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  To Libby, adin


  As he stepped on the drop, he remarked in a low tone, “Such is life.”


  PETER CAREY,

  TRUE HISTORY OF THE KELLY GANG


  Dead people never stop talking.


  MARLON JAMES,

  A BRIEF HISTORY OF SEVEN KILLINGS


  THE LAVOIES, CIRCA 1991


  John LaVoie, 1903–1970.


  Marguerite LaVoie, 1906–1955. His wife.


  Eugene LaVoie, 1924–. Their son.


  Yvonne LaVoie, 1924–1924. Eugene’s twin sister.


  John (“Jack”) LaVoie Jr., 1927–1953. Son.


  Bernard LaVoie, 1928–1953. Son.


  Rhonda (“Ronnie”) LaVoie Harrison Adams Grant Gervais, 1931–.Daughter.


  Joseph (“Joe,” “Jojo”) LaVoie, 1932–1991. Son.


  Janine LaVoie Devitt, 1937–1963. Daughter.


  Michael LaVoie, 1942–1965? Son.


  Marie LaVoie, 1942–? Michael’s twin sister.


  EXTENDED FAMILY


  Donald Harrison, 1931–1951. Ronnie’s first husband.


  Annamary Harrison, 1949–1949. Ronnie’s daughter.


  Wade Adams, 1932–? Ronnie’s second husband.


  Michael (“Mickey”) Adams, 1954–1977. Ronnie’s son.


  Roswell (“Rossy”) Grant, 1929–1980. Ronnie’s third husband.


  Bernard (“B.J.”), Elaine, and Joseph Grant. Children of Ronnie and Rossy.


  Armand Gervais, 1920–. Ronnie’s fourth husband.


  Judy Oleski LaVoie, 1926–? Bernard’s ex-wife.


  Robert (“Bobby”) LaVoie, 1952–? Bernard and Judy’s son.


  Edwin (“Eddie”) Devitt, 1935–. Janine’s husband.


  Adriana Cruz LaVoie, 1947–. Michael LaVoie’s wife.


  Richard and Isabel Cruz LaVoie, 1966–. Twin siblings of Adriana and Michael LaVoie.


  OTHERS


  Monika Bauer, 1937–? Joe LaVoie’s German girlfriend.


  George (“Shorty”) Gorman, Jake MacDill, Clarence Coover, Jerome Briscoe. Friends of Joe LaVoie.


  Arnold (“Bunny”) Augustine, 1911–. Northside nightclub owner and crime boss.


  Harold V. Meslow, 1919–1991. Minneapolis police detective.


  Ernest (“Buddy”) Follmer, 1914–. Minneapolis police officer. William Fredriksen, 1926–1953. Minneapolis police officer.


  Thomas O’Leary, 1909–1953. Ottoson County farmer.


  Ferdinand Twyman, 1905–? Hiawatha County prosecutor.


  Clement Bonsell, 1917–? Joe LaVoie’s court-appointed attorney.
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  My name is Joe LaVoie and I’m generally believed to be dead. Probably the only people who know I’m in fact alive are Meslow, the old cop, and what’s left of my family. Everyone else has gone away or died themselves or forgotten, which is all right with me. That’s the way it works anyway, isn’t it? People pay attention as long you’re making noise, as long as you’re in the news, then forget about you when you’re not. Don’t say a word in public for thirty, forty years and everyone assumes you’ve passed on. Well, like I say, whatever you think, that’s okay by me.


  You probably have to be my age or at least the age of my little brother and sister—the twins, presuming they’re still alive, which I don’t—for the name to mean anything to you anyway. In 1953, if you lived in Minneapolis or really anywhere in Minnesota and the Dakotas, Iowa, and Wisconsin, the name was famous, infamous actually, the most infamous or notorious name there was around here then.


  To us, at least at first, it was only a name, our name, and it was strange to see it printed in the paper and spoken out loud on radio and TV. I remember my brother Jack shouting, “Who the fuck they talking about anyway?” The three of us were listening to the news on the radio of that ’49 Olds, hearing us LaVoies being talked about like the guy was talking about Al Capone or Bunny Augustine. Jack was bug-eyed, he was so mad. He hated people knowing us by our name and then not being factual in what they were saying about us. Bernard pretended he hated it too, but he really didn’t—he was excited to hear his name on the radio, something he had wanted for as long as he could remember, and as long as they got his name right, the other stuff wasn’t important. I still don’t know how I felt about it exactly.


  At any rate, that was a long time ago, and even people who are old enough to remember forget. In Minneapolis alone since then I’ll bet a thousand people have been killed by gunfire. In the past few years, it’s become an everyday occurrence, shop clerks and kids and innocent bystanders getting shot right and left by thugs and each other. There have even been a handful of Minneapolis cops who’ve been killed. I remember Jack saying a couple of days before the end how Fredriksen wasn’t the first cop to get his, and then Bernard chiming in that Fredriksen wouldn’t be the last either, the both of them trying to sound like what we’d done was only a piece of a much larger story, when they both knew that what we’d done was big enough to get us crushed like a trio of June bugs. Still, while our own history was about to end, objectively speaking their words were correct. In 1953, it was still big news to kill somebody in these parts, especially a cop.


  There isn’t a day I don’t think about it myself, when I don’t replay every word and deed I can drag back from that time, and when Meslow is here and on days like today, when my sister Ronnie gathers what’s left of us and we go up to the graves, the thinking and replaying is even stronger. I not only think about the event itself, I think about the name—our name—and what it’s meant and what’s happened to us on account of it. Sometimes I lie awake the night before, instead of sleeping the usual hour or two not sleeping at all, tossing and turning until the sky starts getting pale through the curtain and then saying to hell with it and sitting up and lighting the first cigarette of another day and looking it straight in the face once more.


  You might have forgotten, but I haven’t. You might believe me to be dead, but I’m not—not yet—and neither is my name or my memory, which is where I’ve been living for the past thirty-eight years, if you really want to know.


  Since I was released from prison in 1975, I have lived in three different places, each a little deeper beneath the surface than the one before.


  First of all, after the Cloud, the prison then officially called the Minnesota State Reformatory at St. Cloud, I went back to the house on longfellow Avenue in south Minneapolis, where we all grew up and where we were living, Jack and I anyway, when everything came to a head. My brother Eugene was the only one living there when I got out. Eugene had accepted Jesus Christ as his Personal Savior, was holding a legitimate job, and stayed out of trouble for more than two decades since the last time he was sent up. After the deaths and disappearances of the rest of the clan, all there was in the way of immediate family was Eugene and Ronnie. But Ronnie was having problems with husband number three and drinking more than she could handle, so, for all intents and purposes, all that was left of the LaVoies was Eugene.


