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  For


 


  Joe Sirois,


 


  who completed our family,


 


  and


 


  Gail Hochman,


 


  who made the whole journey



Author’s Note

The One-in-a-Million Boy includes lists of world records, most of them assembled from various editions of the Guinness World Records series. Except for four obvious exceptions, the names and feats are real, and a matter of public record; however, they, and the Guinness World Records brand, are used here to embroider a world that exists only in my imagination. Some of the records will likely have been broken by more current contenders in the time between the writing and publication of this book. I also consulted the website of the Gerontology Research Group, an organization that keeps track of the world’s oldest people. The real-life musician David Crosby makes a brief appearance in the story, and he, too, is used fictionally.


PART ONE

Brolis (Brother)


 

 


  * * *


 

This is Miss Ona Vitkus. This is her life story on tape. This is Part One.

 

Is it on?

. . .

I can’t answer all these. We’ll be here till doomsday.

. . .

I’ll answer the first one, but that’s it.

. . .

I was born in Lithuania. In the year nineteen hundred. I don’t recall the place. I might have, oh, the vaguest recollection of some farm animals. A horse, or some other large beast. White, with spots.

. . .

Maybe a cow.

. . .

I have no idea what type of cows live in Lithuania. But I seem to recollect—you know those spotted dairy-type cows you see everywhere?

. . .

Holsteins. Thank you. Oh, and cherry trees. Lovely cherry trees that looked like soapsuds in the spring. Big, frothy, flowering things.

. . .

Then there was a long trip, and a ship’s crossing. I remember that in pieces. You’ve got a million questions on that sheet—

. . .

Fifty, yes. Fine. I’m just saying, you don’t have to ask them in order.

. . .

Because the story of your life never starts at the beginning. Don’t they teach you anything in school?



  Chapter 1


She was waiting for him—or someone—though he had not phoned ahead. “Where’s the boy?” she called from her porch.

“Couldn’t make it,” he said. “You Mrs. Vitkus?” He’d come to fill her bird feeders and put out her trash and tender sixty minutes to the care of her property. He could do at least that.

She regarded him peevishly, her face a collapsed apple, drained of color but for the small, unsettling, seed-bright eyes. “My birds went hungry,” she said. “I can’t manage the ladder.” Her voice suggested mashed glass.

“Mrs. Ona Vitkus? Forty-two Sibley Ave.?” He checked the address again; he’d taken two buses across town to get here. The green bungalow sat at the woodsy edge of a dead-end street, two blocks from a Lowe’s and a few strides from a hiking trail. Standing in the driveway, Quinn could hear birds and traffic in equal measure.

“It’s ‘Miss,’” she said haughtily. He caught the faintest trace of an accent. The boy hadn’t mentioned it. She’d probably staggered through Ellis Island with the huddled masses. “He didn’t come last week, either,” she said. “These boys don’t stick to things.”

“I can’t help that,” Quinn said, suddenly wary. He’d been led to expect a pink-cheeked charmer. The house resembled a witch’s hovel, with its dreary flower beds and sharply pitched dormers and shingles the color of thatch.

“They’re supposed to be teaching these boys about obedience. Prepared and kind and obedient . . . kind and obedient and . . .” She rapped herself lightly on the forehead.

“Clean,” Quinn offered.

The boy was gone: clean gone. But Quinn couldn’t bring himself to say it.

“Clean and reverent,” the woman said. “That’s what they promise. They pledge. I thought this one was the real McCoy.” Another weak echo of accent: something brushy in the consonants, nothing an ordinary ear would pick up.

“I’m his father,” Quinn said.

“I figured.” She shifted inside her quilted parka. She also wore a hat with pompoms, though it was fifty-five degrees, late May, the sun beading down. “Is he sick?”

“No,” Quinn said. “Where’s the birdseed?”

The old woman shivered. Her stockinged legs looked like rake handles jammed into small black shoes. “Out back in the shed,” she said. “Next to the door, unless the boy moved it. He gets his little notions. There’s a ladder there, too. You’re tall. You might not need it.” She sized Quinn up as if considering a run at his clothes.

“If I lowered the feeders,” he suggested, “you could fill them yourself.”

She dug her fists into her hips. “I’m quite put out about this,” she said. All at once she sounded near tears, an unexpected key change that sped things up on Quinn’s end.

“Let me get to it,” he said.

