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			Praise for Bitter Is the Wind 

			“A readable…story of generational tensions in America.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“Bitter Is the Wind is…spiced with news events from the period that will bring back memories for anyone who grew up during the seventies.”

			—Portland Book Review

			“I was struck by the clarity and simplicity of the prose—which reminded me of Hemingway’s Nick Adams stories”

			—Sami Moubayed, The Huffington Post

			“Readers are treated to a story of working class experiences that especially excels in mentions of economic and social influence on character choices and evolution… As divergences appear much like cracks in the family structure, readers find themselves full circle in a winding story that follows family ties and ties to America itself.”

			—Midwest Book Review

			“A pungent slice of working-class life in 1970s America, as well as a deeply-affecting father-son story. Bitter Is the Wind reminded me how hard it’s always been to achieve success for those who weren’t handed it on a silver platter.”

			—Stephen Fife, author of The 13th Boy 
and Dreaming in the Maze of Love-Grief-Madness

			“A compelling tale of American aspiration and accomplishment told from the perspective of characters customarily deprived of opportunity, working folk whose lives and voices are rarely presented in first rate fiction.”

			—Frederic Hunter, author of The Girl Ran Away 
and A Year at the Edge of the Jungle

			“A fascinating character study and slice of life novel following two trapped men and how they attempt to cope with it. Honest and poignant, Bitter Is the Wind is a promising novel and points to McDermott as an author to watch.”

			—John Murray, San Francisco Book Review

			“Bitter Is the Wind is a heartwarming story of the interactions between a father and son after they face horrible tragedy and get older. McDermott has done a fantastic job creating characters that are believable and easy to sympathize with. It is seldom that you come across a story about love, loss, and survival between a father and son that is not overly sappy and cliché.”

			—Amy Synoracki, Manhattan Book Review

			“Jim McDermott brings us a great read in Bitter Is the Wind.”

			—Akshat Review
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			For Pete Statelman

			Who helped clarify this story, 

			Then vanished into his own.

		

	
		
			And when rude death rides that wind of woes

			To snatch a loved one from this living dance

			Life becomes shadowed, empty, and unpinned,

			Christ! bitter is the wind. 

			—George Johnson Jr.
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			Trouble

		

	
		
			During his first suspension from Netherwood Junior High School in rural upstate New York for throwing ice cubes down a girl’s shirt, George Johnson Jr. passed the time at home by himself. The thirteen-year-old boy played catch with a pitchback, an elastic net framed with aluminum poles. His Brittany spaniel, Buddy, watched the baseball rhythmically fly into the net and snap back into his waiting glove.

			George remembered that, three years earlier, the 1969 New York Mets won thirty-eight of their final forty-eight games to capture the National League Eastern Division title. The Mets swept the Atlanta Braves in the playoffs and beat the Baltimore Orioles in five games to become world champions. George’s mind focused on game three of the World Series. Tommie Agee made two spectacular catches in center field, robbing the Orioles of at least five runs.

			Then he imagined himself, a scrawny baby-faced kid with predatory green eyes and long brown hair wearing a baggy uniform, stepping up to the plate. He belted a home run and was mugged by his teammates at home plate. Next he appeared on the mound, striking out batters with a blazing fastball and a sweeping curve. He made diving catches in the field, playing all nine positions. 

			George released the ball too early and it sailed over the pitchback. Buddy obediently returned it. George threw once more. The pitchback returned a hard grounder that he fielded in the webbing of his glove. He tried again to imagine the sold-out major league stadium, but couldn’t. All that came to him was a dark, empty field. He took a deep breath and walked over to the well in the back of his house and filled his mug with water and sat on the cinderblocks bordering the well. Buddy meandered over and lay down. George drank half the water and let Buddy lap up the rest. 

			“Hey, Buddy,” he said, patting the dog’s head. “You think I’ll ever get to the big leagues?” 

			The boy rose and walked into the house. Buddy followed behind him. George opened the upstairs hall closet. From a shoebox stuffed with ­baseball cards he pulled out a yellowed newspaper, The Hudson Valley Watch, and went into his bedroom, where he lay down on his bed before reading.

			Mother and Daughter Killed in Car Wreck

			Salt Point, NY, Feb 12, 1966—Mary Johnson and her two-year-old daughter, Susan, were killed yesterday by a tractor-trailer. They were pronounced dead at the scene. Mrs. Johnson was driving north on Creek Lane in her Volkswagen Beetle. An eighteen-wheeler driven by Gregory O. Dodson of the Bronx jackknifed and slid through the Salt Point Road intersection, crushing Mrs. Johnson’s Beetle into a tree. Dodson was unharmed.

			Mrs. Johnson is survived by her husband, George Johnson Sr., and a seven-year-old son, George Johnson Jr. A funeral will be held at 2:00 p.m. this Monday in Salt Point Cemetery. 

			George meticulously re-folded the newspaper and pictured his mother’s and sister’s names carved into their gravestone. He rubbed his hands over his closed eyes, moving them downward past his thin nose and mouth. With both hands resting on his chin, he recalled a scene from six years earlier. In the morgue his father quietly kissed his mother’s and sister’s lifeless bodies. His father signed whatever papers needed signing. At home his father packed his mother’s and sister’s belongings into separate black garbage bags—clothes, shoes, Susan’s toys.

			George listened to the steady bursts of air leaving his dog’s nostrils. Years of companionship remained with his Brittany spaniel, George told himself. Unless, of course, Buddy ended up in the way of a truck. George rolled off the bed and lay down on the rug next to Buddy, enveloping the dog in his arms and up against his chest. After a minute, he kissed the top of Buddy’s head, rose, and returned the folded newspaper to the shoebox.

			◆

			Between her cigarette breaks, Miss Annette Mackey taught science. Three days into her first attempt to quit smoking, she observed George staring out the window. A family of squirrels was playing near the base of a maple tree. George smiled. It seemed as if the mother squirrel was playing tag with her kids. 

			“George,” Miss Mackey called out, “recite for the class the first five elements of the periodic table.”

			George turned toward his teacher and stared at her red hair and freckles. “What’s a periodic table?” he finally said.

			Miss Mackey rolled her eyes. “You ought to pay attention to me,” she instructed. “Those squirrels can’t teach you science.”