  People still knew who I was in 1975, and they would, every once in a while, come by the house on longfellow and throw garbage on the lawn or torch bags of dog shit on the front steps or break a few windows. The telephone number had been changed, but you can’t change or unlist a street address, and when people connected a particular address with a cop-killer, there was nothing you could do to stop them from coming around. Eugene wouldn’t call the cops. Neither would I, but for different reasons. So the two of us would sit with the lights off while green apples the size and feel of golf balls slammed against the stucco walls and sometimes busted a living-room window. Eventually the attackers would stop, bored or out of apples, then scream a few threats and leave. By the sound of their voices I guessed they were too young to have known firsthand what had happened in 1953, but had heard what they knew from their parents or older relatives. For that reason I was never scared so much as infuriated by having to sit there in the dark and take that shit and then stick cardboard in the broken windows so those pissant pricks could have their fun.


  There were other problems too, mostly concerning the neighbors, who said they were afraid for their children, but the worst thing about living there on longfellow was Eugene. I hated him and wanted to kill him and might have done it if I hadn’t left when I did. I would’ve hated Eugene even if I hadn’t been convinced he betrayed us, because we all hated Eugene, had always hated him, even before he found Jesus and became something the rest of us, not even Mother, would ever be. Mother had found Jesus too, but it didn’t seem to change her or make her life any less miserable, so we never considered it a very powerful force. Jesus’s presence was not in and of itself enough to make the rest of us hate Eugene (though it surely contributed) because, like I said, the hatred was there before Jesus was. Granted, there’s some mystery to that hatred, to where it came from. I can take a guess, but that doesn’t make it less mysterious. Call it an example of Original Sin.


  I’d just as soon not get into Eugene any deeper right now, not because it isn’t interesting or because he isn’t part of the history, but because I can only think about Eugene for so long at a time. Besides, what I was trying to focus on were the places I’ve been living.


  So one day, after about six months at the longfellow house with Eugene, I called Ronnie. A man answered whose voice I didn’t recognize, and when Ronnie came to the phone after several minutes, sure enough, she’d been drinking. I didn’t care. I said, “Ronnie, if you don’t get me out of here today, I swear to Christ I’m going to kill him.” Drunk as she was, she knew who I was talking about. She knew I meant it too. It was ten o’clock in the morning. By noon Ronnie and a black guy I’d never seen before had driven into town and loaded me, my chair, and a shopping bag with my stuff into Ronnie’s station wagon and hauled me the hell out of there.


  At that time Ronnie and her kids were living in a falling-down farmhouse west of the city, out in the sticks past Lake Minnetonka. She was still married to Rossy Grant, though Rossy had more or less moved out and Armand Gervais, the black guy in the station wagon, had more or less moved in, and little Joseph Grant, her youngest, was only a toddler. I’d always liked Rossy, who grew up in the old neighborhood, and I felt bad thinking he wasn’t going to be around, but Gervais turned out to be a good guy too, once you got to know him, and he didn’t seem to have the booze problem that Rossy had so maybe he’d be better for Ronnie, whose boozing at the time was almost as bad as Rossy’s. The two older kids, I remember, stood and watched with eyes the size of pie plates when Ronnie wheeled me up to the house that first afternoon. They made me think of the twins, who used to stand around and watch the strange and scary comings and goings back there on longfellow all those years ago, never once saying a word and thinking who knew what.


  Ronnie didn’t want me around at first, I could tell. I was interrupting her and her new playmate just as they were getting to know each other. She resented having to put something over her tiger-striped underwear when she came downstairs and having to make Gervais wait while she helped me in the bathroom and having to wait until after lunch to pick up the bottle she’d quit pouring when she’d finally fallen to sleep at three or four the previous morning. Not that I cared or took any personal offense. I figured it was her house and her body, and nothing she could do at that point would be a shock to my system. I did feel bad for the kids, though—they were too young to watch their mother play around with someone who wasn’t their father and get shitfaced when she wasn’t fucking the new guy. Ronnie knew how I felt and resented me for it.


  (Ronnie had at least one other child, Michael, presumably by second husband Wade Adams. Mickey, as he was called, was by this time in his early twenties and living out of state. I’d never met him, and Ronnie never mentioned him. A couple years later, I heard he was killed during a drug deal gone bad in St. Louis.)


  She also knew that I meant what I said—that I would kill Eugene if I went back to the longfellow house—and although she hated Eugene as much as I did, she was by that time beginning, in spite of the booze, to assume responsibility for the few of us LaVoies who were still alive. Anyway, after a month or two she got used to having me sleeping in the tiny spare bedroom off the farmhouse’s kitchen and adopted the strategy of getting me as liquored up as she was before she went back upstairs to spend the afternoon with Gervais. I suppose she believed I wouldn’t hear them or comprehend what they were doing or feel bad about Rossy’s kids if I were drunk enough, and I suppose she was right.


  For a while then everything was okay. If anyone out in the sticks of western Hiawatha County knew that the cop-killer Joe LaVoie was staying under the Grants’ leaky roof, they didn’t seem to care. Nobody I was ever aware of drove by to gawk or throw green apples or threaten to put a bullet between my cop-killer eyes. If they had, they probably would’ve been distracted by all the junk in the yard and the gorgeous blonde in the halter top and short shorts coming and going with a station wagon full of blond kids and a large black man who was definitely not the kids’ father. I myself got along fine with the kids and with Gervais, and I got over the discomfort or whatever the hell it was of having my sister take care of me the way I needed, and nobody ever brought up 1953 or prison or anything else they didn’t think I wanted to talk about.


  Still, there was the strain I didn’t recognize at first, but finally did after a few months of living in close quarters with people of the same blood and disposition.


  As long as I’d been gone and as much as Ronnie had been through while I was away, I was still as much a part of her life and vice versa as ever, which is to say we were still LaVoies. I would wake up nights thinking I was back on longfellow Avenue, not alone with Eugene like a few months earlier, but with Mother and the Old Man and Jack and Bernard and the girls and the twins. Eugene was in fact gone at that time, in prison himself, before the legitimate jobs, before Jesus, before he had the house to himself. I’d wake up hearing Mother praying or the Old Man throwing Mother’s things around their bedroom. I’d imagine Jack up in his room with his little television set and paperback books, Bernard appearing for the first time in a snap-brim fedora and gangster shirt and tie, Ronnie showing Janine how to wear her sweater backside front so the buttons opened down the spine. In those dreams, one thing would lead to another and pretty soon that fat fuck Follmer would be sniffing around after the girls and Jack and Bernard and I would have our guns in the car and the whole goddamned debacle would be happening again.


  Once I woke up after dreaming about my girlfriend Monika back in Nuremberg, but Shorty Gorman was in the same dream and the two of them together like that spoiled it, made me want to kill them both.


  It was the booze of course and being around Ronnie who tried but couldn’t help herself, not then anyway, not when she was drinking the way she was and who still, in her middle forties, had a young woman’s body and was still compelled to show it to every man she came across, even her damaged brother because damaged or not he was or had been a man—it was the booze and Ronnie and what she still couldn’t help at that time that made me have those dreams.


