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It got darker. The glare of the red neon spread farther and farther across the ceiling…
Raymond Chandler
The river escorted a sullen morning. Waves surged and collapsed, whitecaps spreading and hissing into exploding white ribbons. Wind brought dimples that stirred the waterfront aromas of brine, tar, creosote and timber rot.
Donald Mackie, bovine and gray at the end of the pier, ruminated over the once active bank of the river: the unloading of cargo, the derricks, booms and winches, the forklifts, pallets, scales and pulleys. It was an incessant din that had impressed upon him as a boy a romantic sway and vigor, along with distaste for the grime, sweat and sometimes brutal nature of physical labor.
Donald was fatigued. He had risen at dawn without any breakfast. He was a glum man watching a gloomy river. The sky reflected his leaden mood. He thought to himself: A river represents continuity; a boost is what I need, something pure and new.
He observed a gull’s languid flight. He smelled the river, the brisk air. My father sang with you, River. He sang of regrets and conquest and despair. You were his chum.
He had to forget his father. He should mold from the river’s horizon the sense of weightlessness he had dreamt of during the night. He had flown in his dream, and had never landed.
There was such a roiling churlish temper in the slashing movement of the river. Donald noticed he cast no shadow. Even if he did, the river would erase or else carry it away. He had nothing to equal its determination, its steadiness. Such single-minded esteem came easy only to the young. The end of the river drew closer each day.
Dismayed, Donald turned away and gazed down the sagging pier at the crisp walls of the city. An old man faced the river, standing about ten yards away. He held a full-sized American flag that snapped and billowed and coiled itself around his legs. The old man’s face was etched with reddish-gray creases. The bright flag magnified his filth.
Stiffly contorting his body, shaking his flag, the old man grunted and cursed. “I had a father once, damn it.”
His hoarse murky syllables were no match for the wind. “Damn it I say, I had a father once. Hear me out. Where’s the God-damned statue…where’s the liberty?”
His cries softened to grunts as he began coughing and spitting. He mumbled and wandered aimlessly on the pier, tripping on his flag.
Donald sighed. He thought he knew how the old man felt. “Yes, I had a father once, too. He worked this river all his life.”
Donald knew the old man hadn’t heard him. He watched the old man’s flag mimic the river. Then he saw beyond the old man four girls wearing black turtleneck shirts, black leotards and tall yellow stockings. The girls reminded Donald of honeybees. He did not know what to make of them.
“Christ Jesus save us,” came suddenly from the old man. He was watching the girls, all of them tall in a straight line two feet from each other and facing south. In front of the first girl stood a young man. His curly blond hair changed its shape with each press of wind. He shivered as he blew into his fists and paced around a movie camera on a tripod.
“That’s it, that’s beautiful, I love it. Hold it right there.” He waved his hands and shouted, “Okay, now” and the girls moved towards him. They walked slowly with their arms pinned to their sides. The cameraman instructed a stop. The girls then moved clockwise in a circle until the cameraman shouted, “The marching segment is over. You’re planning the next war.”
On that cue, the girls huddled close and pretended to hobnob excitedly as if they were rubbing noses and elbows. The cameraman shouted, “Time for battle.” The girls promptly lined up straight. They walked in a circle.
Donald Mackie turned back to the river, muttering, “I don’t understand.” He waited for another cry from the old man with the flag. None came. Haze rose off water and shore. Glimmers of thin sunlight burned holes in the sky’s drab jacket. The river seemed to welcome his gaze. He stared across it toward a bank of squat mud-colored warehouses. Some were of brick, others the texture of clay and the gray of an overcast sky. Donald put on his glasses, observed through the haze that a few warehouses had new planks and sheets of plywood fastened over each window. Gone were the ships, the longshoremen, incessant clamor.
“They’re eyesores. Ruined.”
What would his father think of it? He recalled a favorite saying of his father. It went: Because men die, men prosper.
It was a good saying.
Sunlight withdrew as quickly as it had appeared. The sky sagged. It gleamed dully in a few low places. Donald dropped his large loose hands into loose deep pockets. He tinkled coins and keys. Hands out of his pockets he rubbed the sides of his great belly.
His breathing problem was acting up again: a constriction in the lungs. He abhorred exercise, preferred the elevator to the stairs. Didn’t eat, filled himself. Doctors warned him about starches. His mother had always encouraged his appetite. A pudgy child was a happy child.
