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CHAPTER 1


  

  



       Malcolm turns off the torch, lifts off the plastic face mask with his thumb, and walks around the abstract sculpture.


       “This is it. You’re my ticket out of here.”


       He tightens a bolt holding a length of blackened iron to a section of pale wood, steps in close, and rubs a small section with his forefinger, removing a smudge of oil. Pressing the side of his face against the cool metal he whispers, “Okay, baby, it’s you and me. We’ll do it, no matter what anyone says. You’ll get me into Pratt and out of this rut.”


       His hazel eyes sweep over the construction. Removing a soft rag from the work bench, Malcolm circles the metal and wood structure, polishing a spot here and there.


       “No one’s gonna hold me back. Nothing’s going to stand in my way.”


       He moves gracefully around the structure. Referring back to the worktable, he compares the sketches and the small meticulous model he erected months ago. He works quietly, humming to himself. He adjusts a light bulb which dangles from an extension cord. His hands work quickly with strength, his fingers are rough and hardened but have a knowledge of form and placement. Over the past months, Malcolm has spent every spare moment in this one-car garage set back on the property behind a small two-bedroom bungalow.


       “Malcolm!” his mother calls from the kitchen door, her voice rising when she uses his full name. “Five minutes. I’ll have supper on the table. Come in and wash up, now.”


       Mrs. Crawford—Agnes as she is called by friends and family—has shut and put away the sewing machine from the kitchen table. Her husband, Curt, remains in bed with the shades pulled closed against the afternoon sun. He’ll head off to his job as night watchman at the mill directly after Sunday supper.


       Malcolm is putting the finishing touches to the largest piece of work he has ever tackled, a departure from his more conservative sculptures. For those smaller pieces, only a soldering iron has been necessary. But this is a bold, soaring structure, its angles daring, its balance precarious. For this piece he has to use an acetylene torch to weld parts of his constructions, the flame a blue-red tongue hissing to its task. He uses this equipment with great care.


       Looking over his sketches one more time, he folds the papers smeared with grime and puts them carefully into the pocket of his jeans. He turns off the light switch, closes the garage door, walks across the yard of crab grass, and goes into the kitchen. He moves to the large porcelain sink. Washing his hands, he pays careful attention to the black grease remaining under his fingernails from his day job at the auto repair shop.


       “Ma, sit down with me for a moment before we have supper.”


       “But everything’s ready. Your father’s on his way.” Agnes, folding the kitchen towel, pays little attention to Malcolm’s request.


       “Mom,” placing his hands on her shoulders, Malcolm gently presses until she sits down on a kitchen chair. “I want to tell you this before Dad comes in.” He looks into her eyes and takes both of her hands. “Mom, I’ve applied to Pratt Institute in New York.”


       “Isn’t that a school for artists?”


       “Look, Mom, I don’t want to be an auto mechanic for the rest of my life. I have to give myself a chance.”


       “I don’t know about this.” She shakes her head. “I thought this art stuff was just a hobby.”


       “It’s my life, Mom. I know it’s hard for you to accept it.”


       “Malcolm, this college stuff costs a lot of money.”


       “I’ll apply for a scholarship. You know, financial aid. I have to submit a major piece of work for their consideration. That’s what I’ve been working on these past weeks. It’s almost done. Come see it.” He begins to pull his mother up out of the chair, but she resists.


       “Okay then,” he continues, “after supper. Will you come out to my studio then?”


       At this Agnes laughs. “Aren’t you getting a bit high and mighty, calling that ramshackle fallin’ down garage your studio?”


       Malcolm can barely remain seated.


       “Wait until you see it. I know you’ll be impressed. It’s shiny in places and dull in spots and then I’ve blackened some metal and applied lacquer. It still needs work, mostly polishing, but when it’s finished I’ll submit some pictures with my application… get a professional photographer to take them. I’ll need some spot lights so the angles—”


       “You’re jumping too fast for me.” She looks him square in the eye. “How do you think we’ll get along here without you?”


       “What? What do you mean?”


       “Malcolm, dear, we rely on you to help out.”


       “I know… I know, but this is my dream. This is my shot. I thought you’d be happy for me. Coming out of nowhere and being accepted at the Pratt Institute would be pretty damned good for a guy like me.”


       He jumps up from his chair and, whipping around, stands tall beside his mother. He looks down at her and, in a quavering voice, says, “If they award me that scholarship, I intend to go, come hell or high water.”


       Agnes remains seated, her head shaking ever so slightly. She puts one hand on the pile of aprons she has sewn for the Church Bazaar, counting a total of five finished pieces with her fingers.


       “Should have done more,” she says under her breath, and glances around the room. “Mal, go see what’s holding up your father. Dinner’s getting cold.”


       “Is that all you have to say to me? Dinner’s getting cold?”


       “Don’t be fresh to me.”


       “Ma! Please.” He sits down again. His voice takes on a soothing tone. “Be happy for me. I have a chance at getting out of the rut I’m in.” Again he takes her hands in his, “I’m almost twenty years old and have never been anywhere. I need this chance. I read books and see movies. There’s so much waiting out there for me.” He raises his voice and scans the kitchen, “I need much more than this. I’m suffocating here.”


