plastic bags and there is no gentler man in the whole county. I give him five minutes to settle in and then I sit down opposite.

“What is today, Fred?”

“Chuzzlewit.”

“Again?”

“Third time, that’s all. I favor Martin Chuzzlewit in the wintertime when the nights are drawing in. It’s good and familiar.”

He flinches.

“Your mouth?”

He nods.

“How’s DeeDee?”

“She’s moved on to the next town. Said she’d had enough of this place.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“Me too, Peggy. Me too. I worry for her in that big town. There’s meanness over there by the interstate. I never did like it.”

I leave him to read like he does every day. Warming up takes time. By lunch he will be outside again with his paper cup and his flag, holding his piece of cardboard detailing his war record, thinking about the story he read, the characters and dialogue, hoping for God knows what.

Entering the new members’ details onto the computer takes a little more than an hour. When I type their names and addresses I wonder who they are and what they might be dealing with. They will have their own mailboxes in their own front yards whereas all our mail is sent to the scrapyard office. I never have a chance to see it.

Mrs. Appleby approaches.

An old-fashioned perfume with notes of vanilla, notes of rose.

“It’s about that time. Go on, be away with you, I know you’re itching. It’s nearly done, isn’t that right?”

“Last two chapters.”

“We launched a poet’s collection here before your time. An anthology.” When she smiles she has dimples. “Poet from Poplar Bluff. I told you, didn’t I?”

“Yes, Mrs. Appleby.”

“A dozen or so in the audience. We put out chairs, borrowed some from Chuck at the health center. Platters of home-baked oatmeal cookies. Questions and answers, it was a good night. We’ll do the same for you, Peggy, if you want, when the time comes. Be nice to meet your family.”

I shiver at the thought. “Thank you.”

My usual computer is taken by a tall man still wearing his military surplus hat so I take another one. I manage to write for a solid hour even though people ask me for books or sections or simply drop by to chat. I don’t mind the interruptions, not like Drew. He says his style of prose demands complete focus. He will not compromise. Ironically, that is one of the things I was attracted to when we met. The other guys back then were half-hearted and directionless, whereas Drew knew exactly what he wanted. He says he will not write anything less than that which he is capable of. No room for weakness. Whereas I seem to write about the same with or without interruptions.

I save my chapters to a floppy disk and go back to work in the children’s area.

The afternoon passes with me still pondering the climax of my book. Worrying about it. I had not planned what would happen and now I regret that. By the end of the week I will need to have it clear in my mind. Then, when it’s the right moment, I will build up the courage to tell Drew what I have been doing. I will not jump the gun and talk to him until it is complete. If I manage to sell it one day he’ll be relieved to have some extra cash coming in. Him liking the story does not worry me because I am quite certain he will not. It is not his kind of writing. He says he only really has time for Hemingway these days.

As if we didn’t already know.

In some ways I write to escape, to travel, to live other lives. But I also write to confront what might be around the next corner, to visualize and prepare myself for it. I have found no better way to deal with anguish and pain than to write straight through it.

I would love to drop a quarter in Fred’s cup, but he does not expect it from me. I would still like to do it, to surprise him. I know if it wasn’t for us inheriting Mom’s bungalow we’d be in trouble, but Drew sees to all the details. When we moved onto the boat the smell of mildew was overwhelming. That night, after scrubbing the boards with stiff brushes and Clorox, we ate cold take-out pizza by the fire and all in all it was a hopeful moment. Samson made a root beer toast to his Nanna Ruth, thanking her for our boat, and at that point Drew fell quiet. A face as hard and unmoving as basaltic rock. He stopped chewing and he turned to me and asked, What’s been said? I told him nothing had been said. He asked Samson to stand up. Then he stood up himself to face our boy, and looked down on him, and explained how this was our boat and that was that. For the family. Nothing to do with Nanna Ruth or anybody else outside. He provided the boat for us from his work at the scrapyard, the dairy, and the construction site, all cash in hand. Later that night, his shoulder turned away from me, I asked him if the leftover money from Mom’s bungalow helped a little with the boat and he ignored me and stayed still as a statue in a crypt. Since then he’s mentioned the old mortgage and other bungalow repair costs. He says the boat was paid for out of his labor and it’s for his family. Us against them. Nothing is straightforward living with Drew, it never has been. He is a man of artistic integrity, his own words, and that isn’t easy. But his writing is genuinely extraordinary. The story he submitted when we were dating is still the most achingly beautiful work I have ever read. It haunts me to this day. There was never any doubt in my mind he would win the Hugh Higgins Memorial Prize. The $500 check and the bronze paperweight mounted on black granite. There was never any hesitation. But his brilliance comes at a steep price. His art can sometimes turn our home life into a waking nightmare, and it is my job to navigate us through those periods for the sake of Samson. It is not always plain sailing when you are fourteen. I remember those days. The hormones and self-doubt. The endless reimagining of yourself, your reality, and your dreams.