  It was also Rossy Grant coming back one afternoon, slinking in the back door like a thief in his own house while Ronnie and the kids were out shopping with Gervais, telling me he watched the house with binoculars from his car parked up the road, even confessing to jacking off while watching Ronnie in her halter top through the glasses. Crying, he said he had a gun in the car but couldn’t work up the nerve to kill the nigger for taking what belonged to him. Rossy was drinking even more than the rest of us, if that was possible.


  Roswell Grant was born big and blond and powerful. Back in the old neighborhood he was as well-heeled and handsome a kid as we knew or could imagine. His old man had gone to college, played first-string tackle at the University of Minnesota, and now sold hardware—shelving and soda-fountain fixtures, I believe it was—to drugstores and five-and-dimes. Big and strong as he was, Rossy was too fearful a kid to play serious football and too reckless and eager to please as a young adult to hold onto the money his father supposedly gave him.


  Everybody liked Rossy except his old man, who thought he was a pansy. The girls didn’t care about the football or the money. They cared about Rossy’s movie-star smile, broad shoulders, and gargantuan equipment, and they lined up to let him have his way with them. Ronnie was a month shy of fifteen the first time she had sex with Rossy. She’d had sex with him on a fairly regular basis ever since—through two marriages to other men, through their own stormy marriage, through three kids and a dozen affairs on both sides and everything else that had happened to them and their families. Now Rossy was afraid he’d never fuck her again.


  “Talk to her, will you please?” he begged me in the dilapidated kitchen of the house that was falling down around us. “She always listened to family.” Well into his forties, Rossy was still big and blond, but he no longer seemed very powerful and he needed dental work. He wasn’t rich anymore either and, truth be told, probably never was—that had all been part of his lie.


  I liked Rossy and wanted to help him. I wanted to—and yet I didn’t. Something, maybe the booze, made me want to see Rossy suffer, miss out, be deprived of what he wanted most. Back in the old neighborhood I once walked in on Rossy fucking Ronnie on my parents’ bed. They knew I was there, but it didn’t matter. Their naked indifference to me was worse than the sex. The image came back to me at that moment. I sat there and watched him cry, yet I shook my head and said not one word that might give him comfort or hope. For a minute I thought he might use the gun he said he had in his car on me, then wait for the others to come back to the house and kill them, and for a minute I felt that wasn’t such a bad idea. Then I thought about the kids who had nothing to do with any of this but would pay the most anyway and decided that both of us sorry bastards should get the hell out of there right then.


  When Rossy finally left, I wrote Ronnie a note and called myself a taxi. It would cost a fortune for a ride all the way downtown, but when you got to go, you got to go. I had to go, so I went.


  It seems odd now, almost twenty years later, to think about Ronnie and the kids, and poor Rossy too, out there in that farmhouse, and how everything has changed since then.


  My life, it occurred to me the other day, can be broken down into more or less equal twenty-year parts almost like the sections of a book. The first part, not counting my three years in the Army, was spent on longfellow Avenue, everyone alive except baby Yvonne and living together under one roof, and ran until 1953. The second was spent, most of it anyway, at the Cloud, me a convicted cop-killer considered so great a threat to society that even without a functioning lower body I was twice denied parole—hell, I was denied the so-called privilege of attending the funerals of my mother, father, and little sister. The third began, as I’ve related, back on longfellow Avenue in 1975, continued for a short while at Ronnie’s place in the sticks, then proceeded to these present digs, in this shitty apartment, less than a city mile from where everything began.


  I sit here now, waiting for Ronnie and the kids to come for me in their van, to go up to the graves, then go to Ronnie’s current home for Thanksgiving dinner. you think you’d know a place inside and out if you lived there as long as I have—what now, more than fifteen years?—but the truth is I can’t describe the wallpaper in the kitchen. I’m here, most days, round the clock, day and night, but the only thing I can tell you for sure about the place is that it smells like the bacon and onions my neighbors across the hall eat three or four times a week and that the building belongs to Harold Victor Meslow, MPD retired.


  Meslow, you might remember if you’re old enough to remember me and my brothers, was the cop who the papers said tracked us down after we killed Patrolman Fredriksen. R.A. Walsh, the Minneapolis police chief at that time, got most of the press during the dragnet, but it was Meslow who got the credit in the end. People probably still believe it was Meslow who gunned us down in that swamp north of the city, though in fact Meslow only held the umbrella that kept the sleet out of the eyes of the shooter, whose name was James Finnegan. Meslow doesn’t like the umbrella story and probably wouldn’t mind if we forgot about Jimmy Finnegan altogether.


  Meslow retired from police work twenty years ago. He’d left the MPD in about 1960, when he didn’t get Walsh’s job when Walsh retired, and went out to some place in Colorado—Fort Collins, I think it was—where he finally secured a chief’s badge. When he retired from that job he came back here and settled down to manage the real estate he’d invested in when he was a Minneapolis cop. It wasn’t a lot, three or four small apartment buildings, but it gave him something to do while topping off his substantial pension. Supposedly he was still angry about the way his local law-enforcement career turned out and wanted something different to concentrate on.


  He stumbled across me going into the downtown YMCA two days after I left Ronnie’s farmhouse. It’s hard to believe it was an accident, the two of us bumping into each other that way after all those years, but I can’t explain it any other way. He looked pretty much the same as the last time I saw him, which was probably the last day of the trials, and so, I guess, did I. At any rate, we recognized each other right off the bat, and while I’d just as soon have kept going he reached out and caught one of the handles of my chair and said, “Jojo LaVoie, what’s the rush?”


  Nobody but family and the cops ever called me “Jojo,” which one of the girls might have started calling me when we were little, and I didn’t like it when the cops used it. I squinted up at him through my dark glasses—squinted up into that long, sad, wolf’s face of his—and said, “Detective fuckin’ Meslow.”


  He kind of maneuvered me off to the side, out of the way of the foot traffic there on Ninth Street, and asked me if this, meaning the Y, was the best I could do for a place to live. (He was pretty sure I wasn’t there to swim or play handball.) I said it was fine, and he said what’s the matter with the family, and I said the family was none of his damn business. He sighed and said, “Come on, I’ll buy you a cup of coffee.” I noticed he didn’t call me “Jojo” a second time, so I thought what the hell, what harm would it do, he and I didn’t have any business anymore, it was just the two of us private individuals, and one of us wouldn’t object to a cup of coffee that he didn’t have to pay for.


  We went into a coffee shop around the corner and Meslow told me he’d been out West (which I’d heard already, through the grapevine) and that he’d retired and was taking it easy nowadays. I said, “Same here,” and waited for him to grin at the joke, but he didn’t. He didn’t pay any attention to the chair either, once he’d helped maneuver my legs under the table.