“I’ll be inside.” She aimed a knuckly finger toward her door. “I can supervise just as well through the window.” She spoke with a zeal at odds with her physical frailty, and Quinn doubted for the first time Belle’s word that Ona Vitkus was 104 years old. Since the boy’s death, Belle’s view of reality had gone somewhat gluey. Quinn was awed by her grief, cowed by its power to alter her. He wanted to save her but had no talent for anything more interpersonally complicated than to obey commands as a form of atonement. Which was how he’d wound up here, under orders from his twice-ex-wife, to complete their son’s good deed.

The shed had peeling double doors that opened easily. The hinges looked recently oiled. Inside, he found a stepladder with a broken rung. The place reeked of animal—not dog or cat, something grainier; mice, maybe. Or skinny, balding, fanged rats. Garden implements, seized with rust, hung in a diagonal line on the far wall, points and prongs and blades facing out. He considered the ways the boy could have been hurt on this weekly mission of mercy: ambushed by falling timber, gnawed by vermin—Troop 23’s version of bait and switch.

But the boy had not been hurt. He had been, in his words, “inspired.”

Quinn found the birdseed in a plastic bucket that he recognized. It had once held the five gallons of joint compound with which he’d repaired the walls of Belle’s garage—before their final parting, before she returned his rehearsal space to a repository for paint thinner and plant poisons and spare tires. Inside the bucket Quinn found a king-size scoop, shiny and cherry red, jolly as a prop in a Christmas play. On a nearby shelf he spotted nine more scoops, identical. The boy was a hoarder. He kept things that could not be explained. On the day before the funeral, Belle had opened the door to the boy’s room, instructing Quinn to look around if he wanted, but to remove nothing, touch nothing. So, he counted. Bird nests: 10; copies of Old Yeller: 10; flashlights: 10; piggy banks: 10; Boy Scout manuals: 10. He had Popsicle sticks, acorns, miniature spools of the sort found in ladies’ sewing kits, everything corralled into tidy ten-count groupings. One computer, ten mouse pads. One desk, ten pencil cases. Hoarding, Belle maintained, was a reasonable response to a father whose attentions dribbled like water from a broken spigot. “Figure it out,” she had once told him. “Why would an eleven-year-old child insist on all this backup for the things he needs?”

Because there’s something wrong with him, went Quinn’s silent answer. But on that solemn day they’d observed the room in silence. As Belle preceded Quinn out the door, Quinn palmed the boy’s diary—a single notebook, spiral-bound, five by seven, basic black—and shoved it inside his jacket. Nine others remained, still sealed in shrink-wrap.

As Quinn lugged the birdseed out to Miss Vitkus’s feeders, he pictured the rest of Troop 23 happily do-gooding for more appealing charity cases, the type who knitted pink afghans. The scoutmaster, Ted Ledbetter, a middle-school teacher and single father who claimed to love woodland hikes, had likely foisted Miss Vitkus on the one kid least likely to complain. Now she was tapping on the window, motioning for Quinn to get cracking.

Between the house and a massive birch, Miss Vitkus had strung a thirty-foot clothesline festooned with bird feeders. At six-two, he didn’t require the ladder, though the boy would have, small as he was, elfin and fine-boned. Quinn had also been small at eleven, shooting up the following summer in a growth spurt that left him literally aching and out of clothes. Perhaps the boy would have been tall. A tall hoarder. A tall counter of mysterious things.

Quinn began at the tree end, and as he uncapped the first feeder, birds began to light, foliating the shivering branches. Chickadees, he guessed. Everything new he’d learned in the last two weeks had come from the cautious, well-formed, old-mannish handwriting of his son. A future Eagle Scout, the mysterious fruit of Quinn’s feckless loins, the boy had, according to the diary, set his sights on a merit badge in bird identification.

Miss Vitkus lifted her window. “They think you’re the boy,” she called to him as the birds flittered down. “Same jacket.” Fresh air tunneled into his lungs, blunt and merciless. Miss Vitkus watched him, her sweater bunched across her deflated chest. When he didn’t respond, she snapped the window down.

After dispatching the feeders and running a push mower over her lawn, Quinn returned to the house, where Miss Vitkus stood at the door, waiting for him. No hair to speak of, just a few whitish hanks that put him in mind of dandelions. She said, “I give him cookies after.”

“No, thanks.”

“It’s part of the duty.”