I am just grateful he likes his new school as much as he does.






4 SAMSON


The other boys can relax.

They play and laugh and talk about MTV and make plans for the weekend. The other boys move through each school day like water running through a smooth gully. There are no obstacles for them. Their daily lives are frictionless. I observe them doing this thing and that: buying their lunch in the cafeteria, handing in their assignments at the end of biology class, placing their textbooks back in their bags. I watch them as they thrive, and they do not even realize how fortunate they are.

I am a whole different species.

Take James Kendricks Jr. Known to us as Jim. He’s the kind of boy who will become a senator someday. His blond hair is always perfectly in place, and his shirts are always clean. White collars that glow. At the end of each day, Jim looks relaxed. He has laughed his laughs and he is drifting through the final minutes of his final period, calm, almost sleepy. Whereas I am on my knees and I daren’t show it. Looking over my shoulder, hour after hour, class after class, watching my back, takes it out of me.

“Jenkins, what are you loitering about for?”

“Sorry, Mr. Davenport. I’m looking for my bag, sir.”

He walks closer. Dennis Davenport. Head of Lower School. Decent enough.

“Why would it be here, Jenkins? You haven’t had gym today, have you?”

“No, sir.”

He frowns.

“I lost it, sir.”

They moved it.

“You lost your own bag?”

They hid it.

“It’ll be around here someplace.”

“We’re locking this building soon, Jenkins. Wake up, find your belongings, and get off home.”

“Yes, sir.”

Ten minutes later I find my bag stuffed inside a planter. The base is wet but my Walkman is still working. It is intact inside its sock cover.

They laugh as I head out the doors by the gym. They laugh as I walk away to the school gates. Passing through with dozens of other boys, a sea of black polyester blazers, they laugh in the distance. After I’ve walked for ten minutes past the candy store and the bakery, they’re still laughing. Inside my head I can hear them clearly. Laughing at me and my damp bag. At my life.

My spirits lift on making it past the park with the empty public pool. I see a tall sophomore on a bike. He’s even skinnier than I am. I’ve heard his classmates call him Sniper’s Nemesis.

I walk on.

A safe zone.

Neighborhood of my oldest, most unlikely friend.

Mr. Turner lives at 34 Bakersfield Avenue. His bungalow is larger than the one we used to live in. One extra room, a bigger garden, and a garage.

I ring the bell.

I found the advertisement in the classifieds. Senior gentleman requires help in the house and boat one day a week. Light duties, grocery shopping, dog walking, odd jobs. Mom came with me to see Mr. Turner to make sure he wasn’t a pervert.

I ring the bell again.

A full minute passes.

“Come in out of the cold, Samson. Come in, boy.”

He ushers me inside and the bungalow smells of unwashed sheets and the heating turned up too high, TV dinners and cigarette smoke. There are Walmart bags stuffed inside a cardboard box on the kitchen table. On either side of the box is a steaming cup.

“Nice cup of hot milk after your schooling. Sit down. You want a KitKat?”

“Yes, please.”

“There you go.”

He places it down next to my mug. Two fingers. He gives me hot milk because that’s what he had as a boy.

“You want me to go out to the store for you, Mr. Turner?”

“After. You sit down and rest a while. Get that milk inside you. Hot drink will fix most things, my old mama used to say, God bless her soul. You see the fire truck, did you?”

“No.”

“About ten minutes ago, it was. Heading up toward the levee. Lights and everything. Hope nothing too serious.”

The milk is sweet and my throat loosens a little. I use my fingernail to run along the foil wrapper and then I offer Mr. Turner a chocolate finger.