       Agnes pulls her hands back away from her son. “That’s no way to talk to your mother. Your father and I have done whatever we could to keep a roof over your head and bread on the table. We worked very hard to give you a decent life, so don’t you go sassing me.”


       Malcolm remains seated with his head in his hands and says quietly, “It’ll be good for all of us. You’ll see, I’ll make you proud.”


       “Go get your father. We’ll discuss your attitude after supper.”


       The large pot simmering on the stove has filled the kitchen with the scent of a heavy vegetable soup. At the center of the kitchen table, there is a loaf of sliced white bread and a tub of butter. Mr. Crawford enters the kitchen and, without saying a word, takes his seat at the table.


       The family sits together at the metal table, holding hands and saying a prayer of thanks before they begin their meal. Agnes gets up from her chair, moves over to the stove, and dishes out the Sunday supper into three soup bowls. Mr. Crawford pulls open the paper wrapper covering the bread and removes two slices. Malcolm watches his father tear the bread and drop pieces into his soup. Curtis lowers his face toward the table, raises the soup spoon to his lips, and, with his eyes half closed, blows on the steaming soup.


       “Why’s it so quiet in here? You got somethin’ to say to me?” His small eyes beat on Malcolm.


       “No, Pop.”


       “Well, I got plenty to say to you.” Mr. Crawford slurps his soup noisily, and then says, “I see you got that torch out there, again!” He puts his spoon down, and it clinks on the metal table. He slams his fist on the table, and all three bowls of soup jump. “Boy, I told you to stop playin’ with me.”


       Malcolm flinches, and his lower lip twitches. With a paper napkin he wipes the spilled soup from in front of his place. His eyes focus down onto the table as though a spot of great importance, his shoe tapping silently on the linoleum floor.


       “You take that torch back to the shop.”


       “But I need it to finish—”


       “You’ll do as I say! And I mean today.” He leans toward Malcolm and grabs his forearm in a tight fist, pressing strong fingers deep into muscle.


       “You got too much time on your hands. I mean to cure that problem of yours.”


       Malcolm tries to pull his arm away, but his father holds it firm.


       Mr. Crawford glares at his wife and says, “How could you turn him into such a pussy! He should be the town athlete. Be on the team. Shortstop. Take after me! Instead he’s a pansy! Got that straggly hair hangin’ well down below his ears.”


       Malcolm, his fair skin blanching to chalk white against his blond curly locks, clenches his fists in his lap. His toes curl inside his work boots, and an acidic taste rises to the back of his throat. He’s heard all this before and can’t find a way to stop his father’s tirade.


       “Couldn’t even get yourself drafted.” He pushes the soup away. “Dumb army doctor. Don’t know nothin’. Army woulda toughened you up.”


       Curtis turns his eyes to Agnes. “You’re the one to blame. Weak heart came from you!” Curtis accuses Agnes, his forefinger darting in her direction. “Shoulda whipped him into shape. Cut his goddamned hair. Get him to shape up! Can’t even play ball with that straggly hair flying in all directions. He’ll never amount to nothin’ here if he don’t join the men’s softball team. Needs some spunk.…”


       He punches a fist into the palm of his other hand, heaves himself toward Malcolm, and again grabs his forearm.


       “That’s what you need, some spunk. Things’ve been too goddamned easy for you round here.” Squeezing his strong fingers, he adds pressure to his grip.


       “Please, Pop. You’re hurting my arm.”


       “Christ, you’re such a loner. Always out there playin’ with yourself.”


       Mrs. Crawford sits biting her lower lip, teeth pulling at the dried skin. She puts her spoon down quietly. Her voice quivers as she speaks. “The boy’ll be all right. He’s smart and he’s not doin’ any harm. Leave him be.”


       “No son of mine is gonna go on tinkering all by himself in the garage! I’ll not have it, you hear me? Hear me good! I’m gonna put you right, Mr. Malcolm Crawford. Hear me good.” A glimmer of a smile sneaks across Curtis’s face. He appears amused with himself, and laughs aloud.


       Releasing Malcolm’s arm, he turns back to his supper. “I’ve waited long enough to take down that garage! It’s an eyesore.”


  

  

  

  



  


  

CHAPTER 2


  

  



       Elm Street is typical of this neighborhood on the outskirts of town. All the houses look alike, and on each asphalt-tiled roof, a large TV antenna is perched. Rows of wooden houses look worn out, sad, in need of care and paint. Set close together, they are separated by driveways of cinder and dirt. Here and there, a child’s bicycle is left unattended. Crabgrass is everywhere, and scraggly trees struggle to survive as best they can. A wheel barrow is overturned in front of Malcolm’s house.


       It’s as if time has stopped in Newport News. Nothing happens here.


       Except today. An event is charging the neighborhood. The old garage is burning, burning to the ground, collapsing by the time the fire truck arrives.


       It doesn’t take too long for the volunteer firemen to put out what was left of the blaze. It’s a quick fire. The building ignited like kindling wood. What is left is a pile of smoking rubble, twisted metal, and the smell of soot and gasoline. The fire hoses are just now being returned to their place on the truck, water dripping from the nozzles as the hoses are curled.


       Curtis stands chatting with his neighbor. “Nah, didn’t need that ole garage anyway. No loss to us. Probably termite-ridden. Shoulda torn it down long ago.” He reaches into the pocket of his work shirt, removes the package of Camels, shakes out a cigarette, and flicks a kitchen match with his thumb nail.