  Meslow had always struck me as kind of odd for a cop, not at all like that fucker Buddy Follmer, not loud and mean and predatory, not a bully and not someone who’d take advantage of his situation. (At least that was my impression.) Meslow was quieter than most cops I’d come to know, more thoughtful and maybe a little smarter, and almost always wore a disappointed expression on that long face of his. He’d apparently never gotten married and didn’t socialize much with other cops either, so naturally he was known around the Courthouse, I’d heard, as the “Monk.” Not that I gave a shit about any of that. And not that it made me like the guy. As my brother Jack would say, a fuckin’ cop is a fuckin’ cop.


  Sitting there drinking coffee after all those years, Meslow asked me the obvious questions about life at the Cloud and what I planned to do now that I was out. Before I could make up something to say he said he had a place for me to live, in one of the buildings he owned, just off East Lake Street in the old neighborhood. He said he wouldn’t charge me rent. All he wanted was someone he knew on the premises—“someone to keep an eye on things,” is how he put it. There were three floors plus the basement, but there was an ancient elevator and he had a guy who did repairs, cut the grass, and shoveled the walk in the winter.


  “Why me?” I asked him, expecting some bullshit about giving a con a second chance, but all he said was, “Why not?” I thought, Okay, why not, and although it all seemed peculiar as hell I thought about Eugene in the house on longfellow, Ronnie out in the sticks, and the airless room upstairs at the Y, and figured I couldn’t do much worse. If anybody asked, I’d lie about the identity of my landlord.


  What Meslow really wanted out of the arrangement was obvious a long time ago, although nobody except the two of us seems to know or give a shit, and it’s turned out to be not such a bad deal for me. Neither Eugene nor Ronnie has ever asked who owns the building where I’ve been living the past fifteen years, and both seem happy that I’m living independently and managing to make ends meet on what I get every month from Hiawatha County. (The county also sends a social worker once a week to check on my well-being and a “health-care aide” every day to help with my physical functions.) Meslow himself doesn’t come around all that often anymore, for that matter. He never says anything about it, of course, but I think he’s sick, maybe dying, because unless it’s my imagination, his face the last several months has been longer and grayer and sadder than usual. His eyes have a yellow cast to them, and he coughs more than he ought to. I wonder how I’ll feel when he’s gone.


  In January I’ll be sixty. My life is entering its fourth twenty-year interval, and I have to acknowledge that the third as well as the second has one way or another belonged to the son-of-a-bitch.


  One night not long ago I dreamed about him. He was pawing through the clothes in my father’s closet on longfellow. I was standing in the back of the closet, behind the Old Man’s sour-smelling suits and trousers, and although I couldn’t see Meslow’s face and was too young in the dream to know anything about him, I knew it was him. I woke up wondering if he had been a part of my life from the beginning.


  Ronnie’s van pulls up below my first-floor picture window and out hops her grown-up boys, B.J. and Joe. The B.J. stands for Bernard John, but nobody except my brother ever wanted to be called Bernard and nobody calls a kid Bernie nowadays so it’s been B.J. from the beginning. Joe is short for Joseph Michael, my first name and the first name of my youngest brother, one of the second set of twins. Naming the boys after LaVoies was as much Rossy’s idea as my sister’s, Rossy always preferring the LaVoies to the Grants, saying the LaVoies, for all their problems, were more of a family than the Grants were, which I didn’t fully appreciate at the time but was another reason I liked the guy. At any rate, the boys are both spitting images of their old man, big and blond and powerfully put together. The women are wild about Joe especially, Ronnie says, even though he’s only seventeen. B.J., who’s twenty-four and for a while dated a Vikings cheerleader, currently lives with a very attractive divorced woman in her thirties, which says something about his appeal.


  The two of them are up the steps and in through the door I left open. I’m ready to go in my winter coat and blanket, my herringbone newsboy cap and dark glasses. After a kiss from each of them on my stubbly cheek, the boys roll me out the door and down the short ramp Meslow had built for me to the sidewalk. Ronnie’s van is a dark blue Ford Astro with black M.I.A. stickers on the bumpers. Without a word, the boys lift me into an open sliding door on the passenger side. Dead weight to myself, I must be light as a feather to my nephews, who handle me the way Rossy must have handled them when they were tykes.


  Ronnie sits behind the wheel, her head wrapped in a gauzy kerchief and her face all but hidden behind big round sunglasses. She turns in her seat and smiles at me, and then her own spitting image—her and Rossy’s twenty-year-old daughter, Elaine—blows me a kiss from the jump seat and for one split second I’m so happy I could cry.


  Gervais doesn’t go to the graves. He jokes that black people don’t like cemeteries, though I’m not sure it’s a joke. Anyway, he has no problem with Ronnie going up there and taking the Grant kids with her, Gervais having had some family of his own die early and violent deaths and is therefore sympathetic. (I don’t know the details.) Besides, today is Thanksgiving, and he doesn’t want to miss the football on TV.


  “Hungry?” Ronnie asks me over her shoulder as she points the van toward Cedar Avenue.


  “I can wait,” I tell her. The truth is, my stomach is on fire, and I don’t have much of an appetite.


  “You look great, Jojo,” Elaine, now sitting beside me on the back seat, says, lying through her teeth. She is blonde and blue-eyed like both Rossy and her mother, with Ronnie’s face and figure. Men look at Elaine the way men used to look at Ronnie, and, like Ronnie used to do, Elaine looks back. She’s wearing a purple-and-gold Vikings jacket, tight faded jeans, and scuffed cowboy boots.


  “Not as good as you do, kiddo,” I tell her, and she shows off the LaVoie dimples.


  There’s not much traffic on Thanksgiving—Gervais isn’t the only football fanatic planted in front of the television today. We head north on Cedar, cut through the ragged part of town people used to call Seven Corners, then get on the freeway heading toward Crystal Lake. Even in our part of the South Side, where there doesn’t ever seem to be much going on except the neighborhood getting shabbier and more dangerous, I see something new every time someone takes me out. When I was a kid and had just come home after almost three years in Europe, I remember walking around town thinking what a small, drab city it was, such a plain little burg compared to Paris and London and Rome, and then coming back after almost twenty years at the Cloud and thinking it was the biggest, loudest, scariest place I’d ever seen. Now the city seems plain again, but always changing and parts of it, like I say, getting more dangerous.


  Maybe that seems funny to those of you who remember us. For a couple of months in 1953 my brothers and I were the reason people were afraid in this city. We were the danger, or so people thought, like we were running around looking for people to hurt, preying on law-abiding citizens the way the gangs do today. There might have been a moment here and there when each of us considered ourselves dangerous, at least when provoked, but the fact is, except for those few brief moments, no one in the world was more afraid than the three of us, two of the three of us anyway. Fredriksen and O’Leary, the two guys we killed, were never any scareder than us LaVoies, I promise you.


