

c
[image: The book cover for The Last Sweet Taste by Craig Nova shows two peaches resting on a dark surface. Above them, the title and author’s name appear in large bold white letters.]



i
[image: Centered black text in all capital letters reads: THE LAST SWEET TASTE on a white background. No additional elements are visible.]



iii
[image: The title page displays the words “The Last Sweet Taste: A Novel” above the author’s name, “Craig Nova,” followed by “Arcade Publishing, New York.” The text is centered on a plain white background.]



iv
Copyright © 2026 by Craig Nova

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Arcade Publishing, 307 Fifth Avenue, 4th Floor, New York, NY 10016.

Arcade Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Arcade Publishing, 307 Fifth Avenue, 4th Floor, New York, NY 10016 or arcade@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Arcade Publishing® is a registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.arcadepub.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

Cover design by David Ter-Avanesyan

Cover painting © Albert Kechyna

Print ISBN: 978-1-64821-181-2

Ebook ISBN: 978-1-64821-182-9

Printed in the United States of America




v
For Nick Lyons




vi
Other works by Craig Nova

Turkey Hash

The Geek

Incandescence

The Good Son

The Congressman's Daughter

Tornado Alley

Trombone

The Book of Dreams

The Universal Door

Brook Trout and the Writing Life (autobiography)

Wetware

Cruisers

The Informer

The Constant Heart

All the Dead Yale Men

Double Solitaire




vii
With my whole body I touch these peaches

I touch them and smell them. Who speaks?

—Wallace Stevens
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Cyrus Wolf


You would think there was enough trouble with the ice dam building, and the water backing up and all the handwringing, but, no, the bus pulled into the parking lot and she got off, her eyes flashing one way and then another. Late twenties, beautiful skin, tin-colored hair, and a smile so haunting I felt it in my chest.

I am not a pleasant man, but I am not stupid. For instance, at sixty, I now let my son handle the dynamite, although I still wear a hat that says “E.I. du Pont de Nemours, Dynamite.” My car is a Volkswagen, ten years old, and its fenders have rusted into what looks like a piece of lacy kelp. On the highway, the fenders make a sound like an automotive death rattle, and the stuffing that comes out of the seats looks like rags that no one wanted in Germany, or maybe even China. It is not a fashionable car, but then there’s not much about me that is.

I used to have a tractor, a Massey Ferguson, that was almost as unfashionable as my car. The Massey Ferguson was a little light and while it didn’t pull like a John 2Deere, it didn’t need much maintenance. It was dependable. As to whether it was fashionable was unnoticeable, since only farmers consider if a tractor is fashionable or not, and these days there are fewer farmers. They have drowned in the lake of their dreams. Cold water. I know. I do other jobs on the farms of other people, but it is not much money. It is like sleeping with someone else’s wife—the land will never really be yours. The radio in the car doesn’t work, but I don’t want it anyway, since the music makes me ache for something I can’t really name, and the talk is just blah blah blah.

I have tried to keep my furrows straight, to shift gears when I drive as smooth as a cloud, to keep my tools clean and neatly stored, and to be there when I am needed. That is the weight I carry, the desire to be needed. And then that young woman appeared, just like that, getting off a bus. I sat in my car and blinked.

It was early spring and cold, even by Vermont standards. Maybe I can’t listen to the songs on the radio, but I can remember them, and they would have been right about a pretty girl standing in the cold. Hair a funny color, somewhere between metallic and blonde, full lips, and while I was too far away to see the color of her eyes, it didn’t matter really. Right away I was alert.

I had been in the Exxon station, next to the parking lot that is also a cheap bus station. Got a half tank of gas, $20. Then I pulled into the parking lot. The girl faced one of those motels a little north from there, and even from the parking lot, the places looked like desperation 3itself. A couple of cars parked in front of the doors to the rooms, probably the cars of early lovers, or late sleepers. Or around here, maybe an overdose.