       “Went up awful fast, it did.”


       “Exploded, almost like it were a gas station.”


       “Lucky for us that fire didn’t spread.”


       “Not windy enough for that.” Curtis exhales a puff of smoke and claps the man on his back. “Sure glad I was home. Got off work a short while ago.”


       “Agnes upset? Saw her running back to the house.”


       “Nah. Malcolm may be kinda peeved when he gets home. That ain’t nothin’ to worry about.”


       A group of neighborhood women are gathered on the cracked sidewalk. Their faces animated, aprons tied over their house dresses, they all seem to be talking at once.


       “Thank the dear Lord it wasn’t worse.”


       “Just bad luck.”


       “Agnes’ not a lucky woman.”


       “Went up like a tinder box. Could have caught all our homes… the whole block of dried out wood.”


       “I told my husband when he’s finished with this tour in Vietnam, we’re movin.’ Can’t take this place any longer.”


       “You mean he isn’t reenlisting?”


       “Over my dead body if he re-ups for another three years. I’ve had it living like this.”


       Malcolm is driving home on his lunch break to grab a bologna sandwich and check to see if he has gotten the application from Pratt. Tonight, formal photographs of his project will be taken, within the month candidates will be chosen and award letters sent. Today may be the day he’s one step closer to the day he has longed for.


       Spotting the commotion as his car draws nearer home, he sees smoke curling above the house. The acrid smell invades his nose, and he sees the fire engine pulling out of the driveway. His eyes smart and begin to water. His throat closes. He can’t breathe. He pulls his car up to the front of his house. The sculpture has been destroyed; it is now just a pile of melted metal, fit only for the junk yard.


       Malcolm sits still, gripping the wheel, his knuckles whitening. His father’s eyes are on him. Malcolm does not look in Curtis’ direction, but focuses on the house, searching for his mother.


       Agnes is watching, awaiting his arrival. A yellow curtain is sticking out of the open window. She is standing hidden behind it.


       Malcolm looks at the pot of bright red geraniums sitting on the front stoop, flowers Agnes attends to religiously, their color a scarlet drop of blood against the weather-worn bungalow. A flicker of regret moves across Malcolm’s face. His eyes narrow, and the twitch of his lower lip begins its dance. He presses his hand firmly over the lower part of his face.


       One of the neighbors nods in Malcolm’s direction and steps forward to lean against the car’s fender. Shaking her head, she says, “Hey, Mal. Got here and it’s all over. Looks like it’s all under control.”


       “Guess so.”


       “Went up awful fast.”


       “Guess so.”


       “Not much of a loss. Good thing it didn’t spread.”


       Getting out of the car and heading for the mailbox, Malcolm mutters under his breath, “God damn him.”


       “What did you say?”


       “Talking to myself.”


       “Bad sign, Malcolm, talking to yourself. Thought only old people did that,” she laughs.


       Malcolm slams shut the empty mailbox. He walks past the group of women, then turns back and pauses just long enough to pat the head of a child held in his mother’s arms, and asks, “Cynthia, when’s Luke expected back?” Each time he sees Cynthia holding her son, his pulse quickens.


       “He’ll be home in a couple of weeks,” Cynthia answers. She puts her free hand onto Malcolm’s arm. “Mal, I’m so sorry about the fire.”


       Smoke has irritated his eyes, and he blinks several times to keep them from tearing. “When did you say he’ll be comin’ home?”


       “Two weeks and six days”


       “Meeting his son for the first time. That’ll be a treat.”


       “Only seen pictures.”


       “Been a long time.”


       “Too long.”


       “Be over soon.”


       Malcolm gives a little nod to the group of women. Everyone in the neighborhood knows everyone else’s business. He knows how tongues had wagged when, each mid-afternoon, Malcolm and Cynthia could be seen walking home from school. Friends from as far back as grade school, they had walked home together most days. They had been inseparable.


       For a fraction, Malcolm recalls a particular day that stays inscribed in his mind. He can almost feel the beating sun being overcome with ominous black clouds, consuming the skies, the way the rains poured down, and big drops splashed on the sidewalk. Shielding Cynthia, Malcolm had removed his sweatshirt and placed it on her shoulders, then hugged her curves to his thin body. They’d stood back, surprised they fit so well together, their eyes locked for just one moment, their lips a mere inch apart.


       He stands still in front of Cynthia, hesitates placing his hand on her bare arm, remembering how Luke had moved into town and stolen Cynthia’s heart, claiming they were star-crossed lovers. She could not resist Luke’s fine physique, gentlemanly manner, and playful smile. Malcolm had watched from a distance as Luke wooed Cynthia, pulling her gently into his web, praising her every move and never leaving her side. The day after they eloped, Luke enlisted in the Army, leaving a pregnant Cynthia to remain at home with her mother.


       Malcolm lowers his eyes and avoids facing the mound of debris still emitting black smoke from the pile of rubble. He strides directly to the front door. On his way, he kicks the wheelbarrow. Never again! This will never happen to me again.


  

  

  

  



  


  

CHAPTER 3


  

  



       From the corner of his eye, Malcolm sees Agnes standing still, frozen in place, as though she were a spinning top balanced just that instant before it topples. He does not say a word to either Agnes or Curtis. He will not give his father the opportunity to gloat. Going directly to his bedroom, Malcolm shuts the door firmly behind himself. He presses his head into the pillow and punches at it with balled fists.