			Laughter filled the classroom. George lowered his head, stared at the doodles that students of years past had etched into his desk, and resolved to get even with his science teacher. 

			He knew Miss Mackey cherished the workbooks her students used to record experiments, which accounted for half of a student’s grade. She stored them alphabetically in a large cardboard box at the back of her classroom. 

			A week after being criticized, George sat in the front of class listening to Miss Mackey’s lecture on the chemical components of pesticides used in crop dusting. When the bell rang, students began to file out of the classroom. George walked past the cardboard box and nonchalantly flipped a lighted match onto the workbooks, producing a magnificent fire. George slowed his gait to gauge Miss Mackey’s reaction. He watched her running from the flames, flailing her arms like an octopus. She rushed to the front of the classroom, grabbed the fire extinguisher and put out the fire. All the books were covered with wet, gooey white foam. 

			At least one person could identify George as the arsonist. Jennifer Conlin was one of the tallest girls in the eighth grade, and the hairspray she plastered on her blonde hair made her appear even taller. She also had a developed bosom, which made her one of George’s prime ice cube targets. 

			Miss Mackey conducted interviews to identify the guilty student. She quickly narrowed the universe of potential culprits to five students. 

			The interview process took half a day. George denied starting the fire. He reminded Miss Mackey of his perfect scores on the first two experiments. Why would he want to destroy his successful work? 

			Jennifer was interviewed last. 

			“Did you see who started the fire?” Miss Mackey asked. 

			“Uh, no,” Jennifer replied. 

			“I don’t believe you. Whoever set that fire was destroying your work. Whoever set that fire could have burned you or someone else. You can’t protect such a person. He or she has to be punished. Now, Jennifer,” Miss Mackey’s voice lowered, “let me ask you one last time. Did you see who started the fire?”

			Jennifer hesitated, “I’ll only tell if you promise not to say who ratted on him.”

			“I promise. Now, tell me.”

			“It was…George Johnson.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“Yeah. I saw him light a match as we were leaving class. I wondered what he was doing. I kept watching him. Then I saw him throw the match in the box.”

			“Thank you, Jennifer. I’ll keep your confidence.” 

			Miss Mackey spoke to Frank Taylor, the Netherwood Junior High School principal, who placed a telephone call to George’s dad. 

			◆

			The Johnsons lived on Fox Run Road, a dirt road on the outskirts of Salt Point. All the houses were built on the north side of the road; the south side bordered a swamp, which breathed its stench on all who ventured into it. The quagmire extended all the way to Netherwood Road, the only paved road connecting the town of Deer Creek with the unincorporated Village of Salt Point. 

			According to the 1970 census figures, 2,800 people lived in Deer Creek. Many of Deer Creek’s residents worked at Woo Industrial Laboratories, which manufactured treated glass of assorted sizes and shapes for the burgeoning computer industry, anchored in the Hudson Valley by IBM. Salt Point had 150 residents and its own post office. A blinking traffic light stood at the heart of the Village, bordered by the post office, PJ’s Salt Point Grocery, a Texaco station, and evergreen trees. 

			The Johnsons lived two miles from the Village in a nine hundred-square-foot white Cape Cod house with blue shutters. A dilapidated and windowless barn that had been boarded up sat on one end of their property. George and Mary Johnson bought the small house when they married in 1958. Both were fresh out of Deer Creek High. They began dating during the spring of their junior year. By then, George was a local baseball star who became an all-New York State shortstop for two consecutive years. 

			Mary Pierson and her friends always watched Deer Creek’s home baseball games. Mary became smitten with the shortstop. 

			Soon Mary and George became inseparable. They stored books in each other’s lockers. George walked Mary to her classes. In the middle of George’s senior season, he visited the Pierson house. 

			“George, get in here!” Mr. Pierson exclaimed, opening the screen door. 

			“Hello, everyone,” George said. He saw Mrs. Pierson and Mary, each sitting with their legs crossed in the two living room chairs. Mary appeared worried; her eyes left George’s eyes and veered toward her father, who was pacing around the living room. George took a seat on the couch. A few moments later, Mr. Pierson sat down on the couch beside him. 

			“George, Mary and her mother have just come from Dr. Irving’s office,” Mr. Pierson said. He looked at his daughter. Mary averted her eyes. 

			“Are you all right?” George asked. 

			“I don’t know how to say this.” Mr. Pierson paused. “She’s not okay. Mary’s pregnant. She says you’re the father.”

			Three sets of troubled eyes fixed on George. Even the German shepherd lying on the living room floor awakened with interest. George let out a deep breath. What to do? What to say? George wished he could talk to Mary alone. Should he admit it? Should he deny it? Should he hug Mary? Should he leave? Adrenaline surged through his body. His pulse quickened. 

			“It’s me, sir,” he began, coughing up the words. “I love Mary. Can I talk to her alone?”

			“Okay.” 

			Mary and George walked down the driveway, out of earshot from the house. George turned to face Mary and took hold of her shoulders. He stared into her eyes. “We shoulda used something.” 

			Tears began dripping down Mary’s cheeks. “Yeah. I thought we were safe. I’m sorry.”

			“We’re both responsible.”

			“I know. It’s awful. I know you’ve got designs on getting out of here. Going to college, playing baseball.”

			George stepped back from Mary and looked up at the crescent moon. “Listen, I’m with you on this. I’m not going anyplace.”

			“That’s what my father wants to hear.” Mary licked the tears away from her mouth. “And that’s what I want to hear.” 

			The next day, George consulted with the St. Stanislaus Parish priest. They spoke in the rectory. 

			“I’m sorry to learn of this, my son,” Father Norman Dombrowski replied. “But the Lord moves in ways not always discernible to his worshipers.”

			“Father, what about an abortion? College coaches keep calling the house. I’m having a great year again. First in the league in hitting. I’m gonna get a scholarship. Probably even gonna get drafted.”

			The priest frowned. “You’ve been an altar boy in this parish for seven years, George. You’ve earned my respect and admiration. And the congregation’s. You know the Church’s teachings. You can’t violate them. You have a responsibility to your maker. And to the girl.” 