Classmates of mine got pregnant in those motels as though the motels were locations that fate uses to work on young women from Brattleboro. These places are cheap, but what happens there is all wallop, like being hit in the head with a wrecking bar. Pow. The possibilities for life all set after one careless night in a moldy motel room with an air conditioner that blows recycled cigarette smoke.

I was hurt, too, but in a different way from those young women who found themselves pregnant with no way out. I hadn’t gotten pregnant, but I had tried to make a living as a farmer. Then one day I found myself without land but still wanting to keep my furrows straight and my tools clean, with a nice film of WD-40. Like using Windex on the windows. Makes everything smell nice and seem orderly.

I like to get a good deal on things, since there is no need to waste money, not at all, and so I don’t spend much on work clothes, not more than $10 for a pair of knockoff blue jeans, or a little more for a shirt made in Vietnam. Coat from China with old rags for insulation, I guess, which made lumps in the shoulders. But I know this: Tell me what you buy, and I will tell you who you are.

I don’t buy much: canned corn beef, canned peas the color of small ball bearings, canned beef stew, canned 4carrots that look like an old Halloween costume, once orange but now faded to just look dead. They are important to me, because if they are bitter, they are mine.

So, the young woman stood in that parking lot where the grass that had struggled to grow in the cracks of the asphalt had now been knocked flat by the winter. Brown to white, like the color of a fish belly. She had a good coat with a hood. Green and nice, not the kind of thing that you ever saw at Walmart, where the coats are all pink and with half-assed cartoon characters, like a smiling duck. She brought something fresh, like a flower in the spring, delphinium, say, with a scent. She was frightening in how much she didn’t belong here.

You don’t end up wearing a coat like that and standing in the parking lot after the bus has gone unless something has happened, a broken heart, a death in the family, or some other trouble. So, I knew something was wrong, and I had my suspicions about what it was. If I had named them, then I would have to do something. I could already feel it. The mood of it was as definite as a car part for the Volkswagen, right out of the box, the scent of milling oil as sharp as vinegar.

She turned to the motel, and I sat there as I considered what was going on. Engine idling.

She tried to ignore me, as who wouldn’t? My hair is prematurely white and I have wrinkles around my eyes, which comes from those years of squinting when I worked on my tractor in the sunlight. Makes me look like I am thinking when I am just staring into the distance 5and trying to keep feelings unknown, even to myself, then, like now, they jump out and I can’t even name what they are.

I pulled the Volkswagen a little closer, but I didn’t roll down the window right away.

She shifted her weight from one leg to the other, turned her head toward me and then looked at those grim motels. She could see that they were dangerous locations, and that they worked as spiritual drains, like water as it swirls around in a sink. She didn’t look like she had ever stayed in places like that, but it’s hard to tell how fast someone goes from being on the way up to being on the way down.

She turned to the Volkswagen like a poker player who is resigned to her cards. Her eyes lingered over my hat, and when I cranked down the window, she said, “What’s that about dynamite?”

Just like that. No hesitation. No fear. Well, well.

“My son and I have a business,” I said. “We get rid of ice jams, stumps, and if we are lucky, some years we work for the state. Removing stone along the highway, widening roads.”

That look in her eyes went through me like someone had walked across my grave. Beautiful skin, like a painting behind glass in a museum so people can’t hurt it. Is that what she had, like the hush of being in a museum? Goddamn it. I could feel the weight of something around her, but not the clarity of it. That was coming, but not yet. It wasn’t like picking up a heavy wrench or a new 6axe handle. Then you know what you are getting into. But the more I thought about it the more I knew what it was, although I didn’t want to admit it. It took a little getting used to.

That cold wind blew with the whiff of the exhaust from the highway and the stink of gas from the Exxon station. Now what do I do, I thought.

“I’m not real talkative,” I said.

“Me neither,” she said. “Not really. Tell me about the dynamite.”