“Oh, no, they’re for you, Samson. I’ll put my supper on when you’ve gone. Chicken potpie night, one of my favorites. Listen, how’s the boat? Newer than mine, isn’t it? British design: long and thin. How are you taking to life at sea?”

“Just a canal, Mr. Turner.”

“I know it is, boy, I’m yanking your chain. You like it, though? Cozy life, isn’t it?”

“Dad doesn’t like the marina. Says it’s too noisy.”

“Yeah, well, it can be that.”

“Dad’s moving us.”

“Where to?”

“Robertson’s is too expensive, he says. He wants us to be on our own out of town. Wants to be in nature for his book writing. Maybe onto the river, even.”

Mr. Turner stands up and rinses his cup and places it upside down on the drainer. He’s wearing new sheepskin slippers.

“Not easy being out cruising full-time. Not having a base. People think it’ll be a grand life but it’s not straightforward even if you’re good with motors.”

“I don’t want to go on the river.”

“Don’t blame you for that. The size of the barges these days. The currents.”

“Dad likes things that are not easy.”

He looks at me. “And what does your mom say?”

“I don’t know.”

“All right, listen. Drain that cup and go to the store. I need a carton of whole milk, pack of pink sugar wafers, and a loaf of thinly sliced bread. You remember all that?”

I nod and hand him my warm cup.

“And two packs of Marlboro Reds.”

“I can’t, Mr. Turner.”

He smiles. “I know, boy. I’ll ask my cousin’s son to buy them for me. Only a few more years, eh?”

He hands me the cash.



The owner looks at me suspiciously as I walk around his tiny corner grocery store and pick up the milk, wafers, and bread. He always looks at me suspiciously, this one, like I’m about to steal something.

When I return, Mr. Turner’s in his recliner, the one with stuffing sprouting out of both arms.

“Quiz show on the TV. Let’s see how you fare today, Einstein.”

The theme tune plays as I put the food away. The tightness in my shoulders eases and I stare at my reflection in the kitchen window. Time stops for a full minute. I look into my own eyes and take this moment for myself. No harm can come to me in this stuffy, familiar place. He just lets me be.

Mr. Turner answers the first two questions incorrectly.

“They’re making it harder, the jackasses, I know they are. Nothing stays the same, does it? Infernal TV.”

I made a handsome thirty-two cents profit at the store.

The doorbell rings and the neighbor hands back Mr. Turner’s dog. He’s too old to walk her himself and for some reason he won’t give her to me to walk yet even though I’ve offered. He says Amber needs to become accustomed to me first. She’s a Jack Russell terrier: black and brown with a pink leather collar. Mr. Turner says she’s a sensitive dog and she can be anxious around new folks.

Amber jumps up on Mr. Turner’s lap and he strokes her narrow head and the quiz show keeps on playing. Her eyes close.

I’m glad they have each other.

“I was going to keep it a secret and surprise you, but I can’t hold it in. I’m bringing my boat out tomorrow,” he says. “My cousin’s son’s helping me with it. He’s about your parents’ age and he’s good with all things practical, is Phoenix. Might come and see you on the canal, Samson.”

“Is Phoenix his real name?”

“Is it his real name?” He chuckles to himself. “No. His name’s Graham.”

I pause to imagine Mr. Turner on the canal. “Will you manage?”

“Will I manage?” he says, rubbing Amber’s chin. “Will we manage? Of course we’ll manage, boy. Had my boat nineteen years, five of them with Betty. Will I manage?”

He doesn’t talk about Betty much with me but there are photos of her everywhere. One time, when I arrived early, he was sat on the sofa holding a framed photograph from their wedding day and he looked like he was upset. He claimed it was hay fever.

“I’ll let you know where we moor up,” I say.

“You do that, Ahab.”

When Dad found out it was relatively inexpensive to live on a boat, he began investigating this way of life. It’s just a shame he bought the smallest, thinnest boat in America, but Mom says we’re lucky to have what we got. Others around here have it much worse.

I say goodbye and he pays me ten bucks for the week. Three one-hour visits, up from one originally, that I’d willingly do for free. He is a decent man, Mr. Turner. He never had any kids, but I think he would have made a good dad.

Bus home, and then a walk along the towpath.

My schoolbag feels cold and heavy, the damp part chill against my back.

I spot a bird of prey on the far bank, hovering in the tree line, but I can’t tell if it’s a Mississippi kite or a goshawk.