			That discussion ended George’s search for an alternative to marriage and family. The Mets drafted him in the fourteenth round, but offered no signing bonus. The expenses of a wife and baby made the choice obvious. After graduation, George took a job on the chrome-plated glass line at Woo Labs.

			In the summer of 1958, Father Dombrowski performed the marriage ceremony. The newlyweds honey­mooned at Niagara Falls, then moved into the house on Fox Run Road. 

			Mary gave birth to George Johnson Jr. in the winter of 1959. Visitors remarked that he had large green eyes like his father’s. In 1964, Mary gave birth to a second child, Susan Erica. 

			◆

			As Principal Taylor explained Miss Mackey’s classroom fire over the telephone, George Sr. felt his heart rate quicken. Men were filing past him out of the company cafeteria, but he didn’t notice. When the principal hung up, George held the pay phone receiver in his right hand, staring into it, replaying the description of his boy’s latest escapade. The foreman tapped him on the shoulder. Racks of glass needed to be moved down the line. 

			Once George’s shift ended, he raced toward his truck in the employee parking lot. George Jr. and Buddy were inside the barn when he pulled his pickup into the garage. George Sr. cut the engine, got out, slammed the truck’s door, and walked out of the garage. 

			“Hey, Dad! Check this out!”

			“I’m coming.” He walked toward the barn, carrying his lunch pail. Once inside, he saw a slow-moving animal in one corner. George Jr. and Buddy seemed to be playing with it. 

			“What’s goin’ on?” the elder Johnson asked. 

			“Buddy caught a woodchuck. Maybe it’s the critter that’s been messin’ with them rhubarb bushes.”

			“The bushes George. Not them bushes.”

			“I know, Dad. The bushes.”

			“How’d a woodchuck get in the barn?”

			“Buddy chased it in here. He whacks it a few times, even sits on it some. Just when I think that bugger’s gonna get away, Buddy corners it again. It’s pretty slow now. But you shoulda seen it before.”

			“It’s half dead, son. We should put it out of its misery. I’ll be right back.”

			When the elder Johnson returned with a 12-gauge shotgun, George Jr. was on all fours on the dirt floor. Buddy barked, and the boy imitated Buddy’s sounds. George Sr. loaded the shell into the chamber and removed the safety. 

			“Hey, Dad. Let me shoot ’em. Please?” 

			“You’re too young to be shooting guns. Guns kill, as you’re about to see.”

			“I’ve never even taken one shot. Other parents let their kids shoot guns. I asked Father Dombrowski if guns’re okay. He says they are.”

			George Sr. let out a deep breath. The fast-paced, stream-of-consciousness argument was typical. The boy loaded all his thoughts into his lungs and then blurted them out. 

			“Father Dombrowski isn’t raising you. I am. Father Dombrowski’s a priest. He’s never been a parent himself.” George Sr. pointed toward the barn’s wall. “Look, take Buddy and move over there. I’m gonna shoot the woodchuck. Then you and I need to talk.”

			George Sr. fired one shot. Buddy flinched, then walked over to sniff the dead rodent. George Sr. pushed Buddy out of the way, picked up the woodchuck with a garden shovel, and put it in a plastic trash bag, which he tossed into the metal trash can. Father and son walked into the house. Buddy stayed outside. 

			Something was bothering his father, and George Jr. knew that it involved him. He decided against prompting. Eventually it would come out. And it wasn’t going to be good. Maybe the problem would disappear. Monday Night Football would be on, but not until 9:00 p.m.

			George Jr. helped his father prepare spaghetti and tomato sauce for dinner. For the dinner greens, George Sr. boiled two servings of frozen beans, harvested from their garden the previous summer. 

			George Jr. ate a few beans and scattered the rest around his plate. When George Sr. rose to change the Loretta Lynn record—“Louisiana Woman, Mississippi Man”—George Jr. tilted his plate and slid most of the green beans into the napkin resting on his lap. 

			“Wadja put on?” he asked. 

			“Johnny Cash. His new one.”

			“I don’t like that jailbird. I’m gonna start the dishes.”

			“What about the beans that’re still on your plate?”

			“I ate most of ’em.”

			George Sr. glared at his son. 

			“Alright. I’m eating ’em right now.” George stuffed the three beans into his mouth. “See,” he said as he swallowed. 

			He rose from his seat and slipped the napkin full of the uneaten beans under his plate. He picked up his silverware, walked into the kitchen, and buried the napkin in the trash bag. A few seconds later, George Sr. handed his plate to his son. They both finished cleaning up the kitchen. 

			As they walked into the living room, George Jr. headed straight for the black & white television set. 

			“Don’t turn on the TV,” the elder Johnson said. “We have to talk.” George Jr. pivoted and walked to the blue reclining chair. He didn’t want to sit next to his father on the couch. 

			“I got a call today from Principal Taylor.” George Sr. paused and watched his son trying to prevent his body language from showing any tension. “A student started a fire in Miss Mackey’s science class by throwing a lighted match into a box of workbooks. The principal says you did it.”

			George Jr. couldn’t believe that anyone saw him throw the match. He was aware of his track record at school. And he couldn’t decide whether to tell his father the truth. “Don’t you see what they’re doing, Dad? They can’t find out who did it, so they’re makin’ me the fall guy. I’m the logical choice.”

			“Did you do it?”

			George Jr. took a deep breath. “Yeah.”

			George Sr. rubbed his eyes with both hands. “Why? How come?”

			“Miss Mackey made fun of me in class. She asked me a question. I didn’t know the answer. I was watching a mother squirrel run after her babies. That made me think of Mom playing tag with me and Susan, right after Susan started walking.”

			“But, son—”

			“Miss Mackey said I live in a fantasy world. The other kids started laughing. She made me look like an idiot.”

			“Do you really think that starting a fire is the way to get even? If Mom were here, what do you think she’d say?”

			Young George squirmed in the recliner. “Ahh, Dad. I don’t know. Mom hasn’t been around for so long.” He raised his hands to cover his eyes, and then began tapping them against his forehead. “Maybe she’d see this my way.” He lowered his hands and folded his arms across his chest. “Or maybe she wouldn’t. I miss having her around.”