       Through the thin walls of the house he hears Agnes speaking in her quiet way to Curtis, her voice with the slight quiver. “Fire scares me.”


       “No harm. Garage had to go. One way or the other.” The gruff voice of Curtis answers.


       “Could have spread to the house. The whole block.”


       “Nah.”


       “You could have waited.”


       “Whatta you mean? Did what had to be done.”


       “Mal worked so hard and—”


       “Cut it out, Agnes. Had to stop his foolishness. He’s got to shoulder more around here ’stead of playin’ with some far-fetched idea.” He laughs aloud. “Imagine my son goin’ off to some fag art school. I’ll not be laughed at, hear me. ’Stead of hiding out in that shack, I’ll make certain he works more hours. We could use more money. So don’t you look at me like that, Agnes.”


       The sound of the kitchen chair being pounded on the linoleum floor is like a hammer’s blow to Malcolm. It’s as though he’s being thrown deep into an ocean and is drowning. He’s hot and cold, icy and clammy all at the same time. His jaw locked shut, he grits his teeth against the chill that races up his back when he hears Curtis’s booming voice saying, “Now I need my sleep. Make sure it’s quiet around here.”


       Try as he may to stop his mind, Malcolm’s imagination is all consuming. It’s as if a movie is playing on a screen before him. He’s driving his car straight into the house and crushing Curtis, mangling the inert body, and he stands watching it twitch and jerk till it lies still in a puddle of bright red oozing blood. The film plays on. He sees fire and billows of smoke all around, the black soot and bright red embers enveloping the house, the neighborhood, his father. Grasping his hands around the pillow and hugging it close to his head, he burrows his face deep. But the overwhelming image of Curtis high over the roof of the burning garage, coated in soot, turning into smoke and simply disappearing is clear. He wishes that somehow Curtis would just disappear.


       And he sees Agnes, so meek as though beaten, accepting her role as wife well before that of mother. Agnes, wrapped tight in cotton batting, like the mummies of Egypt, protecting herself in fear that any feelings of affection might come back to injure her. Curtis has weakened her to a mere shell of a woman, as though some terminal disease has eaten away her innards. Malcolm can’t remember the last time she hugged him, or showed him any affection.


       Malcolm wills himself up off his bed, out of the house, and back to work, where he’s appreciated.


       It is said that Malcolm has magic in his hands, can fix just about anything. “Just look at that car that he got all fixed up. It runs smooth as cream,” is the word around town. They’d laughed when, at sixteen, Malcolm scoured the junk yards and had taken on the task of repairing a broken down jalopy. He’d been so successful that the owner of the auto repair shop hired him, first part-time and then, after high school graduation, full time, six days a week.


  

  

  

  



  


  

CHAPTER 4


  

  



       The Auto Repair Shop is named just that. There’s no pretense about what work is performed in its space. The two lifts, well maintained and in good condition, rise almost to the beamed ceiling. Old tires are stacked in the corners. Work-benches show years of use, tools neatly placed on the surface, the drawers attached underneath show stains of grease and oil where they’ve been pulled open. Cans of engine oil and buckets holding coils of wire are to the back of the shop. Two metal drums hold debris and discarded paper cartons. The concrete floor under the lifts is dark, with an open pit.


       Waiting for Malcolm’s return from his lunch break is a convertible sports car, its hood gawking open. The shop owner calls out to Mal, “Here’s that MGB again. Says it stopped running in the middle of downtown traffic this time.”


       Malcolm shakes his head, clearing the vision of his lost sculpture, and focuses on the task before him. “I still think it may be carburetor trouble. Let me have a go at this car. You’ve tried everything else.”


       On the very first day Malcolm reported to work at the auto repair shop, the owner had said, “Let’s understand each other. No more Mister this or Sir that. From now on you just call me Otis, and we’ll get along fine.”


       “Thank you, sir,” Malcolm had said.


       “Are you a slow learner? You may be a whiz with your hands, but your people skills need help. Call me Otis from now on. I don’t care what you call me any other place, but when you’re in my shop, that’s what you’ll call me. Got it?”


       “Yes, sir, I mean, Otis.”


       Placing a rag on the fender, Malcolm leans over the MGB’s open engine. “Otis. Got to be the carburetor. I’ll have to get inside it.”


       “Think you can take it all apart?”


       “Sure.” Mal turns his head, looks at his boss, and chuckles. “Not only will I take it apart, I’ll clean each piece, and then I’ll put it all back together, better than ever.”


       He is able to concentrate on the task at hand, and by the end of the work day, he accomplishes the feat, cleaning each and every tiny part, then with meticulous care reassembling the carburetor, putting it all back together, everything back in its proper place. He wipes his greasy hands on the rag. “Okay if I take her out and see how she runs?”


       “Listen,” Otis answers, his voice muffled from under the body of a truck, “if she’s runnin’ smooth, you drive her over to Mr. Dawson’s house. He called and asked if we can bring it over. He’ll bring you back here. 9 Cottonwood Lane.”


       Driving around the block a few times, the bright blue MGB proves to be as good as new, riding smooth as velvet. Paying attention to detail on the foreign car, his work this afternoon has been a distraction from the loss of his sculpture and his father’s malice.