“It’s mostly pretty safe,” I said. “It’s the blasting caps that are nervous making . . .”

She glanced at the lines of rust around the doors and windows of the motel. They needed a paint job. I’d do it for time and materials, maybe make a little money on the paint I’d buy, but the owner was an old man from Saint Louis. Couldn’t reach him.

“So where you from?” I said.

“Chicago,” she said.

“Cold there, I hear,” I said.

“Wind comes off the lake,” she said. “Like wild horses . . .”

Wild horses. Wild horses. You can touch them after they have been caught and smell their horsey odor, and you can feel the rough texture of the mane, like the frayed end of a hemp rope.

“What are you doing?” I said.

“Looking around,” she said.

“I looked around once. Joined the Navy.”
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“What did you see?” she said.

“Shitload of water,” I said. “Guam isn’t pretty, I can tell you that.”

She smiled now.

“A lot of water all right,” she said. “But what’s wrong with Guam?”

“Lot of trash everywhere. Brown snakes shorting out the power lines. Coconut crabs the size of a dinner plate.”

It had been a long time since I had felt that easy ebb and flow in talking to a woman, a fluid sense of give-and-take, a warmth that was filled with possibility. It made me think that it was a good idea that I kept my furrows straight. She made me desperate to hang on to anything I had done right.

I used to smoke when I got Marlboros from those Mohawk Indians who outsmart the Feds and bring the cigarettes across the border from Canada. Ten dollars in the store but I could get them from the smugglers for six. At least I could for a while, and then even that was too dear. But now I reached for the dashboard where I used to keep them. I would have paid the full rate now, ten dollars a pack.

“So when you go shopping what do you buy?” I said.

“Mostly I go to the pharmacy,” she said, not surprised at all. A lonely man asks about shopping lists if he is trying to make friends. She stopped and swallowed. “But in the supermarket, I like to buy oranges that I keep in the refrigerator and then eat them when they are cold. French-cut green beans. Boston lettuce.”
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She turned those eyes on me.

“What about you?”

“Canned goods. Corned beef, SpaghettiOs, Chef Boyardee Ravioli, Margaret Holmes Mixed Greens, Del Monte canned potatoes. They come out sort of round and pale. Hormel Corned beef hash. Walmart has a sale on it. Buy two, get one free. I bet you like salmon.”

“That’s right,” she said. “Halibut sometimes. Cod.”

“I don’t like fish much. Too expensive. Except out of a can. Like kippers. I have them with a slice of onion.”

“Maybe we should go shopping sometime,” she said. “Maybe we can have a shop-off. We can look for Corned beef, SpaghettiOs, Chef Boyardee Ravioli, Margaret Holmes Mixed Greens, Del Monte canned potatoes.”

“Sure. Sure,” I said. “Can you remember things that way? My shopping list?”

“Yes,” she said. “I can.”

We both glanced at those motels where people spent the weekends fighting, fucking, and changing tires.

“Any ideas about where to stay?” she said.

Where to stay? Here you can buy trouble by the pound.

“Go back to Chicago?” I said.

“No. Not likely.”

“Hmmmm,” I said. “Do you want to get in?”

She turned those eyes on me. Pow. Just like that. And what the fuck would I do if she accepted?

“Maybe we can think about where to stay,” I said. “Out of the cold.”
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“What’s that maybe?” she said.

“Maybe is maybe,” I said.

“Maybe, maybe,” she said and turned those eyes on the mountains to the west, then she looked north and south. To the north there were those motels and to the south there was the strip, an AutoZone, Domino’s Pizza, the Home Depot that went out of business. Yeah, the houses here are run-down, but, yeah, who’s going to fix them up? The modern age right there to the south in the AutoZone, Domino’s, Wendy’s, and the rest. They seem familiar, but yet they make me feel numb since they are the commercial version of having your leg go to sleep.

“What do you get out of helping me?” she said.