			The elder Johnson bit his lower lip. “Yeah, me too. Me, too.” He took a deep breath. “What’re we gonna do about Miss Mackey?”

			Young George glanced down at the carpet. “Aw, she’s so boring. It’s hard to pay attention. Besides, her stuff is so easy. She comes in and says the same things that’re in the book. What’s the point in that? I get all As! I daydream, so what! At least I go to class. I couldn’t talk back to her. I’d definitely get in trouble for that. So I got even. But no one saw me do it.”

			George Sr. absorbed his son’s outburst, unsure how to handle it. “Principal Taylor wants to meet with us. What do you think we should tell him?”

			George leaned forward in the recliner. “Let’s go see what he’s got on me. If he’s got something, then I’ll have to own up. But if he’s got nothing, why admit it?”

			“I don’t think it’s gonna work. I’m really disturbed by this. Lighting fires is dangerous. You overreacted. She’s the teacher. She makes the rules. Don’t you see that?”

			“I guess so,” George Jr. forced himself to say. “But I just burned books. That’s all. The box was on a formica counter. The walls are concrete. Plus, there’s a fire extinguisher on the wall. It was safe.”

			“People could’ve gotten hurt.” 

			“Okay,” young George admitted. “I won’t do it again. Promise.”

			“Hey, before we turn on the TV, there’s something I wanna tell you. It’s important.”

			“Okay.”

			“Look, I work on an assembly line. In a dead-end job. I work with people who only think of today. Paycheck to paycheck. That’s how they live. Never for tomorrow. Only for today. They don’t have an education. Neither do I, for that matter.” George Sr. rose and faced his son. “But I’ve always thought about tomorrow. You gotta enjoy today, but you gotta think about tomorrow. I’ve managed to get a little something for myself. A house, some land, a job that pays a decent wage. But more important, I’ve got you. You’re my pride and joy. I was a poor student in school, just playing baseball. But you’ve got a real brain in your head. You’ve got a chance to make something of yourself. Me, I only got a little. You can get a lot. But these outbursts worry me.”

			“Hey, Dad. It’s—”

			“Look, don’t mess up, okay? Education is the key. Education is your ticket outta here.”

			The crack in his father’s voice caused George’s eyes to fill with tears. He tried to relieve the build-up by blinking. “Dad, I know you’re looking out for me,” he said. “But I’m okay. My schoolwork’s fine. I’ll keep my grades up. I promise.”

			“Okay. Stay on the right track. Don’t lose sight of things.”

			“I won’t.”

			“Alright, tomorrow I’ll call Principal Taylor. I’ll tell him it’s a case of mistaken identity. We’ll see what he says.” George Sr. sat down. “Who’s playing tonight?”

			“The Jets and Bears. The game’s at Shea.”

			“Who’s favored?”

			“Joe Willie Whiteshoes and the Jets by three. The Bears have too many injuries.”

			“I’ll take the Bears and the three points.”

			“What’re we betting?”

			“The dishes tomorrow night. Wash and dry.”

			“You’re on.”

			◆

			On his morning break, George Sr. telephoned Netherwood Junior High School. He told Principal Taylor that his son denied starting the fire. Principal Taylor reiterated that George was the culprit, but that the Johnsons could appear for a hearing at three thirty that afternoon. 

			George Sr. hung up, realizing he wouldn’t see his son until right before the hearing. He thought about calling the principal back and acknowledging George’s guilt, but that would have meant breaking the promise he gave to his son. He shook his head and went back to the line. Five hours later, he drove to Netherwood. 

			Miss Mackey and the Johnsons sat in the anteroom of the principal’s office, waiting to be summoned inside. The junior high principal waved them in, closed the door, and returned to the seat behind his desk. Frank Taylor was a robust, middle-aged man whose piercing eyes glared over the top of the bifocal glasses that rested on the tip of his nose. He carried a large gold watch appended to his vest by a gleaming gold chain. “This is a very, very serious matter,” he finally said. 

			“Like I said on the phone, my son denies starting the fire,” George Sr. replied. Surprised by the position his father staked out, George Jr. nodded and stared at the principal’s watch. He felt warm inside listening to his father defending him, lying for him. A loved one standing up to a hated one.

			“Our evidence shows otherwise. Miss Mackey, please summarize.” The science teacher recounted her interviews, confirming that one student said George started the fire. 

			Young George’s gaze wandered under Principal Taylor’s desk. He could see that the principal’s pants were too tight in the groin. He imagined the principal’s scrotum littered with stray hairs sprouting in all directions. When Miss Mackey finished, George asked, “Who says they saw me throw a match?”

			“I can’t say which student saw you. I gave my word.” 

			“That’s it?” George exclaimed as he turned from Miss Mackey to Principal Taylor. “That’s what means I did it? This is unbelievable!”

			“Mr. Taylor, you did say that the evidence undoubtedly pointed to my son,” George Sr. interjected. “There’s room for doubt here, don’t you think?”

			“I don’t think so, Mr. Johnson. Miss Mackey has an eyewitness account of your son throwing the match in the box. Nothing refutes that.”

			“I refute that!” George Jr. screamed. He jumped to his feet, pointing his right index finger at Taylor. “You’re saying that I’m lying, aren’t you?”

			“Sit down, young man!” Principal Taylor snapped. He turned toward George Sr. “Can’t you control him?” The principal turned back to George Jr. “I’m saying this. The overwhelming evidence points to you. You should end this charade and admit to starting the fire. You’ll feel better.”

			“I feel fine! You’re just lining up against me. But you’re lining up against the wrong guy.”

			“Are you through?” the principal asked. 

			“Yeah,” young George answered. He looked at his father. “Yeah.” 

			“Alright. I’m going to rule,” Principal Taylor announced. “This can’t go unpunished. George is a repeat offender. I’m suspending him for three days, starting tomorrow.”

			George Jr. rose from his chair and stormed out. His father followed behind.

			That night, young George went to his room right after dinner. He had an English paper due the following Monday. The assignment was to write an essay about an heroic act.

			The Most Inspirational Four Points in
the History of Basketball

			May 8, 1970 was a rare day in the life of most basketball fans. One particular New York Knicks fan will never forget that day. 