       The convertible’s top is open, and Malcolm’s strong fingers hold the leather steering wheel loosely. Fresh air blows his longish blond hair back off his forehead. He relaxes into the purring of a perfectly timed engine and drives across town, across the railroad tracks, and heads toward the section where houses are set far back from the road. Trees form an arch over the well kept streets.


       He steers the car up a long stone driveway which curves first toward the left and then under an arbor of magnolia trees, finally curving to the right, where an expanse of manicured lawn comes into view. The open space is dotted here and there with outdoor works of art. There is a cluster of grand oak trees with thick strands of grey Spanish Moss hanging from the branches. He catches a glimpse of the lake as the drive bends in a long curve up to the house.


       He slows the car to a crawl, and finally stops in front of the massive front doors. He remains in the car, staring at a life-sized torso at the top of the wide marble front steps. The piece is made of copper with the telltale of a greenish patina cast from its form. He swivels in the car seat, gazing at the array of sculptures around the lawn of the Dawson estate.


       “Ah, that you?” Mr. Victor Dawson opens the front door and, leaving it ajar, steps out to the front. He motions to Malcolm, stands tall in a tan Brooks Brothers suit and crisp blue button down shirt open at the collar, with his feet somewhat apart. “Thought I heard the sound of my car. I’ll be just a few minutes, then I’ll drive you back to the shop. Come on up here. You can see the lake much better from this height.”


       “Thank you, sir.” Malcolm scrambles up the front steps. “Sir, I was looking at the sculptures, not the lake, though that’s awful nice, too.”


       “Well, take your time. Wander around them if you like. I’ll be just a few minutes.” He turns to go back inside, and then turns around again. “Are you Malcolm? Mal Crawford?”


       “Yes, sir.”


       “Well. I’ve heard about you. As soon as I moved to town, I heard you were the best mechanic in the whole state.”


       “Sir?”


       “The whole town says you have magic in your fingers. Rumor is that you can fix just about anything you get your hands on. Is that true?”


       Malcolm shrugs and shoves his hands deep into the pockets of his dungarees. “Well, sir, I am pretty good.”


       “That car’s been in and out of shops ever since I bought it. The dealer’s ready to ship it back to Europe. I gave it one last chance with you guys.”


       “Took apart the carburetor. She’s running really smooth now.”


       Mr. Dawson opens wide the front door and steps inside, but before the door closes, Malcolm asks him, “Is that a Henry Moore?”


       “Why, yes. It is indeed.” His head tilted, he looks at Malcolm. “You interested in art?”


       “Yes, sir. Mostly sculpture. It’s my passion. All kinds of art. Abstract… realistic… I find any of the visual arts captivating.”


       Dawson stops abruptly and moves down one step.


       “Well, well, well. Then do come into the house. Wipe your boots and come in. Perhaps you’ll appreciate my collection. You’ll find the paintings mostly abstract, with a few impressionist among them.”


       Malcolm steps up to the front door. He quickly removes his boots and, in stocking feet, goes into the house.


       And right there in the foyer are several well known masterpieces. Recognizing them, Malcolm names them under his breath. “A Matisse… a Chagall… and is that an Adler?”


       “You know your artists. Where’d you study?”


       Malcolm is blushing, the heat rising to his face, answers. “From books, mostly. Newspapers. I haven’t had any academic training.”


       “Well. You’re in for a treat. Come with me.” Malcolm, whose stockinged feet slide on the marble floor, is led through the foyer, past the drawing room, up the curved staircase, and into Dawson’s home office. On two sides, there are floor-to-ceiling shelves laden with leather bound books. Behind the mammoth desk are picture windows opening to the expansive lawns all the way down to the lake. Set by the edge of the water is a giant piece. It is moving in the slight breeze of this late afternoon. Breath catches in Malcolm’s chest, and he gasps, “Oh my God. A Calder mobile.”


       “Yes! Yes, my wife loved that one in particular. Just before she passed away, I had it shipped over from Denmark. One of the reasons I bought this estate last year was to place that sculpture where it belongs, right at the edge of water. We can see the lake from every window.” He turns away from Malcolm and leans back against the desk.


       Malcolm is glued in place, hypnotized by the swaying and slow turning of the mobile. He says, “I’d never take my eyes off that piece.”


       “Well, you can come sometime and just walk around the outdoor pieces. But for now, I’d best get you back to your shop.”


       Malcolm turns away from the windows and notices a framed photograph sitting on the desk. He looks closely at the profile of a handsome young man in an army uniform and squints, trying to make out the features shadowed by the brim of a hat.


       “Sir? Is that Luke?”


       “My son. He’s expected back sometime soon. Been gone way too long. What a waste. I’ll be glad when he moves back here. Says he wants to live in the guest house, wants privacy.” He puts his hand on Malcolm’s shoulder as he leads him out of the room. “Ah, you single guys think you have the world by the tail. He got some little co-ed pregnant a while back… too young to be a family man.” He nods his head at Malcolm and says, “Got out of that mess by enlisting in the Army. Had to put off going to college. He learned his lesson the hard way.”