She stepped closer to the window.

“You ever heard of the Good Samaritan?” I said.

“It’s been a long time since I have seen one,” she said.

“They’re around if you look carefully,” I said. “Maybe they drive old Volkswagens.”

“You mean you?”

“Yes,” I said.

She looked at my cap and the legend, “E.I. du Pont de Nemours, Dynamite.”

“All right,” she said.

She brought that green duffel bag around to the passenger side of the car, put it in front of the seat and got in.

“No funny stuff,” she said.

Now what was I going to do? What now? Who expected her to say yes? Her skin had a glow and the light made lines of silver in her hair.
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She looked straight ahead, then she turned to look at my hat. I went north along Route 5, where the blacktop road had a new yellow stripe put on by those Macallan boys who were well enough connected to get a job on the county road crew. They’d run a snowplow in winter, but that’s a hard job. That movement of the snow, like a wave, makes you want to throw up. At least after ten hours or so. Not bad work, when you think about it, to get paid for puking at the side of the road.

“Do you get a lot of work with dynamite?”

“It’s seasonal,” I said.

“Like now?” she said.

“Ice jams are moneymakers,” I said. “All you see is the shock wave, through the ice.”

“What about buildings?” she said.

“Yeah, sometimes we’ll get rid of an office building in Newport that’s just a nuisance. If you do it right, you can take the building away in a baggie. Just collapses in one place.”

“I guess you have to be careful about squatters,” she said.

I glanced over at her.

“Have you ever worked with dynamite?”

“No,” she said.

“You’re right,” I said. “You don’t want to kill anyone who is squatting in the building. You want to be careful. More than careful. And things can go wrong, too, with ice dams. My son does the work now, and I’m glad I 11got through it without seeing the one everyone with any sense is afraid of. You see it in your dreams. It is coming though, and we all know that.”

“You sound like an Old Testament prophet.”

“I don’t read much,” I said.

We drove for a while in the sound of the Volkswagen.

“Sorry about the rattle of this car. Fenders are all shot,” I said.

We listened to the rusty creaking, like some old joint, and then we got to Wilson, which is my town. It is not pretty. It has eight or so houses, all with the paint peeling on the siding, roofs that lacked a slate tile, and stoops made of wood that sagged. Well, that’s fine. At least it was getting dark so you couldn’t get a good look.

She sat on her side. I sat on mine. She stared straight ahead. I didn’t know what to say. How had I gotten into this mess, and how was I going to get out? She had just reeled me in.

“You’re worried about those rattling fenders?” she said.“

They make me seem a little run-down,” I said.

“You want to hear my idea about cars? It doesn’t matter what the car is but who is driving it.”

I glanced over at her and said, “It’s nice to think so.”

She put her hand to her mouth, a fist. Then she swallowed and made an acidy belch.

“If you are feeling bad, tell me and I can stop the car,” I said.

“I’ll tell you when,” she said.
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I had some antacids, a bargain box with a generic brand, but they work all right. A roll was in the glove box, and I offered one.

“Want one?” I said.

“No,” she said. “I don’t think it would help.”

“Okay,” I said. “If that’s the way it is.”

“I think it is,” she said.

That beautiful face changed, not like it was laughing but she closed her eyes and then opened them and blinked. She didn’t cry boo-hoo, but she was almost silent as she made a small sob and looked at the road ahead. Where did that leave me?

We turned off Route 5 onto the road that goes up to my house. In the last light of the day, that blue gray turned brown, the field that a farmer, Gordon McFee, had been plowing earlier with his humbug tractor, a New Holland, if you can believe it, disappeared and then beyond the field the hills had leafless trees, momentarily stark against the horizon, but they disappeared, too, when the light was sucked out of the sky.

My handkerchief was almost clean. I passed it over.

She took it and dried her eyes and then put it in her pocket.

“What’s the trouble?” I said.

“Bad back,” she said.