			The Knicks, led by their six-foot-nine-inch center, captain Willis Reed, were set to face the Los Angeles Lakers, led by the legendary seven-foot Wilt Chamberlain, in game seven of the National Basketball Association finals. New York’s beloved Knicks had never won an NBA title in the franchise’s history. But Willis Reed’s leg injury cast a dark shadow over the Madison Square Garden crowd. 

			A deafening cheer exploded when the Knicks came onto the court from the locker room to begin warm-ups. DeBusschere, Bradley, Frazier, Barnett—those four starters were present—but where was the Knicks’ center? Knowing Reed had torn a right thigh muscle in game five, and that his right knee must be feeling the strain of years of wear and tear, most Knicks fans thought Willis Reed would be unable to play in game seven. Reed’s absence from the warm-ups confirmed the crowd’s worst fears—he was too hurt to play. Chamberlain would be able to score at will, as he did in the Lakers’ victory in game six. 

			Minutes later, after receiving a painkilling injection in his leg, a large black man wearing a Knicks uniform appeared at one end of the court. Could it be—was Willis Reed going to try to play? The crowd roared as Willis limped to the Knicks’ end of the court. The grimace on his face told of the pain. All eyes were focused on him. Even the Lakers’ players stopped to watch Willis take a few short warm-up shots. 

			Chamberlain won the opening tip. When the Knicks got the ball, Willis limped from the baseline to the foul line. A teammate passed him the ball. Chamberlain stayed back under the basket, looking to prevent a pass in the lane. Willis turned toward the basket and arched a left-handed jump shot. Swish! The crowd roared. The Knicks’ players were patting Willis on the behind or back. My father looked at me with a big, wide grin on his face. “Yeah!” I shouted. 

			Minutes later, Willis made another jump shot near the foul line. Again, chaos. 

			Barely able to walk, Willis Reed played an incredible twenty-seven minutes that day. After beginning the game with four points, he never scored again. But the Lakers were never able to regain their momentum after those early minutes. When the final buzzer sounded, the Knicks’ players mobbed Willis Reed. The Madison Square Garden crowd swarmed onto the court. My father and I stood up with our fists pumping in the air. Then we hugged. I can’t remember the final score. 

			By George Johnson Jr. 

			George Jr.’s essay received a note of commendation. George Sr. taped the note and the essay on the wall right over his position on the line. He enclosed them both in plastic, so the hydrochloric acid that sprayed off the glass plates wouldn’t damage them. 

			◆

			Between his early twenties and early thirties, George Sr.’s lean physique had become more defined. He gained twenty pounds within a few years after marrying Mary, and the added weight was evenly distributed. His protruding ribs no longer drew stares at the swimming hole. Physical exertion built up his muscles. Yet George’s bright green eyes remained his most distinguishing feature. Over time, grooves began to appear on his forehead, along with crow’s feet near his eyes. And his hair became dotted with gray.

			George spent most nights at home with his son watching television. Once his son started doing homework, the elder Johnson began using some of the time to read. First, the newspaper, next magazines, then books. He bought My Favorite Huddles and Baseball Needs Cheerleaders at the Deer Creek book bazaar. He seemed bewildered in a book­store, but not buying feed at Agway. 

			Occasionally, George wore his only three-piece suit, navy blue, with a peaked lapel and flared trousers. The fabric was 100 percent polyester. He hated putting on that suit, and his awkwardness in it was apparent. His speech and other mannerisms became more formal. He didn’t know whether to hold open a door for a woman. He didn’t know whether to let a woman enter a room ahead of him. He didn’t know whether a greeting called for a handshake or a simple nod of the head. Mostly, he looked forward to getting home and changing out of the suit. He wore it to weddings, funerals, school events, and church.

			One place George never wore the suit was to the Shop Rite, where he stopped after work on Fridays to buy groceries for the following week. One Friday afternoon, he ordered a pound of ground beef. Behind him in line was a woman dressed in a white nurse’s uniform, with thick white stockings and white shoes. 

			She tapped George on the shoulder and waited for him to turn around. “Buy ground chuck instead. It has a lower fat content.”

			“Really?” George said. 

			“The extra cost is worth it.” 

			George hesitated long enough for the butcher to begin weighing the ground beef. “Excuse me,” George said. “Ah, change my order to ground chuck.”

			“Whadaya doin’ to me, pal,” the butcher replied. “I already got the beef weighed.”

			“Well, I want the ground chuck instead. Sorry.”

			“Alright.”

			“Thank you,” George said to the nurse, who followed him from the meat counter to the frozen food aisle. 

			“I’m sorry if I got you in trouble with the butcher,” she offered. 

			“No problem. And thanks for the tip. I appreciate it.” He turned and faced the frozen food display, opened the glass door, and chose two Hungry Man TV dinners. 

			“You probably don’t want a lecture on the preservatives in frozen foods,” she said through a sheepish smile. 

			“Thank you for your interest, ma’am. But me and my boy, we do okay in the kitchen.”

			Still smiling, she said, “I’m Sarabeth Roth.” She pointed to her badge. LPN at Hudson River Psychiatric Hospital. She extended her hand. 

			George shook it, unsure of whether to grasp it firmly or gingerly. He settled on a firm grasp. 

			“George Johnson,” he said. “I work at Woo Labs.”

			“It’s funny that you’re raising a boy by yourself. I’m raising two little boys alone as well. They’re at their father’s house for the summer.”

			Before they reached the checkout counter, George accepted Sarabeth Roth’s invitation for a preservative-free dinner at her home that Saturday. He arranged for his son to spend the night at a friend’s house.

			◆

			George Sr. kept only two framed photos in the house. Both stood on the night table in his bedroom. The first showed father and son before George Jr.’s sixth grade graduation. The second was an eight-by-ten glossy of Mary holding Susan in her arms, taken at Deer Creek Studio a few months after their daughter’s birth. George studied Mary’s half-smile, pondering what she might be thinking of his behavior.

			Mary’s penetrating brown eyes led him to remember how she cupped her hands behind his back when they embraced. He remembered how Mary’s hands latched together and nestled into the small of his back, pressing inward as if to tell him their embrace would never end.