The horizon was a place where waves washed past, washed over, where the river kissed the sky. Water and sky had spiritual significance. They helped clear his lungs, and they steadied his breathing.
A noise thudded behind him, thumping against the pier, shaking it underfoot. Donald turned and saw that the old man had collapsed. His flag had escaped him. It drifted and tumbled across the pier.
A young jogger was moving up the pier to Donald’s right. He was thin, with a pink face, small eyes and white earmuffs. A scowl of pained exertion quivered across his face. His small sharp hands pumped at the air like pistons. He wore a white towel around his neck. His jogging pants were made of shining metallic fabric, worn extremely tight. He wore a baggy gray sweatshirt with the name of a college in red letters across his chest.
Donald watched the jogger approach the old man, his stride hurried and uneven. The girls shielded themselves behind the cameraman, who was methodically packing away his equipment. The American flag had tumbled toward the edge of the pier. Donald watched it fill like a bladder. It emptied and then slid across the pier as if pulled by taut wire. A quick gust pinned it against one of the pilings. Donald, smelling tar and river chill, thought somebody should help the old man, somebody fit, young, strong.
The white veils of the jogger’s breath. The jogger dropping his head. A groan from the old man. The jogger breaking into a sprint down the pier, his sneakers flashing against the back of his metallic thighs. He shrank quickly, turned off the pier and then Donald lost sight of him as if he’d blended into the city’s sheen.
Donald saw a silver car begin to move. Wheels squirted over gravel. A squeal from a loose steering belt. The silver car U-turned through the parking lot at the mouth of the pier. It raced into traffic along a boulevard that followed the course of the river. Platinum and lung-colored buildings rose steeply out of the boulevard.
Why doesn’t someone help the old man? Donald tried to erase the scene. He needed protection, couldn’t help the old man, no, he couldn’t, he was fatigued and needed to fill himself with something substantial, something that didn’t flash. Not him, no, he was wooden like the pier and each day like it always had the river continued to pass him by despite the flashing, the joggers, the cars, buildings, cameras and girls who looked like honeybees.
He gazed at the flag. He hoped one of the girls would pick it up and fold it properly. That flag had meaning. The girls didn’t care about a flag or what it meant, did they? They didn’t care about an old man. They were blind; they were smart; they were young and statuesque. They saw what they needed, which was the quickest route to their parked car. They took it. The cameraman made two more trips to retrieve all of his equipment. Then they, too, joined the flow of traffic.
Donald, hands in pockets, watched an old man writhe in pain. Suggestions of bolder sunlight rose in the grains of the wooden pier. Donald watched with pity as the old man coughed wretchedly, hacking up gobs of black phlegm. He could save the flag for a suffering man. He could exert himself, encourage a feeling of renewal. He could take pride in himself for showing mercy.
Perhaps he didn’t want renewal all that much. Perhaps his dream of flying was enough. He thought of waffles and French toast and sausage and a doughnut and how they would all taste so buttery and sweet once he sat himself down for breakfast. He told himself he was not merciful. He was growing old; he was tired; he had lived a clean life and had never hurt anyone.
A gust loosened the flag and sent it over the side. The river allowed it to float awhile. Then it took the flag down. Donald listened to the river. He thought of blueberry pancakes and maple syrup. Hot coffee and cold milk to wash them down. That warm and heavy feeling in the bottom of his stomach. Skipping breakfast had not been a good idea.
He had done nothing wrong. He had only observed, with care. He wondered if among the countless windows of the city anyone could see him standing at the end of the pier. Just he and an old man who had lost his flag.
He took off his glasses and put them away. It was time to eat.
Rain slashed against the kitchen window. Avis shuffled the cards. She said to Coughlin, across the table, “Mom’s second husband, you know, he was my first step-father. Christ, I’m on my third now can you believe it? He was a drunk, too, but he’s AA now, as if that’s gonna make a difference. Bunch of bible-thumpin’ freaks if you ask me. Givin’ it up for Jesus cuz they can’t do it themselves. They’re the screw-ups, it’s them should get the blame.”
“It’s a crock, I know,” muttered Coughlin. “You can’t just make yourself a puppet of God. You gotta pray. You gotta earn his good graces.”
“Tell me about it,” said Avis. “None of them treated Mom good. She’s a master at pickin’ winners.”
Coughlin liked Avis’s Mom. The first time they’d met she’d made him tea and fed him as if he were a king. He had no doubt she would approve of him as a son-in-law.