“I know what you mean,” I said. “There’s my place, right up there.”

What about my handkerchief? But then I knew that if I needed handkerchiefs I could buy them at Walmart, a 13three-pack made in India for $2.99. They get soft, almost transparent, like a veil after washing.

Our house, my son’s and mine, is a small one with green shutters and white siding that had been painted recently. It looked nice. I get a good deal from the hardware store in town. The shutters were often painted, and they had a texture like skin that was scarred by smallpox. A garage was behind the house with a sign, in green letters, that said Noah’s Garage. And below that, another sign said Dynamiting. Ice Jams. Stumps. Reasonable Prices. Safety a Top Consideration.

I pulled into the drive and shut off the Volkswagen. It ticked a little as we sat there.

Out of the blue, as though she had been thinking about something, she said, and it left me wondering, “Do you know what dihedral means?”

“I can’t say I do.”

“It’s the angle of the wing for an airplane.”

She put up her arms a little, just elbows in the front seat, to show what the angle was like.

“No kidding?” I blinked. “Tell me, what’s your name?”

“Anna Burke,” she said.

“Well, Anna Burke,” I said. “Welcome to Vermont.”

Her ability to remember things was the first quality that made me think, wait, wait, what is this? She could recall lists of things, license plates of cars, anything at all. Why, it wasn’t normal, but then there wasn’t much about her that anyone could call normal.
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Right then I knew what it was and why I had offered help. She was sick, but the question was, how bad? In the Navy I had seen a man who died of malaria, and while this wasn’t like that exactly, it had its own charge. All I wanted was to say, I know. I understand. But of course no one can really understand. Not really. You are left with the awareness that there isn’t much you can do, aside from inviting someone in.
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Anna Burke


I seem tough, but I am waiting for the one who can see right through me. I get a little shaky thinking about this possibility.

I attended Farrington, a boarding school in Illinois. Everyone in the state knows about Farrington, which has brick walls covered with ivy and a quad with green grass, just like in the brochure. Since it is in the Midwest, Farrington is always trying to show that it is like Groton, Saint Paul’s, Deerfield, and like an expatriate living abroad because he has to, the school was more like Groton than Groton itself. In front of the dormitories and the main office, there are white Greek columns, their sides fluted with long grooves. Everyone in town called it “the School,” just as the graduates did, too. They didn’t say, “You remember the time at Farrington,” but “You remember the time at the School . . .”

My parents paid the full tuition, but one of the girls found out my mother danced at a place called the Black Leopard. She wore a G-string and pasties although sometimes when the men were licking $100 bills and sticking 16them to her skin, she took the G-string off and pasties off and threw them to the audience. The men fought over them. My mother wasn’t attractive so much as beautiful, and the difference wasn’t just her skin that was as pale as milk, or that she had the figure of a twenty-year-old, or that her hair was thick and had a vital sheen, but something else, which was a dignified presence, as hard as it is to believe it, even when she was letting men lick bills and stick them to her hips or breasts. It was a quality that was forever beyond the grasp of the men who clapped and shouted.

Monika Jackson was a tall girl who ironed her blonde hair to make it hang straight as a curtain. A boy from my hometown, Charleston, Illinois, attended Farrington when I did, and after he told Monika about my mother and the Black Leopard, he didn’t speak to me anymore. Monika had shown us pictures of her father’s yacht and the crew members of it that had uniforms. She had pictures of a landscape in the west and asked me where our summer place was. Montana? How many acres did my parents own? Did it have a trout stream on it? What kind of car did they drive? German? British? Audi or BMW? How much horsepower? Then she found out about the Black Leopard.

It took a while for her to figure out what to do, but she came up with the idea of starting a shooting club for girls. No boys allowed. She stopped me in that hall and said, “The dues are only five hundred dollars a year and a subscription to the shooting range. You can get a 17competition rifle for under twenty-five hundred dollars. A really good one is thirty-five hundred dollars. We’ll shoot against Foxcroft.”