  

  

  

  



  


  

CHAPTER 5


  

  



       Cynthia puts the baby, Little Tom, into his crib, laying him gently onto his stomach and patting his back. She covers him lightly with a crocheted blanket, and gives several turns to the mechanism on a miniature doll house. The tiny wooden house turns slowly, and a soothing tune begins to play.


       The music clearly calls to mind one particular day when she was nine months pregnant. Sitting on a creaking chair in the garage behind Malcolm’s house, she was not saying a word, just watching. She spent hours watching Mal as he works on the constructions, sitting quietly in the garage as his fingers and hands create his wonderful pieces.


       That particular day Malcolm handed a miniature doll house to her. It was an almost exact replica of the large doll house she’d played with as a child.


       She looked closely at all the little details, the door opening and closing, tiny filigreed shutters around the windows.


       “You made this?”


       “Sure.”


       “Oh my, Mal, it’s wonderful.” Overcome with emotions, tears formed in Cynthia’s deep brown eyes. She tried to blink away the tears.


       “Didn’t mean for you to get all sloppy over this,” he laughed, handing her a box of tissue.


       “It’s just so very beautiful.”


       “It’s a music box. I hope you and the baby like it.”


       She turned it over and saw the intricate mechanism. “It’s perfect.”


       He cleared his throat. “It’s just my baby gift, to both of you.” And then he shrugged as though there was nothing to it.


       Holding dear their talks, as well as their silences, she stands still for a moment, looking back at the crib and listening to the music coming from the miniature doll house. Closing the door part way, Cynthia goes into the living room and joins her mother. Her favorite time of day is when the baby is napping peacefully in the afternoon and she can rest in the old fashioned rocker placed close to the front windows of the Townsends’ home.


       It’s been difficult living at home with her mother while Luke is off in the Army, especially when Luke was sent overseas and she was so scared of what might happen. It had been a relief sharing her thoughts with Mal. Sometimes while Malcolm is working in the garage, she even reads him parts of Luke’s letters.


       Her feet have cramps. She unties and removes her new saddle shoes. She rubs her toes. Still looking across the street, she sees Malcolm leave his house, get into his car and, with a quick start, pebbles and dirt flying from the back tires, drive away. “How can he stand it,” she says, massaging her toes. “Mom, do you think Curtis set the fire?”


       Wiping her damp hands on a kitchen towel, Pam Townsend says, “I don’t know for certain. But I wouldn’t put it past him.” She stands next to Cynthia, and looks out of the window. “And Curtis will probably make Malcolm clean up everything, all the debris, the whole mess.”


       “Can’t Malcolm… Can’t he do anything?”


       “You know no one comes up against Curtis. He’s a bully. Been putting that boy down for years.”


       “I feel so bad for Mal. He was making a fantastic sculpture in that garage. Now it’s just a pile of rubble.”


       Getting up from the rocker, Cynthia leans toward the window and presses her fingertips against the sill. “You’d never think that sculpture could come out of someone’s imagination. It’s all from spare parts he found and put together. He’s really talented. You know that, don’t you?”


       “Well, you’ve told me that often enough. I’m afraid reality will interfere with his dreams.”


       “Mal needed that piece photographed to submit to an art school. He hoped they’d give him a scholarship. He wanted it so badly. And now it’s gone.”


       Placing her arm around her daughter’s shoulder, Pam says, “Cynthia, dear. Don’t let your soft spot for Malcolm blur your eyesight and get you unduly upset. Luke’ll be coming home soon, and you’ll start your life just as you should, as a young married couple with Little Tom. So don’t you go fretting over Malcolm’s misfortune.”


  

  

  

  



  


  

CHAPTER 6


  

  



       Malcolm sits in the passenger seat of the little sports car while Victor Dawson drives back to the Auto Repair Shop. They pass mansions surrounded by high walls and heavy gates, contemporary houses of cedar and glass, and traditional colonials with rocking chairs set on their front porches.


       “Some day, I’ll live in one of those,” Malcolm comments.


       “Yes? Which style? Which house?”


       Malcolm shrugs, and answers with a grin, “I prefer yours.”


       “Ah. Traditional is your style.”


       Malcolm looks at Dawson’s clean-shaven profile. The full head of dark brown hair, stylishly groomed, is now ruffled by the wind as the convertible races along. The straight nose he sees is like the perfection of a Grecian marble statue. Malcolm can’t help but compare this elegant man to his crude and boorish father’s thick neck and square face.


       He sinks lower into the car’s seat as the MGB crosses back over the tracks. The familiar warehouses come into view, and the car stops in front of the repair shop. Malcolm unfolds his lean six-foot frame, and steps from the car. “Thank you, sir, for showing me the Calder.”


       “Have you tried your own hand?”


       “You mean with sculptures?” A grin takes over the planes of his face. “Yes, sir. Abstract forms, mostly.”


       “Ah. A budding artist in our midst.”


       “I don’t know about that, sir. But I hope so.” He looks down at his rough fingers, adding, “The only thing that makes sense to me is when I’m working with my hands. It’s like my whole life would amount to nothing without this ability. Sometimes I get overcome with the burning desire to create something from nothing.”


       “And where do you work?”


       “In the garage behind the house. That is, I did. Got burned to the ground. Only thing left are some sketches.” Malcolm digs into the pocket of his dungarees, but hesitates before pulling out the crumpled papers. “Do you want to see them? Kinda dirty. Sorry.”