“She kind of picked me,” he said, leaning over the table.
Avis grinned. “Then again, if you consider what’s out there to begin with.”
Coughlin waved the comment away. “You been hangin’ around with Michelle too long. Between the two of you, with the all-men-suck routine, I dunno.”
Avis placed her cards on the table. She looked at Coughlin. His red hair was cut short. He was skinny and pale. He had green eyes and a face full of freckles. A sucker for lean fair-skinned types with no hair on their chest, she loved the way he laughed, and the light in his eyes. “You’re still just a boy at heart, ain’t you?”
“Which makes you a girl. I mean, since we’re the same age.”
She liked the fight in him, too. “Maybe,” she said. “But I got experience. It’s made me mature. You’re still living MTV, like a wannabe, or something. I grew out of that, like, years ago.”
“There’s Michelle talking again,” said Coughlin. “All them students over at Clark, they think they know everything, but they don’t.” Coughlin sounded as if he’d been wounded. “You know, my old man’s a drunk, too. So what if he knows everybody in this town. They’re all drunks. Tell that to your Clark University girlfriends.”
Avis looked peeved. She had aspirations, and her friends at Clark made her feel it was good to have them. Coughlin might be okay, but if he was like the others he’d want to keep her in the kitchen. “Don’t you think they already know that? They got eyes.”
With a shrug, Coughlin made a smooth transition to another subject. “It got tough when Ma died,” he said. “And then my brother Sean, all them years ago now, coming back from Vietnam and blowing his brains out. My old man couldn’t deal. He blamed it all on me and my mother. You try living with that.”
He glared at Avis then, challenging her. She glared back. She was comely and raven-haired with dark eyebrows and a caramel tone to her skin. Both her mother and her biological father were Armenian immigrants. She’d gone to Doherty High, and he’d gone to Burncoat. They had Worcester in common. It was a solid place full of solid people. It worked for a living when there was work to be found. Since, for some reason, her parents were Catholics, they had religion in common, too. Beyond that, she was the warm one, and he was like a popsicle under the sheets.
The plan was another game of Rummy. Less talk of the past. Avis began to deal. “I give you credit,” she said. “But you gotta give me credit, too.”
“I do.” His voice rose, and a touch of crimson – what he called his Irish tempah – flushed his cheeks. He backed down, mumbling, “I do.”
She thought she could control him, but would he be worth the energy? It beat living alone and getting older by the minute. She said, “Experience teaches you not to think you’re the only one. You wake up one day and you realize it’s the same crap for everybody. Even for my friends at Clark that you hate so much.”
“I don’t really hate them. They’re just like us, except they shit ice-cream.”
She slapped her cards down on the table. “Don’t start on me. Life’s a bitch for everybody. The sooner you learn that the better we’re both gonna be.”
He leaned over the table. “You think I like being a friggin’ hospital janitor? The only difference between me and them is they got money and I don’t. I could go to college, I could learn.”
Avis shot him a look of hateful skepticism. Then she sighed, backing down. “That’s right, you’re learning Spanish now, good. I know you’re smart. Everyone says so.”
“Yeah, I gotta be.” He spoke as if discussing his penance. “If I wanna keep my job there. Ever since Donna and Amos left, I’m the only one in the maintenance department that was actually born in this country.”
“Life’s a bitch, like I said,” replied Avis. She lit a cigarette. She had finished dealing the cards. It continued to rain outside. The small table lamp cast a sallow glow against the lacquered knotty-pine walls of the apartment kitchen off May Street.
Coughlin knew he could do better than living over a garage. He had to wait until the merger. His employer, Memorial Hospital, was in the process of being purchased by the UMASS Medical Center. He’d been at Memorial since high school and doubted he’d lose his job due to the merger. If anything, the opposite was true. The future was bright. With UMASS as his employer, he’d be working for the state, which meant better benefits, maybe even a raise. He’d been hearing rumors about this merger for the past year, and not a day passed when he didn’t want to quit and get a job loading freight or driving a truck. The economy was good; there were high paying union jobs to be found. If he stuck it out, though, until the merger, he’d have excellent state benefits and a chance for promotion. He’d be a state worker; he’d be in. Even his old man would approve of that. Then he and Avis could marry and start a family.
“I can put up with scrubbing toilets and mopping blood off the floor. It’s the waiting that gets the best of me.”
“I thought I got the best of you,” countered Avis with a flirtatious smirk.