I just looked at her.

“You know what Foxcroft is?”

“No,” I said.

“Really?” She raised an eyebrow.

“I don’t think shooting is for me.”

“O,” she said. “I see. Sure. I can see that. Sure.”

On Wednesday and Friday we had time off, and we could go into town to get an ice cream at the store that had an enormous cone with a pink scoop of strawberry ice cream at the top, and the girls and the boys of Farrington gathered there to flirt.

The chocolate ice cream there was smooth and sweet and the taste allowed me to think of those times when my father and I went for a treat. The ice cream, when I was at Farrington, was a way of escaping. I let it linger on my tongue.

I stopped going after I had been asked to join the shooting club that had been organized only to exclude me.

So I avoided the place with the sign that had an enormous cone with a pink scoop on top. Instead I walked through the town, which grew like a weed around Farrington. It had a supermarket that was so diminutive as to be like a model for one in a miniature train setup, and when I went in, I expected the cans to be tiny versions of tuna and baked beans. There was a hardware 18store with a tin ceiling and a floor made from warped planks that sold paint, bolts, leaf blowers. Next to the funeral parlor there was a small car lot with triangular flags and with writing in starch on the windows of the cars that said, “No Money Down. Drive Away Now. No Credit Check.” You could get the same terms at the funeral parlor, but they weren’t advertised.

The gun shop had a sign that said Frank’s Target Titan. Rifles and shotguns were in a rack that ran behind a counter, where a man who must have been Frank slowly turned the pages of Gun Digest. He was tall with a stoop and had long hair tied back in a ponytail in a sweet macho look, which was strangely sexy or at least perfectly forbidden. His eyes moved from the counter to me as I looked through the window, and for a moment, before I hurried away, we just looked at each other, both of us not quite sure what was going on.

The next Wednesday I was back and this time I opened the door and walked in, my eyes on the rifles, which had a sheen from the store’s fluorescent light. Frank looked up, and said, “I wondered when you’d be back.” He raised a brow, as though to say, So what can I do for you? Behind him, targets with black concentric circles were tacked to the wall, and each circle had a number, like the shooting version of Dante.

“What’s the best rifle for target shooting? For competition,” I said.

“Competition?” he said. “Yeah, I heard the School was starting a shooting club. Are you part of that?”
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On the counter there was a magazine, Gun Digest, and there was a copy of The Competitive Marksman, along with copies of The Shooter, Field & Stream, and Outdoor Life. He walked along the rack for rifles, and he explained each one, a Nosler Model 21, a Bergara MG Lite, a Bergara HMR, a Daniel Defense Delta 5 Pro, a Savage 110 Magpul Hunter, and a Weatherby Model 307.

“I like this one,” he said.

He picked up a rifle with an adjustable stock made of high-end plastic. He opened the bolt and passed it over, and the feathery weight of it made me think of those uniforms of the crew on Monika’s father’s yacht, those 10,000 acres in Montana, and her perfume, that must have come from Paris. I looked through the scope, those crosshairs against a poster for Remington ammunition on the wall at the back of the store.

“A good flat shooter,” he said. “Beautiful action for the bolt.”

I just stood there and felt the beautiful balance of the thing.

“So what do you want it for?” said Frank. “For killing something?”

“Just target shooting,” I said.

“You sure?” he said. “Everyone wants to kill something, right?”

“Maybe,” I said.

I handed it back.

“You’re there at the School, right? So everything should be going pretty good.”
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“You’d be surprised,” I said.

“Here. Try this one,” he held out another rifle with an adjustable stock, a scope, the entire thing the color of a battleship. It fit perfectly when I held it up and I stood in that small cloud of the scent of gun oil, looking through that sight and the crosshairs.

It was as light as a lunch box.

“What’s your name?”

“Anna Burke,” I said.