       “That’s okay. I’d like to see them.”


       Malcolm withdraws the sketches from his back pocket, smoothes out the three


  pages as best he can, and places them on the passenger seat. All smeared and crumpled, they lay on the white leather seat of this expensive English sports car. Malcolm leans over the open car to point out the various materials he used in this construction, and the tell-tale flush rises to his face. In both his embarrassment and excitement, words tumble out one on top of another.


       Victor traces the outline with his forefinger. “Ah. Interesting angles. Looks like an awful lot of work.”


       “Yes, sir, a lot of work, every spare moment.”


       Victor hands the papers back to Malcolm, who folds them carefully, and quickly stuffs them back into his pocket.


       Placing his hands onto the leather steering wheel, Victor smiles over his shoulder, and then peers into the rear view mirror. “Nice! Very nice! Someday you must show me your work.” He turns back to the road ahead. “Oh, the car runs great. Tell Otis to send the bill to the department store.” He begins to drive off, makes a U turn, and calls back to Malcolm, “You keep at it, young man.”


       Malcolm stands and looks down at his hands, the grease under his fingernails as black as newly poured tar. He turns his hands over, and then rubs them on his jeans, as though to erase the odor of the burnt garage which is stuck in his mind.


       With clenched fists, he beats against his legs. He goes into the little office, and grabs the daily newspaper from the garbage pail. Opening to the classifieds section, he scans the help wanted columns. Folding back the paper to the real estate section, he looks at the column headed Rooms for Rent. Finding just what he’s looking for, he tears the ad out of the paper, puts coins in the pay phone, and dials.


       Walking back into the shop from the little office, he punches out on the time clock, and yells over the noise, “Mr. Dawson says to send the bill to him at the department store. How come?”


       “Didn’t you know? He’s the new owner.” Otis lowers the lift cradling a silver Bentley. “Some of these guys just don’t know where to spend their money.”


       “I could sure use some of it.”


       “Couldn’t we all?”


       Malcolm removes his car keys from the hook next to the overhead door, and presses the rabbit’s foot between his palms. “I’m leaving now,” he calls over his shoulder. He’ll be happy when this day comes to an end.


  

  

  

  



  


  

CHAPTER 7


  

       Bells strike in the church steeple with the sound of the shrill five o’clock whistle at the mill. He checks his watch to see that it is keeping correct time, a habit Malcolm has had ever since he received the Timex as his graduation gift from high school.


       Malcolm continues driving home. Knowing that his father has already left for his shift as watchman at the mill, he’ll have time alone with Agnes. He’s going to tell her that he is leaving, leaving for good. He’ll tell her he just has to go. He’ll sit her down across from him at the table, and he’ll hold her hands and tell her of his intentions. He’ll make her understand, and just this once, maybe, she will tell him she loves him.


       And Cynthia? He’s not sure exactly what he’ll say to her. Often, he’s cautious when he’s with her. He gets tongue tied. What he wants to say to her doesn’t always come out. Words get trapped in his mouth. He has never been free to tell her how he feels about her. Not then, and certainly not once Luke came into the picture. Malcolm shakes his head and presses a palm against his trembling lower lip.


       Though he had precious little time, nor the extra money to afford movie tickets, he managed to date now and then. None the less, he was popular throughout his school years. Attending all the dances held in the school gym, it seemed the girls liked to dance the Lindy and the Twist with him, and even liked being twirled in his arms to the slow sounds of Freddie Martin’s band. His voice was not strong, but often he carried a tune, humming in the ear of his partner. He managed to keep things light and easy.


       During his senior year in high school, he discovered sex with Mitzi. She was a dark haired, voluptuous temptress with curves in all the right places and an infectious laugh. Besides Mitzi, no one special had endeared herself to him. That is, except Cynthia.


       He yearned to be with Cynthia, but was too strapped to do anything about it. It’s not that he thinks about Cynthia every day, it’s just that somewhere in his heart, a piece is locked, and she has the key. He brushes his fingers over the soft fur of the rabbit’s foot. The day she gave it to him, she’d caressed the side of his face with the fur and said, “I promise this will bring you luck.” Then she’d laughed and run down the hall of the high school, pleated skirt flying high up her slim legs, the bobby socks slipping low to her blue and white saddle shoes.


       Arriving home, Malcolm sheds his clothes, dumps them in the hamper, and immediately gets into a hot shower. He scrubs his lean body until the flesh turns pink, rubbing off the smell of motor oil. He shivers and squeezes his eyes shut against the spray of the steaming shower. He turns off the water and steps from the tub, craning his neck at the sound of his mother’s voice.


       “Malcolm? You’re home early. Anything the matter?”


       “I’ll be out in a minute.” Malcolm pulls his jeans from the hamper and extracts his drawings, wraps a towel around his waist, and retreats into his bedroom. Scattered on top of the bureau are catalogs and brochures, and art books from the local library. He places the stained sketches carefully on the top of the pile. Dressing in khaki slacks and a blue oxford button down shirt, he folds the sleeves back several turns, combs the hair which rests well below his ears in soft waves. He leans closer to the mirror and pulls back his lips to make certain there’s no food caught between his front teeth.


       Malcolm strides into the kitchen where his mother is slicing onions on the green Formica counter. Though there is a quivering inside his body, it does not carry over to his voice. He hesitates but a moment, clears his throat, and then pulls out a kitchen chair and sits down.