  I can’t tell you why the family graves are at Crystal Lake, way up on the North Side, where none of the LaVoies ever lived unless it was before any of us knew or could remember. Maybe it was the only cemetery space available when my mother and father first needed it, for my oldest sister, Yvonne, who died in 1924 at the age of six months, or maybe it was the only spot they could afford. It’s a pretty place, full of mature oaks and evergreens and even a few of the big elm trees that survived the disease that took so many around town ten, fifteen years ago, and larger than you might expect a cemetery to be in the city. Maybe back in 1924 Crystal Lake was outside the city line, but I doubt it, because there are old houses all around it and the houses, some of them boarded up now, are city houses, not the kind you find in the suburbs. My sister Yvonne, as far as that goes, wasn’t the first person buried here. Crystal Lake was already old then, almost seventy years ago, judging by the dates on a lot of the tombstones.


  The Old Man used to take us up here when I was little. That was before Janine and the twins were around, but even so there were five of us kids and somewhere the Old Man would have gotten hold of a car and all of us except my mother would ride all the way up here to stand around Yvonne’s grave. At first it was something I liked to do, because we never went anywhere otherwise, not that I can remember, and in those days, before the freeway, it was a long, exciting ride. The Old Man didn’t own a car, but somehow, like I say, he managed to borrow or steal one somewhere, and if it wasn’t too hot that day and I didn’t get car sick I considered it an adventure.


  The huge elms were still here in large numbers, and it was like we had passed from the city into a forest—it always seemed shady and cool. I remember Ronnie holding my hand and the two of us running up the paths between the rows of graves and headstones and picking up sticks and chasing after toads and garter snakes. I didn’t pay much attention to Yvonne’s grave at first, Yvonne being only a name I’d heard, and probably didn’t understand that she had been my sister and Eugene’s twin. I guess, as far as that goes, I wouldn’t have known what a twin was in those days because I’d never had a chance to see Yvonne and Eugene together and because the second set, Michael and Marie, hadn’t been born yet.


  During one of those visits—it was a hot and windy summer day when I must have been about eight—I heard Jack say to Bernard, “Jesus Christ, listen to the Old Man carry on. You’d think she’d croaked this morning.” The words themselves didn’t mean as much to me as the way Jack said them. The words came out from between clenched teeth and sounded like sparks from a machine. For the first time since we’d been coming up here I forgot about the toads and the snakes and looked over at the Old Man and, to my surprise, saw him down on one knee, his sweaty hat in one hand, the other hand a fist pressing against his forehead, the corners of his mouth jerked down like a sad clown’s, and him crying like a baby. There was a dusty gray stone about the size and shape of a brick in front of him and a little bouquet of yellow flowers lying against the stone.


  “Fuckin’ hypocrite,” Jack muttered. “He’s the one that shoulda drowned down there.”


  “Shit, he probably drowned her himself,” Bernard said, trying to sound as angry as Jack.


  Jack would have been about thirteen at the time, Bernard a year or so younger, but the anger in their voices, especially Jack’s, made them seem like grownups. I was so surprised—shocked really—that I started to cry. I didn’t know why I was crying, only that it had to do with the sound of my brothers’ voices. Ronnie must have gone off somewhere, because I was standing there by myself, and when I looked back at the Old Man I saw that he was looking at me now and wasn’t sobbing anymore.


  He stared at me and said, “What the hell are you blubbering about?” The way he looked at me, his face red and wet and angry now too, and the words so unexpected—he hardly ever spoke to me at all—confused and embarrassed me. Jack and Bernard had gone off a ways, and all of a sudden it seemed to be just the two of us, the Old Man and me, there at Yvonne’s tiny grave.


  I shook my head and tried to think of something to say, but nothing came out, and by the time I thought of something he had forgotten about me and was leaning forward over Yvonne’s gravestone, beginning to weep again.


  “Fuckin’ hypocrite,” I said, but he didn’t seem to hear me.


  The memory of that day—of that conversation, if you can call it that, between my father and me—makes me laugh out loud. Everybody in the van turns to look at me, even Ronnie, taking her eyes off the exit ramp she’s just turned on to. Elaine asks what’s funny.


  “I was thinking about my dad,” I say. “What I said to him once.”


  “What?” Ronnie says, her eyes back on the road, turning onto the street that will take us into the cemetery.


  “I called him a fuckin’ hypocrite,” I say. One of the boys laughs out loud.


  “Jack said that,” Ronnie says. “That’s what Bernard told me.”


  “I said it too,” I say.


  “What did he say?” Elaine asks me, meaning her grandfather. She was too young to have known the Old Man, born a year after he dropped dead in a Met Stadium men’s room, but she’s heard the stories.


  “Nothing,” I tell her. “I’m pretty sure he didn’t hear me.” I laugh again, but I can tell that Elaine and the others can’t appreciate what’s funny about the story. You’d have to be there, as they say. They don’t know that I was eight at the time and wouldn’t have known a hypocrite from a hippopotamus.


  I decide it isn’t worth my breath to explain. It hardly ever is. Besides, the Crystal Lake gate is right in front of us.


  It’s windy today too, and it’s a cold, biting wind that pushes dead leaves and gum wrappers across the cemetery northwest to southeast, cutting across where we’re walking. When we get out of the van, Elaine bends over me and pulls the blanket up around my shoulders and then Ronnie bends down and fusses with what Elaine did and then Joe takes the handles of my chair and begins pushing me up the path, which rises and falls depending on where you’re going. I hear B.J. lighting a cigarette a few steps behind us.


  Cemeteries aren’t busy places on Thanksgiving. There isn’t anyone in sight except two black kids on bicycles a couple of paths over, watching us or more precisely watching Elaine in her purple jacket and tight jeans. Since Ronnie began bringing us up here a few years back we’ve more or less fallen into a routine, where we go first to our parents’ graves, then to Yvonne’s, then to Janine’s, then to Jack’s and Bernard’s. Because they didn’t die at the same time and because we didn’t own a family plot the graves are spread out, in different parts of the cemetery. It’s a big place, Crystal Lake, though not half as big as I remember it as a kid, so there’s a fair amount of walking. There’s also a lot of uneven terrain, like I say, so paying your respects to the dead LaVoies can tire you out even if you’re only along for the ride.


  This time of year most everything is blanketed by brown and yellow leaves. At our parents’ graves Ronnie pulls a whisk broom out of her coat pocket and clears the leaves and litter off the stones. Behind Ronnie the rest of us form a little semicircle leaning into the wind and the tumbling leaves. No one says a word—everyone just looks down at the identical markers.