			The immediacy and intensity of George’s recall had faded. But it hadn’t disappeared. George continued peering into Mary’s face. He again felt the tingling in his bones that crowded out other emotions. Instantly he returned to Mary’s half-smile, and her spell lingered until his cheeks flushed with heat and became red. His eyes welled up with tears. George blinked. The blinking reminded him that his wife was dead and another woman was expecting him for dinner in half an hour. 

			George’s thoughts turned to Sarabeth Roth, who exuded warmth and a certain authenticity. She had a down-home charm and a spotless uniform. He wanted to bring wine or flowers to dinner, but knew little about either. Figuring that a bottle of wine cost as much as fixing dinner himself, he ruled out wine for the first date. The prohibitive cost of flowers, and their inevitable early death, made them even less desirable than wine. He knew that women liked flowers, but they just stood there for a few days, then wilted and died. 

			On the way to dinner, George parked his pickup in front of Mrs. Nesbith’s house on Malone Road. A widow in her early eighties, she was hospitalized, recovering from a stroke. Mrs. Nesbith had been an avid gardener who divided her garden between vegetables and the marigolds, daisies, and shrubs that surrounded her front porch. 

			George shunned the marigolds, which didn’t look like they’d be sold by a florist. Using kitchen scissors, he clipped a few white and yellow daisies and placed them in a small glass vase he’d brought from his kitchen. He added a little water from Mrs. Nesbith’s garden hose to the vase. 

			“They’re beautiful! How thoughtful of you,” Sarabeth Roth exclaimed when she greeted George in the vestibule of her apartment building. George’s pangs of guilt subsided; a sense of accomplishment came over him. 

			Sarabeth wore a light green, short-sleeved blouse and light brown slacks that revealed a curvaceous figure, not lacking muscle tone. Through Sarabeth’s silk blouse, George could see the lace of her bra. 

			As they walked upstairs to her second floor apartment, George could smell garlic.

			“We’re having baked chicken. Hope that’s okay.”

			George smiled. “Smells healthy.”

			Over dinner, Sarabeth asked, “How come you and your wife had just one child?”

			“Actually, we had two. Our daughter was also killed in the car accident.”

			“Oh, my. Sorry. I didn’t know.”

			George bit his lower lip. 

			“I can’t imagine having to outlive your child.”

			“You always carry it with you. You don’t forget. You can’t.”

			Sarabeth reached her hand across the table and grasped George’s forearm.

			He looked in her eyes. “Really made me feel helpless.”

			After dessert, he kissed her goodnight outside her apartment door.

			On their second date, over an after-dinner coffee, George told Sarabeth about his twenty-second birthday when the unfairness of his life had scorched him with a rage so real and deep that he raised four racks of tightly packed glass over his head, glanced sideways, and made eye contact with the foreman. He should’ve graduated college or been playing professional baseball instead of being trapped inside a clean room. A few moments later he lowered the racks of glass back to their place on line three. 

			“Why didn’t I smash the glass and leave? Why didn’t I take a piece and slash my wrists?” he asked Sarabeth, staring into her eyes. “Because I had a wife and family to support. But that couldn’t have been the only reason. Some force kept me walking that line without falling off. But what force?”

			Sarabeth found herself inching away from George. She’d considered sleeping with him that night, but felt anxious. George stopped talking, but Sarabeth didn’t know what to say. She offered George a half-smile and an awkward grunt. 

			“Well, who knows? After thinking about my life for the past thirteen years,” George continued, “I know I missed out on getting an education. It all started with the pregnancy and quick marriage. I just didn’t know any better. And I wonder how I could have.”

			Sarabeth folded her hands across her chest. “Hey, what’s it like to work in a clean room?” she asked. 

			“Geez, guys at Woo start at the beginning of the line and work their way up toward the end. Promotions mean moving closer to the final product. Clean room regulations require everybody to wear a white jumpsuit, white booties, white hood, white gloves. The outfit makes me feel like the lunch lady in a high school cafeteria.”

			Sarabeth reached for George’s hand. His eyes remained fixed on a spot on the floor underneath her coffee table. 

			“Why’d your marriage last ten years if your husband was such a jerk?” George asked. 

			“Well…I don’t know where to begin. I…”

			“Hey, you can share your secrets with me. It’s okay.” George turned his body sideways on the couch. He gently placed both hands on her shoulders in a way that couldn’t be interpreted as a sexual advance. “Really, I’d like to know,” he emphasized. 

			“Right after we were married, I got pregnant. The next year, I got pregnant again. I never thought our marriage was all that great.” She shrugged at George. “We had food on the table and he never hit me.”

			“Where does he work?”

			“He also works at Woo. In supplies.”

			“What’s his name?”

			“Byron—”

			“Byron Roth. Never heard the name.”

			“No, not Byron Roth. Roth’s my maiden name. Byron Adams.”

			“Oh, Adams! Yeah, I know the guy. He’s our requisition clerk. Looks like a lumber yard worker, full beard, tattoos. Seems like a nice guy.”

			“Well, he’s not so nice. He left me and the kids for some high school floozy.”

			George touched her knee. “I’m sorry,” he said. 

			“Well don’t be. I’ve been to counseling since then. And it’s worthwhile. Very worthwhile. I’ve learned a lot about myself that I didn’t know when I was married.”

			George took a sip of coffee. “Well, what’s the most important thing you learned?” he asked. 

			“You’re surprised that I see a psychologist, aren’t you?”

			“Yeah. I’m surprised, yeah.”

			“That’s okay. At least you’re honest about it.”

			“Well, what did he say?”

			“It was a she. Basically, she said I have a low self-image. Byron used to put me down a lot. Told me I wasn’t as exciting or as attractive as I used to be. I believed him. I thought I was doing everything wrong. But really, it was him. You know, we had a terrible sex life.”

			George gulped down the hot coffee in his mouth. “How bad could it have been?” he asked, wiping his mouth. 

			“You’d better not have anything in your mouth when I tell you this,” she responded. George set his mug on the coffee table and looked back at Sarabeth. “My husband would only have sex with me at seven thirty on Friday nights. And only in the missionary position. It usually lasted less than a minute. If I was late to the bed, I’d have to wait until the following Friday.”

			George paused to digest what he had just heard. He seemed to be two words behind every word that came out of her mouth. “Why’d you put up with that for ten years?” he finally asked. 