“Nah, you know, waiting for lawyers and businessmen to finalize the merger, reading about it in the Telegram, feeling helpless, wanting the process to go faster, unable to speed it up.”
He’d told her that waiting kept him cold and nervous; it nibbled at his sleep, night after night.
Avis thought he was the type that needed a woman. He’d be loyal. She’d keep him warm. She liked the quiet that had settled over the kitchen. She said so.
Coughlin said, “You know if it wasn’t for you, I’d go outta my mind. You’re what my mother used to call a Godsend.”
Avis knew he expected her to be flattered by the comment. After all, he didn’t speak this way often. Subjects like love weren’t easy for him to discuss.
She responded with an indifferent wave of the cigarette in her hand. “Just be careful,” she said, dryly. “Michelle and me were talking about you, and she said I had to make sure you didn’t become a co-dependent.”
“A what?”
She waved her cigarette again. “Forget it. I don’t expect you to be some kind of shrink, anyway.”
“And I don’t expect you to be some philosopher, either. I tell you, Michelle’s really full of herself. You better watch it. You’re starting to sound just like her.”
“I expect nothing,” replied Avis, as if she’d rehearsed it. She picked up her cards, studied them, put them down. Her tone changed. “But I do like seeing you, you know.”
Coughlin’s face brightened. “Yeah, same here.”
His green eyes searched the tresses of her long black hair. She’d liked it during sex when he’d pulled her hair, punishing her. It was one more of her complexes that she didn’t understand; it was a lust for pain. He’d told her he assumed she liked Michelle because Michelle was book-smart and came from money and was studying psychology at Clark. Michelle knew ways to discuss these complexes. Apparently, Avis had them in spades.
None of that babble for Coughlin, though. He went to church now and then, and that usually did the trick. It was okay with her. He was uncomplicated. As long as he worked and he stayed off the sauce.
“I never told you this,” said Coughlin, “but you’re the first girl who’s ever been inside this place. As my guest, I mean. My landlord he don’t like me having female visitors. He allows it with you, ever since I introduced you two. Don’t ask me why.”
“Even if you did know, you wouldn’t tell me,” replied Avis. “Not you. Not him. And not me.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Secrets.”
“Secrets? What secrets? We got no secrets.”
“Denial,” she said, proud of herself. “Sure we do. We all got secrets.”
Avis rested her cigarette in the ashtray on the table. Coughlin took one of her hands and started to massage it.
“Tell me about secrets,” he said.
“Nothing to tell.”
“You like this place?” he asked. He kept rubbing her warm hand.
Avis shrugged, looking around. The kitchen was narrow, with a warped linoleum floor. Above the table a dark window that didn’t open was streaked with rain and leaking in places. An empty light socket hung from a chipped cord. The walls were covered in tongue-in-groove slats of knotty-pine that ran on a diagonal from floor to ceiling. She thought the knotty-pine perfect for Coughlin, since he was like one of those knots, so hard, so twisted-up and squeezed inside the wood, against the grain, weeping sap occasionally.
“It’s a rat-hole, I know,” said Coughlin. He stopped massaging her fingers. “You’d be right to want something better.”
“It’s okay,” she replied. She extinguished her cigarette. She immediately lit another one, leaning back, legs crossed, exhaling a long plume of smoke. She made it a point not to look at him.
He watched her as if he wished she’d look his way.
Rat-hole, she thought. He thinks I want, that I expect something better. “Secrets,” she said. “Keep that in mind.”
***
Four weeks later, Coughlin learned she was pregnant. Eight months later, they were married. They’d gone to a justice of the peace. Avis didn’t want a big Catholic wedding. Coughlin went along with her wishes. Their one big expense was a dinner at a country inn in Spencer. No step-parent had been invited. Avis’s mother had met Coughlin’s father. Michelle had come. Coughlin’s lifelong friend, Tony Tomasiello had cancelled at the last minute because they’d changed his schedule at work. Tony had four kids and couldn’t afford to lose his job. Coughlin understood. The money they received as gifts paid for the dinner and a three-day weekend at a bed and breakfast on Cape Cod.
Soon, they’d find something better than the knotty-pine walls of his apartment. The merger was about to happen, any day now. Coughlin was working overtime every chance he could get, earning more than ever, though he’d never been so broke. The hardest thing was looking at his check and seeing that nearly half of it went to taxes. Something was wrong with that, wasn’t it? Nobody in his circle talked about that stuff anymore. They’d come to accept it. Besides, the economy was improving. Said so daily on TV. Clinton was working miracles. Most of his friends like Tony worked a second job, either nights or weekends. Without it, they couldn’t weather the royal gouging they took from Uncle Sam.