  †


  MARGUERITE ANNA LA VOIE


  MOTHER


  1906–1955


  †


  JOHN MICHAEL LA VOIE


  FATHER


  1903–1970


  The stones are polished granite rectangles set in cement more or less flush with the ground. They were ordered and paid for by Ronnie and Eugene about five years ago to replace the original markers that were supplied by the county and looked like all the other county-supplied markers at Crystal Lake. I don’t know where the Old Man was or what he was doing when my mother died, only that he wasn’t at home and wasn’t working, and I was in prison and no one else was old enough to buy a gravestone or had the money if they were. What was left of the family was on what they called relief, and because of who we were in 1955 no one, not even Mother’s fine Christian friends at the All Saints Tabernacle of the Risen Christ, was willing to provide any serious money for a LaVoie memorial. Things weren’t much better when the Old Man dropped dead fifteen years later, at least as far as the money was concerned.


  “I can’t believe she just sat down in that park and froze to death,” Elaine whispers above and behind me.


  “Today I can,” says Joe, shivering and making the chair shiver a little too.


  For the record, Mother died on either the first or the second day of 1955, after wandering away from the county-funded nursing home where she’d been staying, not far from Powderhorn Park. Police found her body curled up in the snow under a picnic table, wearing only a housedress and mismatched carpet slippers. She had died, it was ruled, of exposure.


  I still find it hard to believe the Old Man dropped dead while relieving himself at the ballpark, but that’s only because the cops were looking for him at the time and no one thought it was possible that he was still in town. An inept, booze-addled, small-time hoodlum who, when he wasn’t in jail or the workhouse, ran errands and did odd jobs for Bunny Augustine, kingpin of the Upper Midwest’s dominant underworld organization. What he was doing and where he was staying at the time remain a mystery to this day, that is if anybody cares, which I’m sure they don’t.


  Ronnie says, as she always says, “Poor woman,” and makes the sign of the cross, although neither she nor Mother was Catholic. I’ve only seen her do that at the graves.


  At Yvonne’s grave another thirty yards up the same path no one says a word. Yvonne drowned in a few inches of water in a basement laundry tub five months after she was born in 1924, supposedly when Mother got distracted while bathing her. None of us was around when Yvonne was alive. Only Eugene, her twin, has any firsthand connection to her at all, but Eugene, being a baby when she died, remembers nothing. And Eugene isn’t present at the graves today.


  I don’t remember when I first understood that there had been another kid in the family—for all I know it was the day the Old Man hollered at me over Yvonne’s grave. I do remember being afraid to go into the basement laundry room, not only because of the centipedes and silverfish, but because I somehow knew that Yvonne had died in that deep concrete washtub. Although Jack and Bernard used to say the Old Man drowned the baby in the tub, I never believed it. Even so, it was a terrible thing to think about, drowning down there in the dark, among the bugs and God knows what else lurked in the dank shadows, and I remember having nightmares about it once I found out.


  Yvonne’s marker is the brick-sized stone it’s always been. Ronnie talks about replacing it like she replaced our parents’ stones, but it never gets done, maybe because Yvonne has never really existed for us, was only part of a story. We can look at Eugene and try to picture what his twin sister would look like at his age, sixty-seven, but Eugene is Eugene and nobody else, no matter how hard we wish he wasn’t, so that exercise isn’t much use. When all’s said and done, poor little Yvonne, born in March 1924 and dead a few months later, is nothing more than a faded name, another LaVoie that no one hardly remembers.


  Ronnie bends down with her whisk broom and shoos the dead leaves away from the stone, which seems the least we can do under the circumstances.


  Joe is pushing my chair toward Janine’s grave, which is another fifty yards past Yvonne’s, when I hear one of the black kids on the bicycles saying, “Who you be lookin’ for, lady?”


  I look over my shoulder and see the kids on the next path to our right, straddling their fat-tire bikes like a couple of cowboys on horses, in front of Elaine and B.J. The boy is speaking to Elaine and seeming to ignore B.J., which is hard to do because he is large and possibly dangerous. But Elaine is Ronnie’s daughter and not afraid to speak for herself. She says, “We aren’t looking for anyone. We know where we’re going.”


  The other boy says, “We be your guide if you can’t find a tomb you want.”


  Joe stops, turns toward the boys, and as he turns, turns my chair in their direction. Ronnie is behind us. Now we’re all looking at the boys, who don’t strike me as shy. One of them is tall and very thin, so black he’s purple, the color of an eggplant, his bare head shaved so it shines. The other one is shorter but just as thin, maybe thinner, with lighter skin and a full head of curly, reddish hair. Both are wearing team jackets like Elaine’s, one black and silver with a pirate on it, the other blue and silver with a five-pointed star. The tall one is wearing silver sunglasses. I’m amazed at the balls of these kids, thirteen or fourteen years old if that—no hesitation at all about stepping up and blocking the path of other people, even when the people they’re blocking are older and bigger and more numerous. Brazen was what the newspapers called us sometimes, but we were pussycats compared to these guys.


  “We don’t need no guide,” says B.J. “We been here before.”


  The other kid glances at B.J. and then says to Elaine, “You know a lot of people in these tombs, huh?”


  “Just family,” Elaine says.


  “How many?” the first kid says.


  “There are six altogether,” she says.


  I can’t believe we’re having this conversation.


  The first boy squints at her. “Six,” he says. “How come they not in one place?”


  Elaine has finally had enough.


  “Excuse us,” she says and steps between the boys on their bikes. B.J., looking at first one, then the other, follows her. The boys look her over as she passes, the tall one lifting his silver shades, his eyes dropping to her tight jeans, but just stand there straddling their bikes.


  “We be your guides,” he says. “We know all the tombs.”


  Elaine and B.J. keep walking and say nothing. One path over, Joe exhales, turns the chair back in the direction of Janine’s grave, and pushes me up the rise. “Fuckin’ boogs,” I hear him mutter. “I’m keeping an eye on those shitbirds till we’re out of here.”


  I’ve had two black friends in my life—Jake MacDill in Germany and Clarence Coover at the Cloud. Jake was laid back and mellow, with an easy smile and a deep voice that made me think of black coffee. C.C., who would’ve been about the same age as Jake, in his middle twenties, was something else, a smart, tightly wound, corner-cutting, don’t-turn-your-ofay-back-on-me kind of spade. I’m pretty sure he’d been extremely dangerous until he was shot in the spine by the owner of the liquor store he’d just robbed and cut. He’d come from a big, well-known family in St. Paul, the youngest son of a Baptist preacher, and must have been a holy terror the way people talked about him. He’d been at the Cloud since he was nineteen, sitting in his chair in the prison’s hospital wing for almost five years by the time I got there. I was scared of him because of what people said and because he was so different from Jake, the only other black guy I really knew until then, and I didn’t believe it when people said that he was scared of me.


  Then one day when they’d wheeled us to the same table for lunch he said, “You the boy that shot the cop, right?”


  I shook my head.


  He said, “You shot the other man too, that farmer you grabbed.”