			“Why do women put up with being beaten by their husbands?” 

			George shrugged. 

			“Because a lot of women don’t know any better, that’s why! You’re Catholic. You can appreciate this. Catholic women are supposed to be virgins when they’re married. So when we have sex for the first time, we don’t know any better. We think it’s wonderful, no matter how infrequent or dull it is. We’re supposed to marry for life. To love, honor, and obey our husbands. When you combine those teachings with a lack of communication—we’re not supposed to talk to our friends about our sex lives—what do you expect? We have no basis for comparison.”

			Most of what she said flowed right past George. He looked at her extra-long eyelashes, wondering if they were natural or phony, and contemplated what to do next. His penis twitched, announcing the impending arrival of an erection; his eyes settled on a lithograph behind the kitchen counter. A Mexican man, wearing a sombrero, walked alongside a pier toward a bait shop. Empty canoes were tied to the dock. George shook his head, steeped in the realization that baggage would go along with this encounter. Heavy baggage. 

			George lifted Sarabeth to her feet, angling her sobbing frame toward the bedroom. 

			The next evening, as George finished reciting his Sunday prayers on the side of his bed, an idea popped into his head. It was almost as if God had sent it down himself. Get a vasectomy. He walked out of the bedroom into the living room and took the dictionary off the book shelf. He fumbled through the “V”s. Vasectomy—the surgical removal of all or part of the vas deferens. Not much help there—what’s a vas deferens? George’s eyes wandered up the page. He found vas deferens—the convoluted duct that conveys sperm from the testicle to the ejaculatory duct of the penis. He could look up convoluted and duct, but he had a general idea of what would be involved. 

			George made an appointment with Dr. Irving, who made medicine understandable. 

			“I’ll still be able to get it up, right?” George asked. 

			“Yes, that won’t be affected.”

			“You’re sure now.”

			“Yes, I’m sure.”

			“Well, schedule me for the operation then.”

			At his biweekly confession, George told Father Dombrowski about his vasectomy appointment. The priest stepped out of the confessional booth and opened the door to George’s side. “Come with me,” he said. George followed Father Dombrowski into the rectory, taking a seat in the chair across from the priest’s desk. 

			“Having this operation would be sacrilegious.”

			“I’m not doing it for me,” George said, arching his back so that his eyes met Father Dombrowski’s. “I’m raising a son by myself. I’m making a vow not to have children with another woman. It’s a way to remember Mary. To honor our family. What’s wrong with that?”

			“George, it violates the Church’s teachings. Vasectomy is a method of preventing conception.”

			“What happens if I go through with it?”

			“You will be committing a grave sin. You’ll not be able to receive the sacraments. You’ll no longer be in the state of grace. You’ll no longer be involved in collections during mass.” He looked sympathetically at George. “The Catholic church isn’t flexible on this.”

			George looked at the hardwood floor for a few seconds. “I’m sorry, Father. But I’m going through with it. I don’t think I’m violating God’s will.”

			He had the operation a few weeks later. Father Dombrowski barred him from taking up collections and receiving communion at mass. Members of the St. Stanislaus Parish speculated that George Johnson Sr. must have been one helluva sinner. 

			George hated sitting in the pews while others received the body and blood of Christ. Parishioners made signs of the cross when they passed by him on the way back to their seats after communion. George sat as far back in the pews as he could. Soon he stopped going to mass altogether. 

			Young George pressed his father on the subject. 

			“That’s between the Church and me,” the elder Johnson said. 

			Most Sundays, George Sr. arranged for neighbors to take his son to church. Other neighbors brought George Jr. home on Sunday afternoons. When rides were unavailable, his father dropped him off and picked him up at St. Stanislaus. George Sr. parked his truck on the street outside the church, but never went inside. Instead, he prayed by himself, turning his body sideways in the truck to face the church’s entrance. 

			◆

			Winter came early to Salt Point in 1972. The first snow fell in mid-November, and the Village got hit with fourteen inches. Woo Labs remained open. The plows cleared the main roads on the second afternoon, and George Jr. telephoned his father to tell him he was biking into the Village. The elder Johnson told him to watch for patches of ice and to call when he reached the pay phone next to the blinking light. 

			George took an extra dime with him and lugged his bike through the unplowed snow covering Fox Run Road. Buddy followed, gallivanting in the snow. When they reached Netherwood Road, George sent Buddy home. With his father’s instructions echoing in his head, George peddled around the ice patches, especially those visible as he descended the steep hill that joined Netherwood Road with Salt Point Turnpike. A few cars passed him on their journey into the Village. A UPS truck approached from the opposite direction, spewing reddish-brown snow and fresh sand onto George’s blue jeans. 

			Fifteen minutes after saying good-bye to Buddy, he arrived at the front gate that led to Ursula Brombecker’s four-bedroom Victorian house. Ursula lived on Salt Point Turnpike, next to the cemetery. George walked his bike down the driveway and saw the naked light bulb that lit up the basement. He brushed the snow off his jeans, kicked his boots against the concrete steps, and pounded on her back door. 

			“Alright! Hang on! I’m coming.” Ursula Brombecker, long-time Village matriarch and self-proclaimed repository of Salt Point’s oral history, smiled at George through the storm window on her back door. George saw her bugged-out eyes, which rose to prominence after her thyroid died, staring down at him. 

			“Hey, Mrs. B? You gonna open the door? Or are you just gonna let me freeze out here?” 

			Ursula opened the door. “George Johnson Jr.! What’re you doing here on a day like this? Probably came to mooch a bowl of soup and crackers off an ol’ lady. Well, get in here before all the heat goes outside.”

			Ursula closed the door behind George. They embraced, just like they’d done ever since George’s mother and sister had died, when he’d first joined her Cub Scout pack. Most people dismissed Ursula as difficult and bossy, but George saw her differently. She’d always radiated comfort. And in Ursula’s thirty years as a den mother, George was her all-time favorite Cub Scout. 

			“Leave your boots next to the door,” she ordered. “I’ll get you a pair of old socks to wear from the basement.” 

			“Before I forget, I’ve got to call my ol’ man and tell him I made it here safe.”