Month by month, Avis had been seeing the doctor, and reducing her hours at her job. Now, with work impossible, she was home all the time, talking on the phone, preparing, always preparing. Though she had nurtured doubts, even Coughlin agreed Avis was showing signs that she’d be a terrific mother. When he’d said this to her, Avis felt both a weakening and a surge of strength that had happened from somewhere inside her, like a big throb that assured her that her love for Coughlin and their new baby was still growing. She was sure it would continue to grow, guide and energize her.
Coughlin, too, was changing. He came home in the evenings not worried nor angry, just tired and ready to be there for her. Sometimes, he cooked a good dinner. He confessed one night that his biggest regret was that his mother wasn’t around to see them. He spoke to her in his prayers. He told her he was sure that what he felt, of late, was simple happiness. It was something he’d never felt before, and it convinced him he and Avis and the baby were meant to be.
He wanted lots of babies, four of them, a barbershop quartet like Tony had. He dreamed that his kids would become friends with Tony’s kids.
They learned it would be a girl. Avis understood Coughlin was like most men when he told her he’d wanted a son, but he wasn’t disappointed, no, not at all. When he told Avis that the next one, or the one after that, would be a boy, Avis had laughed and touched his arm. Coughlin had blurted out he’d never been more in love. She was so proud of him for saying that, because she’d needed to hear it. She imagined herself with her family in a park playground on a Sunday afternoon, watching Coughlin wrestle and run around with all their children in the deep green grass of summer.
It was late for dinner, but Coughlin had worked late yet again and he was exhausted. They were eating in Friendly’s, where Avis’s Mom worked days as a manager. The baby was due in less than a month and Avis had to sit sideways in the booth. Though this was uncomfortable it didn’t quell her passion for ice cream. She wanted Coughlin to eat more. She said he looked drawn and had bags under his eyes and he was skinnier than ever. “You look like an AIDS patient,” she said.
“That ain’t funny. In the hospital, I see that stuff all the time. It ain’t funny.”
Avis shrugged and then asked him, “You gonna eat that?”
“Well, at least I know what’s on your mind.”
He slid his plate in front of her and watched her devour a double cheeseburger with onion rings. That meant two cheeseburgers, onion rings, fries, and a hot fudge sundae in less than an hour.
Wiping her mouth, Avis breathed a sigh of relief as if by eating she had answered a call from her body to take decisive action. She was pregnant, had to eat. Coughlin had wisely kept his mouth shut. She had to admit he was smarter than he let on. She liked the way he kept surprising her. “Michelle,” she said. “That a problem?”
“Michelle,” said Coughlin, sighing. At that moment, it was difficult for him to look at Avis. After a day of sweeping, mopping, hosing and scrubbing, he comforted himself with the thought that he loved the idea of Avis, the idea of fatherhood, the idea of a baby. Love wasn’t about flesh and blood. It was about the dreams he connected to them.
No, at the moment, she wasn’t pretty. Neither was he, so he should shut up. They should go home, out of the public eye. He yanked the check off the table.
“I work. I pay. It’s the only fun I have,” he said. “What’s Michelle got to do with it?”
Avis breathed through her nose, and it appeared difficult for her. “It’s work for me, too, you know.”
He nodded to show compassion. “So, what we gonna call her?”
“I told you. Michelle.”
“After the Beatles song, or your girlfriend?” he asked.
“My best friend,” she said.
“The pride of the Clark University psycho department.”
Avis frowned. “She ain’t there anymore.”
“They fire her?”
“She graduated.”
“I was just kidding,” he said, meaning it.
“Look,” said Avis. “I know you don’t like Michelle. But that’s your problem, not mine. You’re the one with issues about educated women. They intimidate you.”
“She don’t intimidate me. And I don’t dislike her. I just don’t understand her kind.”
Avis shifted in her booth, struggling to move her considerable bulk. “She graduated this summer. I told you that. I even went to her graduation.”
“Yeah, well, I must’ve been working.”
She thought about summer. Coughlin had landed a second job. Landscaping work part-time in the evenings. Bouts with poison ivy and other weird rashes. He’d even worked through the Fourth of July weekend. She tried to imagine herself in a bathing suit and wilted in disgust, doubting she’d ever wear one again.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I know she’s your friend. You miss her? What ever happened to her, anyway? She don’t come around.”