  I wasn’t talking to anybody about anything at that time and I sure as hell wasn’t about to start confessing or denying things to some shine who’d stabbed a guy during a robbery, so I shook my head again and kept my mouth shut.


  But he looked me up and down with his yellow eyes and said, “Well, you up for shootin’ a cop, I guess you wouldn’t mind shootin’ a nigger too.”


  I didn’t know what exactly C.C. meant by that, but I was surprised by the way he said it, and without really thinking I heard myself saying, “I didn’t shoot anybody.”


  He looked at me again and shook his head. “Whatever you say, man,” he said, “that’s okay with me.”


  Several years later, just before I got my parole, Clarence said he was scared of me way before we sat together in the canteen. He said he figured I was criminally insane and murdered people for no good reason, even cops. He said he’d heard that the LaVoies were crazy from the parents on down, like those wild-ass hillbilly families in the mountains down South. I remember laughing when he said that and telling him that maybe he wasn’t too far off base, at least about the family.


  At Janine’s grave someone put plastic flowers in front of the big polished stone, bright red and yellow flowers that looked phonier than usual with the grass dead and out of color. Ronnie says that Eddie Devitt still makes a special trip up from Kansas City to visit Janine’s grave on her birthday in September. The flowers came from Eddie and say something both good and bad about the poor bastard another one of my several ex-brothers-in-law, the only one still alive and accounted for.


  It’s easier, now as always, to think about Eddie Devitt than it is to think about Janine. Janine is difficult to think about for a lot of reasons. She’s as difficult to think about alive as dead in fact, and not just for me either, although it’s maybe a little more difficult for me than for the others. I don’t know.


  Janine was next youngest after me, though there were five years between us, and after Janine there were only the twins. In a family with eight kids (the ninth, Yvonne, was already gone) it would have been easy for someone in Janine’s spot to get lost or at least overlooked, but that wouldn’t happen because Janine was what people called “exotic.” While the rest of us had blond or brown hair and pale complexions, Janine’s hair was dark brown, almost black, and she had what people called “olive” skin. And while our eyes were either blue or gray, Janine’s eyes were as dark as her hair.


  The Old Man said Janine looked like a Jew, which none of us kids had ever knowingly encountered on longfellow Avenue but which was a serious matter, since the Old Man was convinced, at least for a while, that Bunny Augustine and his gang, mostly Northside Jews, were out to get him. Bernard once told me that the Old Man actually thought that Janine wasn’t his, that her real father was in fact a Jew, maybe Bunny Augustine himself, though even when he was drunk out of his mind, the Old Man couldn’t possibly have believed it, and that the Old Man had slapped Mother around for it. Ronnie said she’d heard Mother call Janine “Black Irish, from John’s side,” but since the Old Man always called himself French Canadian, “Black Irish” didn’t make much sense to us either, though it might have helped explain to our ignorant, literal-minded satisfaction Janine’s dark hair, eyes, and skin.


  When she was little I don’t think anybody gave Janine much thought. None of us after Ronnie—by that I mean myself, Janine, and the twins—did much to call attention to ourselves, either because we were afraid of what would happen if we were noticed or because we never thought we could get a word in edgewise. Janine wasn’t as quiet as the twins, who nobody can remember saying anything for the first ten years or so of their lives, but she didn’t say much for a long time—she just watched the rest of us with those big black eyes from the far end of the dinner table or from the background somewhere, sometimes smiling, most times not. I don’t know if the Old Man ever called her a Jew girl to her face. I doubt if he paid her much attention at all. Besides, by the time Janine was old enough to really turn his head, the Old Man was either doing time or on the lam who knows where.


  It’s hard to believe, looking back like this, that Janine was somehow the cause of everything that happened in 1953. No one I’m aware of ever blamed her for what happened, and maybe what happened would have happened anyway, though I doubt it. Jack knew that Buddy Follmer had been fooling around with Ronnie. That made him mad, but it didn’t make him crazy. It was Follmer fooling around with Janine—no, not even that, just the thought of Follmer and Janine—that set Jack off, that set the whole train of events rolling toward disaster.


  But I don’t want to think about that part of the story now. Suffice it to say that Janine was different from the rest of us, that she was “exotic,” and that when she reached a certain age everybody noticed her, including her brothers.


  I’m trying to stop it right here, these thoughts about Janine, but now Ronnie is standing beside me, her hand on my shoulder, thinking the same thoughts. Ronnie was six years older than Janine, but it was Ronnie who took Janine under her wing, and at least while Janine was little Ronnie was more a mother to her than Mother was.


  I remember Janine following Ronnie around the house and the two of them coming home from Cianciolo’s grocery on Thirty-eighth Street, Janine wearing a kerchief on her head like Ronnie, and Janine helping carry what Ronnie had bought for supper that night. Even Cianciolo’s daughter, who was a year or two older, wasn’t as dark and exotic-looking as Janine, and the Cianciolos were honest-to-God Italian, which made them at least as dark as the Irish and the Jews. Anyway, wherever they went back then, it was always Janine tagging along after Ronnie and Ronnie making sure Janine got across the busy streets okay and that Janine got enough to eat. Later on, their relationship would change. Later on, the men who looked at Ronnie a certain way would look at Janine the same way, only more so, and things would never be the same. But they were sisters even in the worst of times, and I don’t think either one of them ever forgot that. And when Janine was killed, Ronnie was as devastated as the rest of us.


  Janine died on August 23, 1963, of multiple injuries suffered when the car she was riding in jumped a curb on Minnehaha Parkway and hit the concrete abutment of the Nicollet Avenue bridge in south Minneapolis. The car, a Corvette Stingray, belonged to her husband, but was driven by one Everett Dierking III, a forty-five-year-old husband and father of six from a prominent Minneapolis milling family, who was also killed. The car was reportedly traveling more than ninety miles per hour when it hit the bridge.


  Janine was twenty-six years old when she died, which was how old Jack was when he was killed, a coincidence that was not mentioned at the funeral that Eddie Devitt, her husband at the time, arranged for her at the highfalutin Episcopal church across the street from Lake of the Isles.


  Ronnie is obviously thinking what I’m thinking, because at that moment she says softly, “I never picture them the same age. Jack is always older, grown up or at least old enough to swear and stare and make people afraid. Janine—well, she’s just standing there with a Band-Aid on her skinned knee and that strange, sad look on her face.”


  Ronnie is quiet for a while, and then says, “Oh God, Jojo, how I loved her when she was like that.”


  The others move off, slowly and separately, down the slope to the right in the direction of Jack and Bernard. The black boys are nowhere to be seen, and Ronnie’s kids apparently believe we don’t need the protection at the moment—and, besides, whether they want to admit it or not what draws them up here to Crystal Lake, what fascinates them and makes them think about who they are and where they came from, are the graves of their gangster uncles. The kids’ departure leaves Ronnie and me alone in front of Janine’s grave for another few minutes.