The light is falling away and the water shines: dull and bright at the same time.

“Tiny Dancer” on my Walkman radio. Then Whitney Houston at maximum volume. Then the haunting, perfect voice of Sinéad O’Connor. Music can save a person, I’d say. Radio, especially. If I’m at rock bottom, nine times out of ten the right song will come along right when I need it.

I pass the area in the marina where our boat was once moored up and walk on. Another mile. Two more. I switch off my radio. The light is almost completely absent and there is frost in the air. My feet are frozen. I move my bag strap to the other shoulder. It’s as if it’s growing heavier with every passing mile. And I’m growing hungrier.

A freight train rattles along the tracks in the distance.

I keep on walking.

Looking for home.






5 PEGGY


I step carefully on the timber plank, and onto the boat.

He shows himself. “You found it then.”

I move forward and offer him a cheek, but he pulls back.

“What do you think?”

“It’s nice,” I say. “That bend in the canal. Good spot.”

“Canal’s like a railroad. You’re either going forward or back. There’s no surprise to it. Unlike the river, you know where you stand with a canal.”

I hang up my jacket and wash my hands and step into my slippers. It is important I do not tread dirt onto Mom’s rug. I try to keep it as clean as she did.

“Who’d you talk to at the library?”

“Mrs. Appleby and the others.”

He stops moving. The sound of his clock ticking loudly on his desk. “Others?”

“The other staff. The other volunteers.”

“Who’s that then?”

“Deborah.”

“And on your walk back. Who did you see?”

“Nobody.”

He sticks his tongue into the side of his mouth.

I point. “What’s that, Drew?”

He looks back at his old bureau desk. Seven weathered Hemingway novels, a copy of Writer’s Market, multiple locked drawers, one Hugh Higgins Memorial Prize dated the year Sammy was born, and a large cardboard box.

“That might be your ticket.”

“Ticket?”

His smile turns from small and stiff to broad and fixed in place.

“Ticket for you and the boy. I’m not spoiling him, though, if this new book takes off. Still needs to know his place even when things turn around. I’m not bending over on that, Peggy.”

“Is it a computer?”

“A computer? You think I’m made of money? It’s a word processor. Battery-powered on account of our rural circumstances. Girl in the yard will keep them charged up for me. Means I’ll be able to write faster. Put the words down like greased lightning, I will. No more longhand for Andrew Jenkins, not from today.”

When I met Drew at a creative writing evening class run by the community college in Carterville, he sat with a different posture from the rest of us. We were casual and self-conscious, whereas Drew sat at the front of the class with a straight back and an eager expression on his face. He took it so seriously I think he intimidated the teacher.

Sammy arrives back home. He slips off his shoes and drops his bag and runs to me.

I hold him tight and the back of his winter coat feels damp. I want to warm him. Rub his bony shoulders and support his head in the crook of my neck. He smells like my boy still and his cheeks are red and the light fur on his chin is standing on end.

“Stop smothering him, woman. Treat him like a baby and he’ll always be one.”

I squeeze him harder still and kiss the top of his beautiful head.

“I said stop.”

Sammy pulls away.

“Hello, Dad.”

“Good of you to acknowledge your old man.”

“What’s for supper? I’m starving.”

I start to say, “Ravio—”

“What’s for supper, you’re starving? After I’ve moved the boat out here all on my own, done a half day at the yard, and paid for a new word processor. What’s for supper? Get back there and bring in a sack of coal, that’s what.”

An hour later we are sat at the dinette eating Chef Boyardee ravioli with a plate of bread and butter in the middle of the table. Drew and Sammy are lit by a flickering candle and their skulls are the exact same shape.

During snapshot moments like this one, when all around us is quiet and still, and my boy is eating until his belly is full, I am satisfied with my lot.

Drew finishes first and pushes his plate away.

“Propane in the tanks for a day or two but that’s about it. Electric from the batteries is limited; I’m not running engines all day to charge them up, not wasting diesel on it. Toilet habits will have to change.”

“Marina was better,” mutters Sammy.

“Marina’s built for deadbeats. Out here it’s real life. Surviving on your wits and being surrounded by nature. Birdsong and endless skies. You think Ernest Miller Hemingway would have moored up in Robertson’s with all those conveniences, do you? Not a chance. This place will be the making of you, boy. You’ll see.”
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