			“Okay. You know where the phone is.”

			George dialed his father’s work number and asked the foreman to put his father on the phone. 

			“Hey, son.”

			“Hey. I’m at Mrs. Brombecker’s.” George Jr. smiled at Ursula. “She’s making me soup ’n’ crackers.” Ursula shook her head in mock indignation. “How about pickin’ me up at six?” 

			“Sure. Let me say a quick hello to Mrs. B.”

			“Hey, Mrs. B!” George Jr. yelled. “My ol’ man wants to say hello to you.”

			Ursula Brombecker made her way over to the kitchen telephone. She took the phone. “Hello, Mr. Johnson.”

			“Hi, Mrs. B. Hope all’s well with you.”

			“Things are fine. Same as always,” she said. “But I’m getting tired of dealing with that male-dominated Deer Creek Town Council. It’s gettin’ harder to get them to set aside money for Salt Point. Basic things, like paving roads out here.”

			For twenty-seven years, Ursula Brombecker served as Salt Point’s lone representative on the Deer Creek Town Council. She received a fair amount of latitude from the men, partly because of her status as the widow of a veteran, but mostly because of her intimidating physical appearance. 

			“There’s no one better than you at getting things done,” George Sr. maintained. 

			“I’ll try to instill some discipline and manners in your boy. I hear he’s picked up some bad habits since graduating my Cub Scout pack. Don’t any men supervise the Boy Scouts?”

			Foreman Henry Pepper, with an unlit stogie hanging from his lips, began motioning George back to line three. George saw the racks of glass stacking up in his position. “I gotta run, Mrs. B. Thanks.”

			Ursula hung up the phone and turned to young George. “You’re awfully lucky to have one parent who’s worth more than the two most kids have.”

			George sat down at the kitchen table. “I know he loves me. And I love him, too,” he said sheepishly, wondering how she got him to use that word twice. 

			“Loves you! He lives for you. Tries to give you every advantage so you can amount to something. And I hear mixed reports on your progress. Doing well in school, but getting into trouble. You’ve got to behave yourself, or you’ll wash away everything else.” 

			George winced, staring at the kitchen cabinet he knew was stocked with a selection of soups. Cream of mushroom, that’s what he’d decided on. He shut down, closing up like a green turtle that had been in the sun too long. He wanted to leave, but resigned himself to the fact that she wouldn’t let him. 

			Ursula tapped her fingers on the kitchen counter. “What gives with the two suspensions?”

			George’s thoughts became jumbled. Anger at his father for telling Mrs. B about the suspensions soon gave way to an image of his Catholic church. He saw himself sitting in the back pew. He’d gone to Sunday Mass believing in God and left with the same belief. But what happened while he was there? He’d knelt down, stood up and knelt down some more, nodded to familiar faces, and curtsied when leaving the pew. Then he was hungry and it took thirty minutes to drive home. 

			“I just got caught doing some things.” George shrugged. “That’s all.”

			“What do you mean, some things? Throwing ice cubes down a girl’s shirt? Starting a fire? Are those the things I taught you in Cub Scouts?”

			“Ahh, Mrs. B. They were picking on me.” George grabbed onto the kitchen table with both hands. “Then I got mad. When I get mad, things sorta happen.”

			“You mad because your mother’s not around?”

			“I don’t know. I sure wish she’d come back. You know, she used to read to me most nights. Stories about people who’re happy. Stories about big-time sports heroes.”

			“You think your mother would like these suspensions?”

			George looked away, noticing that the white paint on the wall was beginning to peel. “I guess she wouldn’t.”

			“You think she’d feel like you let her down?”

			“Yeah, probably. C’mon. Can I have some soup?” 

			Ursula shrugged. “Cream of mushroom?”

			“Yes please.”

			“Tell me how long it’ll be until you’re an Eagle Scout?”

			“The Boy Scouts don’t let you get Eagle before you’re seventeen,” George answered. “I’m a patrol leader now. That’s pretty good for being in the eighth grade.”

			“How many patrols does Troop eighty have?”

			“Five. I got to be a patrol leader after I took down the flag at Netherwood the day after Nixon was reelected. I took it off the pole ’n’ folded it up in a triangle. Just like you taught us in Cub Scouts. Then I gave it to Mr. Brickle right before his first period history class. He asked why I did it and I said, ‘Because this one’s dirty.’”

			“And old scoutmaster Brickle made you a patrol leader early for that. He’s got more backbone than I thought.”

			Ursula watched as George devoured the bowl of soup and half a pack of saltines. She was only twenty-six when her husband of five years collapsed in their driveway. The CPR unit revived him temporarily, but he died in Saint Francis Hospital’s emergency room. “A congenital heart defect,” the county coroner had said. “They’re like a silent time bomb waitin’ to go off.”

			Ursula gained sixty-five pounds in six months and never remarried. She used a portion of the life insurance proceeds to pay off the mortgage. The balance, combined with military and Social Security benefits, allowed her the luxury of not having to earn a paycheck. She stared at George and wondered if she’d feel differently if her own son were sitting there. Ursula regretted never having had the chance to be someone’s mother. Scouting filled a void and provided a benefit to the boys. But it couldn’t heal the real wounds. A decade ago, she’d investigated adoption, but the agencies weren’t allowing single women to adopt.

			Ursula and George spent forty-five minutes in the basement exploring recent innovations in handmade bird feeders. Ursula tinkered with different designs, and she rotated newer models into her backyard collection. George kissed her good-bye at the back door and lugged his bike through the unshoveled snow to meet his father in the idling pickup truck on Salt Point Turnpike. Ursula waved to him from the picture window in the living room, then moped through the foyer to the bathroom in search of a Kleenex. 



OEBPS/image/Bitter_Is_the_Wind_Front_Cover_RGB.jpg
“Like [Raymond] Carver...McDermott has a way of beautifully and crisply

illuminating the thoughts and feelings of solid, blue-collar Americans.”
—The Huffington Post

JIM MCDERMOTT






OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Semibold.otf


OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/MinionPro-BoldIt.otf




OEBPS/image/3.png
Bitter
Is the
Wind






OEBPS/image/5.png
JIM MCDERMOTT

Bitter
Is the
Wind

a novel