  “Are you warm enough?” she asks me. Her smoker’s voice sounds raspier than usual. She’s coming down with a cold, or maybe it’s just where she is right now.


  I nod. Yes, I’m warm enough.


  “Do you think of her as much as you used to?”


  Of course I do. Why wouldn’t I? What’s changed in the past twenty-five years that hadn’t changed already and for good thirteen years before that? “Sure,” I say.


  “So do I,” she says, but I’m not sure I believe her. Then she says, “I wonder how Eddie’s doing after all this time. I wonder if it gets any easier. He calls sometimes when he’s in town, but never says much about himself. I’m pretty sure he never remarried.”


  “Why should it get easier for him if it doesn’t for us?” I say.


  Ronnie has no answer for that. “Buddy Follmer—” she starts to say, but I cut her off.


  “I don’t want to talk about Buddy Follmer.”


  “Buddy brought flowers up here once,” she says, ignoring me. “They were real ones too, a lot of them, expensive. Eddie ripped them to pieces and threw them in the trash.”


  I stare at the plastic flowers in front of Janine’s stone. You couldn’t blame Eddie Devitt for the way things turned out, I’m thinking. Well, you could and you couldn’t.


  “Fuck Buddy Follmer,” I tell my sister. “I don’t want to talk about that fat fuck anymore.” I must have said it loud enough because halfway down the slope Elaine and B.J. stop and look up at us like we were talking out loud in church.


  We did that a lot too, come to think of it, Ronnie and me, especially when we were very young. I remember how people, after the murders, were surprised by the fact that us LaVoies had been churchgoers, could even recite what my mother called the “sacred Scriptures” if we had to. “Jesus wept,” was our favorite, of course—the shortest verse in the Bible and easily recalled when put on the spot by one of Mother’s Christian friends.


  Who knows why that comes to mind right now, unless it’s all the crosses and praying hands and stone angels that surround us. But at one time or another all of us kids, even Jack, were more or less regulars at the Tabernacle. That was our mother’s doing, as you might have guessed—the Old Man often boasting that he hadn’t darkened a church’s door since his wedding and that he wouldn’t darken it again until his death, a promise that I’m sure was kept. We were Protestants because my mother, born an Olsson and raised on a North Dakota dairy farm, was brought up Swedish Lutheran, and because my father, who was born a Catholic in Hancock, on the Upper Peninsula of Michigan, believed in nothing but himself by the time we came along and offered no other choice. Because of the French last name people usually assumed we were Catholic, and after the murders I had a feeling that a lot of people in our mostly Protestant part of town were disappointed to find out that we weren’t.


  Mother began herding us over to the Tabernacle at Thirty-fifth Street and Chicago when we were toddlers, and by the time we knew what was going on, trudging off to that big, spooky barn twice on Sunday and again on Wednesday evening was a more or less constant part of our lives. I say more or less because we went only at Mother’s say-so, and there were times as we got older when Mother was in no condition to order us anywhere.


  We’d go to the Tabernacle three times a week for long stretches of time, six months maybe or a year, and then we wouldn’t go at all for at least as long a time. Ladies from the Tabernacle would come looking for us on Sunday mornings, but instead of finding our mother in her flowered Sunday dress and little straw hat, they’d get a profane earful from the Old Man, who would tell the biddies to get the hell off his front steps and leave an honest man to his Sunday paper, while us kids hid behind the furniture and either giggled or sobbed. If the Old Man wasn’t around, which was just as frequent, we’d run and hide and wait for the doorbell (if it happened to be in working order) to stop ringing.


  We were marked as good little Christian boys and girls—what Mrs. Wannstedt, one of my mother’s church friends, called “Sunbeams” in our neighborhood—and we were thus liable to be singled out and backed up against the wall of Cianciolo’s store or wherever else one of those women might corner us and be required to recite a verse from the Scriptures. When we were little and easily intimidated, we actually managed to rattle off John 3:16 or a couple of lines of the Twenty-third Psalm (“The Lord is my shepherd”—I still can, believe it or not), but as we got older we got bolder and following Jack’s lead hollered out when cornered something rude or nasty. It got to the point where only the most foolish of those foolish crones dared ask us anything, because by the time we were into our teens we were ready and willing to shout out all kinds of “verses” on demand:


  “‘Loose lips sink ships!’ Admiral Halsey, Chapter One, Verse Two.”


  “‘Do unto others, then head for the hills!’ Harry Truman, One Will Get you Two.”


  “‘Never piss into the wind!’ Holy Moses, Fourth and Long.” I don’t think any of us except Eugene actually believed in God, though for a long time some people seemed to make the mistake of assuming that because we’d been churchgoers we were dyed-in-the-wool Christians. The truth is, we were spooked by our mother’s fervor, which we believed was part of a combination of factors that made her crazy, that made her no help to us when we needed it, and that finally killed her because it taught her that by dying she’d be going to a better place. Though we adopted this or that habit or artifact from her religion, we all—all but Eugene—came to hate that religion and to hate her for believing it and for letting it warp her and us too.


  Eugene took to carrying a New Testament about the size of a pack of Chesterfields in his shirt pocket, and Bernard was known to pass around, probably as a joke, the little Christian “tracts” the Tabernacle bought from some publisher and made available by the carload. Ronnie and Janine both wore tiny silver crosses around their necks, but they wore those crosses while shoplifting drugstore lipsticks and movie magazines, committing adultery, and otherwise behaving unchristian-like. Janine was wearing nothing but that little cross when she died in Eddie’s Stingray. By that time, though, most people didn’t believe such things meant much to us at all.


  Meslow the cop once told me that whatever us LaVoies called ourselves, we were Roman Catholic “in the blood.” He said we were Catholics sure as we were French Canucks, at least on the Old Man’s side, and as proof he pointed to what he called our obsession with death. “Catholics worship the dead, call them martyrs and saints,” he said. “You’re obsessed with blood and suffering, and you all can’t wait to die. Your symbol is a man being tortured to death.”


  Meslow was raised Norwegian Lutheran, he once told me, but is no more a believer than I am. He’s an old fool who thinks he can see through people’s skulls and skin, that he can read people’s minds and hearts. I refuse to argue with the son-of-a-bitch because that’s what he wants, because I’m the last person he has to argue with—no one else, not even the few cops that are left from those years, will give him the time of day anymore. But when he accused me of being a closet Catholic, I found it impossible to keep my mouth shut. I said, “We’re obsessed with death because most of us are dead.” I could have added, “I myself am half-dead, motherfucker,” but I didn’t, knowing he would’ve accused me of feeling sorry for myself.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
AUTHOR OF THE SECRET LIVES OF DENTISTS

W.A. WINTER

JOE LAVOI

A NOVEL





OEBPS/Images/common.jpg
\/
%





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
SEVENTH
STREET
BOOKS®