       “Sit with me for a moment, Mom.”


       “In a bit.”


       “It’s important. Please put down the onions.”


       “I’m busy. Just tell me what you want.”


       He presses his flat hands hard against his thighs and shakes his head. Rising so quickly from the chair that it falls backward and crashes to the floor, he stops and pulls up the chair saying, “Didn’t mean to do that. But I need to tell you something, something important.” He gently takes the knife from Agnes’s hand, places it on the counter, and ushers her to a chair, gently pressing her shoulders until she sits. Malcolm sits on the wobbly kitchen chair across from her.


       “Mom,” he takes both of her hands in his, “I’m leaving.”


       “Going out before dinner?”


       “I mean,” he inhales deeply, and his eyes begin to smart. He swipes at his eyes with the back of his hand.


       “What’s the matter, Mal?”


       “Nothing’s the matter. It’s just that the kitchen reeks of raw onions. That’s all.” He straightens his lean body, then, hunching forward, grasps hold once again of Agnes’s hands. “I’m leaving for good.”


       “Oh, Mal. Stop this foolish talk.”


       “Mom, listen to me. I have to leave. I’m afraid of what I might do to him.”


       “What on earth are you saying.”


       “I have nightmares of what I’m capable of.” He hangs his head and says, “I’m scared that if I lose control one day, I might do something terrible.”


       “Oh, Mal. You wouldn’t do anything bad. You’re a good boy.”


       “I’m a man. Not a boy.”


       “Of course you are.”


       “Don’t you understand I can’t stay here any longer? I’m suffocating.” He brings Agnes’s hands close to his face and rests his cheek on her fist. “I know what my life is all about. I need to create. It’s something inside of me. You don’t know what it’s like. In that falling-down garage, I felt free. I could let my imagination take form from just simple pieces of wood and metal. That sculpture is just a pile of rubble now. It was beautiful and you’d never seen it. You’d have been impressed.” He takes a deep breath and says softly, “All I have left is the smell of smoke.”


       “Mal,” Agnes’s voice is that of a whisper, a butterfly’s wing in flight. She withdraws her hands and places them on the table, her fingers worrying the edge. “I don’t understand what’s gotten into you. Wait a few days. Think it over. This will pass.”


       “I don’t want it to pass. Don’t you understand?” He looks out of the window. “That’s the problem. You don’t understand! That man will snuff it out of me if I am under his roof one more day. My mind’s made up. I’m leaving tonight.”


       “Where will you go?”


       “I’m not certain.”


       Her head hung low, she says, “You don’t know anyone.”


       “Don’t worry. I’ll get along.”


       It’s as though Agnes is talking to herself when she mumbles, “Not easy to get a job.”


       “I’ll get a job.”


       “How can I make you stay here with us?”


       “You can’t. Please try to understand.”


       Agnes has heard enough. There is a heavy silence between mother and son, an awkward moment while they sit across the table from one another, two strangers.


       “I’ll send you some money, I promise.” Swallowing the hot lump in his throat he says, “I’m leaving tonight.” He gets up, kisses the top of Agnes’s head, and walks out of the back door of the bungalow.


       The pile of debris from the fire draws his attention. The pungent smell has enveloped the entire area. Simply shaking his head, he almost smiles, and says, “Okay, Pop, this time you’ll have to clean up your own mess.”


       There is a lightness to his step as he crosses the street. Music of a rhumba is coming from Cynthia’s house. Drawn to the magnetic sound, Malcolm steps and glides across the black macadam road in time to the pulsating music. The front door is open, and Malcolm knocks on the screen. He has a clear view of mother and daughter swinging to the hypnotic music, their close relationship is evident in the smiles and laughter they share. This is not the first time he has witnessed them dancing together. He stands staring at the women while leaning against the door jamb. He watches until the sound ebbs and the two dancers flop into the deep couch. Again Malcolm knocks, and this time Cynthia hears.


       “Hey, Mal. Come on in. Screen’s not locked.”


       “I just came over to say good-bye. I’m leaving town tonight, for good.” Cynthia is breathing heavily. She remains sitting still. Her face is unreadable, though her cheeks are quite reddened.


       Pam, still puffing from the exertion, draws herself off the sofa, goes over to Malcolm, and puts her arms around him. “Goodness, Mal, we’ll miss you.” She hugs him, and then stands back, looking him square in the face. “Where are you off to?”


       “Richmond, to start. Not really so far away, at that.” He looks past her to Cynthia. “Just far enough to get out from under.”


       “You’ll find your way, young man. Life’s a treat, and don’t you ever forget that.” She looks back and says, “I’ll just get us something cold to drink. Iced tea?”


       Nodding, Cynthia adds, “Maybe Mal would like a cold beer.”


       “No. No thanks. Got to keep a clear head. I’m leaving tonight,” he repeats. “Driving.” After a few seconds hesitation, he asks, “Will you do me a favor, Cynthia?”


       “Sure. Anything.”


       “Just some books due back at the library. Do you mind returning them for me?”


       “I’ll pick them up.” She looks away from Malcolm, puts her fingers to her neck, and strokes.


       “They’re in my room, piled on the bureau.”


       “Sure. Anything.”


       Groping for something more to say, he shrugs and adds
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