“Well, Anna Burke, come by anytime. I usually get deliveries on Friday. You might find something you like. I have some 8mm Mausers coming in, good flat shooting rifles. I can show you how to boresight them. A hundred yards is good. If you do it at a range, you want to shoot through a cold barrel. That’s what it will be at the first shot. A small thing but it makes a difference.”

I went to the store every now and then to hold those competition rifles and to have a moment, outside the School, where the anger washed over me. It was as though the rifles helped me to walk down those halls where Monika and her friends looked the other way.

On the first break, I went home to my parents’ small brick house opposite a gas station and minimart, and when I stood in front of the bathroom mirror, a blush of shame appeared because I was thinking of the stupid rifle club.

My father, Joshua Burke, worked in a machine shop with those corkscrew-like ribbons of metal swirling around a bit. He was a hardworking man who only 21wanted the best for me, and who liked to take me fishing in his canoe where he let me reel in the fish. Bass mostly. My mother was a cashier at the local Home Depot, and she checked out tools and paint and extension cords, but when we needed money, which was often, she went to the Black Leopard. She danced until she was sweating in the hot air of the place, and she brought home the bills the men had stuck to her skin and saved them to pay for my first year’s tuition. And for the years after, too.

A teacher in the local grade school noticed that I had a way with memory, or that sometimes what I did seemed like a parlor trick, but it wasn’t. At the grade school, the teacher taught us to use a dictionary and she explained that the words were arranged in alphabetical order, and when she called on me, I said that, yes, they were arranged A to Z, but you could look them up the other way, from Z to A, and when she looked at me, I said, “You know, you could start Z, and work to A, since it is organized that way, too.”

“Is it?” she said.

“Sure. As in z y x w v u t s r q p o n m l k j i h g f e d c b a,” I said. “You could look up Werewolf by starting with Z and working to A. Just backward.”

“Yes,” she said. “That’s right. Are your parents at home in the evenings?”

My teacher’s glasses made her look like she had cat’s eyes, years after they were out of date, and she sat down in our living room with its mismatched furniture and with a 22lounger for my father to watch TV. After she talked to my mother and father, my parents began to think about Farrington and then they talked, too, about the grade school teacher’s comment that it would be a crime not to send me to Farrington.

My father sat with me one evening, his hands in his lap, which is what he did when he was thinking things over, such as if we could buy a new winter coat for my mother or if he could afford a new drill press for the shop. But it was worse than that, since he kept looking up at me, wanting to do the right thing and at the same time not wanting me to go away. I wanted to help and so I put some matchsticks on the table, in the shape of a fish, and said, “You want to see how to make the fish go the other way in just three moves?”

“I don’t know, Anna,” he said. “Do I?”

We looked at the matchsticks and then I moved a couple and the fish was turned around.

“Do you have to think about that or do you just see it?”

“I just see it,” I said.

“Okay,” he said. “All right. I’ll talk to your mother about that school. Barrington.”

“Farrington,” I said.

“Yes,” he said. “I guess that’s right.”

My mother danced under the name of Gloria Glow, and she brought the money home in a baggie, which she emptied on the kitchen table, where we usually ate our dinner of meat loaf and mashed potatoes and frozen 23spinach. My father watched as the bills fell on the table like leaves from a tree in the fall or those that blew by a window, his eyes so sad that I took his hand.

“Maybe in the spring, Anna, we can go fishing,” he said. “Catch some big bass.”

Yes, I nodded, yes. We will do that. I will pack a lunch of sandwiches and some chips. A German beer for him that he would never buy himself, St. Pauli Girl with that blonde woman on the label. A Diet Pepsi for me.

My mother sorted the bills, and while she did it, she held a bill to her nose. I did it, too, and said, “So that’s the smell of money?”

“No,” she said. “That’s just my sweat and perfume.”

When I was home from Farrington for the break, my father said, “Anna, let’s go for ice cream the way we used to. What do you say?”
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