“She moved to New York.”
He nodded. “Just like the rest of them,” he said. “They complain the whole time they’re here, and then they dust the place.”
“There’s nothing here for them.”
“We’re here,” he said. “There’s lots of good people here in Wistah.”
Avis envied Michelle. Coughlin knew it. This silenced them both.
Later, in the car, he asked again, “So what we gonna name our baby?”
“I told you. Michelle.”
He groaned and was unable to look at her. The seat belt was an impossible fit and she had to sit sideways, frowning.
“I don’t wanna fight about it,” she said.
“Neither do I. But I do wanna honor my family name. It’s the way I was raised, even if my old man is a son-of-a-bitch. It’s more my mother I’m thinking about, since it’s gonna be a girl. I ain’t talked much about it, but I’ve been thinking about it a lot.”
Avis, still frowning, looked out her window and nodded grimly. “Yeah, sure, be a victim,” she muttered. “I know the way you was raised. A woman had to be Betty Crocker, or else.”
“Betty Crocker,” he said, with a chuckle. “Why don’t we name her that?”
“She wasn’t a Teamster,” she quipped.
He laughed. “Neither am I, but I got a job. Got two jobs. And it won’t be long before I’ll be working for the state.”
Avis couldn’t face him. He was so Worcester. Had a high school diploma and even spoke a little Spanish, and that was enough for them to raise 50 kids; they’d never go on Welfare, and he’d always provide. Not a single child, though, would be named after a college girl who’d moved away to Manhattan.
“What do I care about some Beatles song?” he asked.
“Just tell the truth,” she said. “You don’t want to name her after my friend.”
“No way,” he said. “Sorry. I won’t allow it.”
Avis held back a whine of despair. “Just listen to yourself, why don’t you? You sound like some ignoramus.”
Coughlin’s face reddened as he struggled to keep his composure. “I wanna name her after my mother, not some girl I never really liked, or some stupid song. My mother was real Wistah Irish. Shannon Maighread Connolly Coughlin. I think Shannon Maighread is a beautiful name. I wanna honor that. Ma worked like a dog to support us while my old man drank all the money. And then Sean came back from the war all fucked up and started doing drugs and then killed himself. She never got so much as a thank you from my old man. All that shit ruined her, understand? It killed her.”
Rain like crystalline nails began to streak the windshield. Coughlin turned on the wipers. His cheeks pulsed a vivid scarlet.
“I don’t care if you don’t agree,” he said. “I got strong feelings about this baby. She’s all we got.” He reached out and touched Avis’s arm. “Can’t you be okay with that?”
Avis belched and blew a big sigh that stunk of cheeseburger and onions. Embarrassed, longing to get home into her bed, she mumbled weakly, “You got no idea what I’m going through. The baby’s kicking. Please, just get me home.”
“I will,” he said. He reached over and patted her stomach. Avis tried, but couldn’t pull away. “That’s Shannon Maighread in there. She’s kicking hard. You know why? She heard her name.”
“Will you quit it,” shouted Avis. “Just stop.”
At the apartment, Coughlin helped her up the stairs. He tried to help her to bed, to sit next to her, comfort her, but she was cold and distant as Coughlin shared with her what Tony had recently said to him. He told her that Tony believed that for centuries women had been making men feel like they owed them and that’s how women had controlled men, and only a complete moron couldn’t see that underneath it all, where it counted, women ran the show.
Coughlin admitted he wasn’t sure if Tony was right. He had to remember that life wasn’t just the big picture, wasn’t just about men and women; it was about the small picture, him and Avis. He moved to the doorway of the bedroom and looked at her. In her robe, in the dark, he could hear her sobbing.
“What?” he asked. “What I say? Tell me.”
She couldn’t sit up, but she could prop her head against a trio of pillows. Seeing his face in the dim light, she said, “Do you think my mother ever had a choice in anything?”
Coughlin buckled slightly in the doorway. “You wanna name it after her?”
“All I want is a say in the matter,” she said.
He kept his voice soft. “But that girl in there,” he said. “She’s gonna be our firstborn. I got big hopes already for her. Maybe she’ll go to Clark. Isn’t that what you want?”
“Just don’t try to control me,” said Avis.
“I’m not,” said Coughlin. “I can only imagine what hopes my Ma had for me.”
Avis said. “There you go. Controlling me again.”
“I ain’t controlling you.” As if a switch went off, Coughlin’s face lit up bright red and he slammed his palm against the doorframe. His voice leaped. “You clean hospital bathrooms. You mop up the puke and blood and the shit. You mow down sumac in the woods with a sickle until your arms feel like they’re gonna fall of. Her name ain’t gonna be Michelle. We’re gonna name her after my mother and that’s that.”
He stormed out of the room, down the stairs and out of the apartment. He drove downtown and knocked back boilermakers in Leitram’s Pub on Park Avenue. Then he drove down South Main to Monahan’s, where he spent the last of his cash on two black and tans and thought he could see Michelle standing in the corner, sneering at him. It sickened him to think that Clark University was across the street in the poorest neighborhood of the city.
It was the neighborhood his father grew up in, way back when, before the war, when it was an Irish ghetto. Before it became a ghetto for blacks, Hispanics and Asians. Nothing changed. Only the races, the colors, but all the unfairness stayed the same.
Shooting pool would help him relax. He drove to Grove Street and Boston Billiards. Since he was out of cash, he’d pay for everything with his credit card. He hardly used the damn thing. Avis was the one that flashed it everywhere like it was her friggin’ passport to fame.
He didn’t shoot very well. The hockey game on all the big-screen televisions distracted him. It was a West Coast game: Anaheim versus Colorado. He hated Colorado because they’d lured Ray Bourque away from the Bruins. And Colorado was winning.
The more he shot pool, the angrier he got. It was a weeknight, so he couldn’t phone Tony at such a late hour. He paid up and stormed out to the parking lot.
Michelle. What a stupid name. That college girl didn’t know anything. She’d planted all this psychological stuff into Avis’s head. There was nothing wrong with a woman being a good mother. Nothing wrong with him being a good father, either – he knew that. It had to be mutual between husband and wife, and raising a family was one of the hardest things any human being ever had to do. Michelle didn’t think about that. Since she already had money, she wanted to reform the world – as if she had all the answers.
Got a problem, just raise taxes. See a shrink. It was no skin off her back.
There were only a few newer cars in the parking lot. The one that caught Coughlin’s eye was a dark blue SUV with out of state plates. He looked at it closely; it was a huge vehicle, a tank. Who needed a car that big? Infiniti QX4 was a Japanese make, wasn’t it? Japanese had lost World War II, but they weren’t poor, were they? Everybody drove Japanese cars these days while more than half of Worcester was a wasteland of shutdown factories; ghosts from a time when a guy like him could have been more than a janitor who dreamed of working for the state. All the factory jobs were in China now, or Mexico. Far away. Nobody cared about Americans anymore, least of all runty Irish pukes like him.
The doorman was inside; it was too cold and too slow a night for him to worry about the parking lot. Coughlin started his car and drove it toward the exit and left it idling there. He put on his gloves, got out of his car and started looking for a big stone. He found a cinderblock. He carried it with two hands, raised it over his head and chucked it with all his might through the windshield of that Infiniti QX4.
Inside Boston Billiards, the music was playing so loudly that the doorman didn’t hear the windshield shatter. Later, while pursuing a desire to better acquaint himself with a particular cocktail waitress, he stepped outside in her company to have a smoke. That’s when he heard the car alarm and hurried back inside to call the cops.
Coughlin was long gone. On his way home, what worried him most was that he’d used his credit card, so they’d have proof he’d been there. At the worst, they’d call him in for questioning. They had no witnesses though, as far as he knew. They’d have to take him at his word.
Other than a minor juvenile offense and traffic violations, he had a clean record. If necessary, he could call his old man and grovel for help. His father was real Wistah Irish. He knew everyone in town, including a few cops with pull. He and Captain Billy Donovan had gone to South High together, way back during what his Mom used to call the string-saving days.
Back then, nobody had to apologize for trying so hard not to be poor.
She’s not in the room, not her, she’s on a Ferris wheel with Daddy, “Look Daddy, you can see everybody. There’s Mom and Aunt Patty. See, see.”
“I see them.”
“Wave. See, they’re waving back.”
“Makes you feel like a kid,” Daddy says. “Just like a kid.”
She wants to be wrapped in his thick hairy arms and held so close to his face she can smell whiskey on his breath and scratch her cheek against his five o’clock shadow. Wind begins to whistle and it rocks their chair until everything blurs. From the top of the Ferris wheel the amusement park below is a blueprint of runny neon. Heavy air moistened by the sea. Buzzing neon lights, shouts, milky notes from a calliope, screams warning her of the roller coaster. Her brother Danny, who’s ridden three times, told her she could see the harbor from its highest point. When she asked to go on, Daddy answered, “Not that rickety piece of junk, no way, it ain’t safe. Maybe next year, when you’re a little older. Now eat your cotton candy like a good little girl. You can go on the Ferris wheel with me.”
She is not in that room, no, not her. She’s squeezing a stainless steel bar. Her hands are hot and wet. She will slide out of that hard plastic chair and never land. Light as paper she’ll tumble over faith and trust and wanting to cry for the helplessness she feels whenever she sees him drinking. Her legs go numb and she wets her pants a little as the chair sways in the wind. The amusement park tilts and she watches him sip whisky from a nip bottle he’s pulled from his pocket and she wonders if that pimply boy with the lever knows what he’s doing down there on the ground. Daddy finishes the whiskey and slides the empty bottle into his shirt pocket. He swings their chair forward and back, laughing, slapping the bar.
“What? What is it? Ain’t scared are you? Don’t you worry, ain’t nothing to be scared of.”
All the ways of seeing. The pink flesh walls. The pink of Christ, of cotton candy, the cross above his bed. She is not in that room.
Lent, when he labors and fails to curb his drinking. His breath heating her neck as he carries her to each station of the cross. Mom after church lights the candles on the table and they eat fish sticks and baked beans and brown bread. Danny douses his food with ketchup and Mom scolds him. Daddy snickers over his beer.
“What, something wrong with a boy liking ketchup? Danny, eat all you want, and get seconds, too.”
She is a fusion of colors: scarlet, jade, almond. She is pinched air, a millisecond, a ship bound for remote islands. She is an ice cube clinking in a glass, spilled tea spreading in the bed sheets like a brown crocus.
Deep into a wave, her ship rights itself. A sudden drop followed by cumbersome sighs. She is in the room. She’ll stay.
The nurse with hips like gourds, taut white nylons swishing. She carries a tray with a kidney-shaped dish, a cup of hot tea, green gelatin, orange pills, a plastic spoon and some napkins. She sets the tray on a cart. There’s a table nearby, littered with get well cards and potted flowers. The nurse freshens up his pillows, props them up puffs and puffs and puffs them. Daddy is sleeping, his face the gray of ashes and gloom. The nurse takes the remote off the table and turns on the TV suspended by chains at the foot of his steel bed.
Sitting on a metal folding chair, her back against the window, she cannot see Daddy’s TV. She hears the exclamation, “One million dollars” and then she blocks out the TV, turning away and melting into the window.
She fingers the cord that controls the venetian blinds. The radiator emits a low hiss that keeps her calves warm. What remains of sunlight blanches her face, reflected in the window. The sun going down prints a rectangle of cheddar across pitted pink walls. One more death-room in the Veteran’s Hospital.
***
Danny arrives with his usual awkwardness. He’s been drinking. His tie his askew, and his potted geraniums, left in the car too long, have wilted. “They’ll recover,” he says. “They’re geraniums.”
What little he knows about flowers he’s learned from his Dad, an exceptional gardener. He bustles around the nurse and stacks the Get Well cards, adding water to a pot of daisies. The nurse swivels with an offhand, “How nice.” Dad is conscious. His voice reduced to wheezing, “Waste of money, flowers.”
Danny says, “It’s the least I can do.”
“It’s the least he can do.”
Dad grunts at Mom and then closes his eyes, exhausted. The nurse exits quickly, without a word. Drool cuts a tiny rivulet down Dad’s chin.
“Where’s your Uncle Tim?” asks Mom.
Danny doesn’t answer. He was supposed to pick up Uncle Tim and he’d stopped at the house where Aunt Patty had offered her customary, “Who knows where the hell he is, your guess is as good as mine.” Danny had assumed Uncle Tim was at his favorite gin mill, The Winning Ticket, and so he’d driven out to find a soused Uncle Tim tossing darts. Uncle Tim had talked him into tipping a few cold ones and before long, hazy and irked by his uncle’s nasty declamations, “Lemme tell you something, you know your father’s problem is, know why it is? The man never gave a damn about nobody but himself.” Danny had left, getting to the hospital before visiting hours were over.
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