So he went in, leaving his jacket on. It was, as Miss Vitkus had pointed out, exactly like the one the boy wore: a leather bomber with rivets, which made Quinn look like a rock-and-roll man and the boy like a meerkat struggling out of a trap. Belle had buried him in it.

He expected cats and doilies, but Miss Vitkus’s house was pleasant and airy. Her kitchen counter, though crowded at one end with stacked newspapers, shone whitely in the unmolested places. The sink taps gleamed. The exterior must once have looked like the other houses on the street—straight and well appointed and framed by precise green lawns—but she’d obviously lost her ability to keep up.

Her table had been whisked clean but for two mismatched plates, a box of animal crackers, a deck of cards, and a pair of ugly drugstore reading glasses. The chairs smelled of lemon polish. He could see how the boy might have liked it here.

“I heard you’re a hundred and four,” Quinn ventured, mostly to fill up space.

“Plus one hundred thirty-three days.” She divided the animal crackers, one to each plate, over and over, like dealing cards. Apparently there would be no milk.

“I’m forty-two,” he said. “That’s eighty-four in musician years.”

“You look older.” Her greenish eyes glimmered over him. The boy had written, in his faultless spelling: Miss Vitkus is EXTREMELY inspiring in her magic powers and AMAZING life events!!! The diary was twenty-nine pages long, a chronicle of lists interrupted by brief, breathless transcriptions from the world of Miss Vitkus, his new friend.

“Do you have help?” he asked. “Besides the Scouts?”

“I get Meals on Wheels,” she said. “I have to take the food apart and recook it, but it saves me on groceries.” She held up a cookie dinosaur. “This is their idea of dessert.” She looked him over again. “Your boy told me you’re famous. Are you?”

He laughed. “In my dreams.”

“What style of music do you play?”

“Anything except jazz. Jazz you have to be born with.”

“Elvis?”

“Sure.”

“Cowboy songs?”

“If you ask me nice.”

“I always liked Gene Autry. Perry Como?”

“Perry Como or Gene Autry or Led Zeppelin or a cat-food commercial. As long as they pay me.”

“I’ve never heard of Ed Zeppelin but I’ve seen my share of cat-food commercials.” She blinked a few times. “So, a jack of all trades.”

“A journeyman,” he said. “That’s how you stay working.”

She considered him anew. “You must be quite talented, then.”

“I’m okay.” What had the boy told her? He felt like a bug on a pin. “I’ve been working steady since I was seventeen.”

To this she had nothing to say.

“As a guitar player, I mean. I’ve been working mainly as a guitar player.”

Again, nothing; so Quinn switched gears. “Your English is excellent.”

“Why wouldn’t it be? I’ve lived in this country for a hundred years. I’ll have you know I was a headmaster’s secretary. Lester Academy. Have you heard of it?”

“No.”

“Dr. Mason Valentine? Brilliant man.”

“I went to public schools.”

She fumbled with her sweater, a relic from the forties with big glass buttons. “These boys don’t stick to anything. We had ongoing business.” She glared at him.

Quinn said, “I guess I should go.”

“Suit yourself.” She drummed her fingers on the well-used cards, which looked a little smaller than regulation.

“My son says you do tricks,” he said, unable to resist.

“Not for free I don’t.”

“You charge him?”

“Not him. He’s a child.” She slipped the glasses on—they were too big for her face—and inspected the deck.

The boy had written: Miss Vitkus is EXTREMELY talented. She makes cards and quarters DISAPPEAR. Then they APPEAR again!!! She smiles well.

This was exactly the way he had talked in real life.

Quinn said, “How much?”

She shuffled her cards, her mood changing. “I shall regale you,” she said, a magician’s misdirection. Quinn had run into all manner of flimflammery over the years, and this old bird was a champ.

“Just the trick would be fine,” he said, glancing at her kitchen clock.

“You’re in a hurry,” she said. “Everybody’s in a hurry.” She was accordioning the cards now, hand to hand, less impressively than she seemed to think, but impressive enough. “I ran off with a midway show in the summer of 1914 and learned the art of prestidigitation.” Her eyes lifted, as if the word itself produced magic. “Three months later, I came back home and for the rest of my days lived the most conventional life imaginable.” Her expression was intense but ambiguous. “I do this to remind myself that I was once a girl.” Reddening, she added, “I told your boy a lot of stories. Too many, possibly.”

He’d been right to fear coming here: the boy was everywhere. Quinn had never wanted children, had been an awkward, largely absent father; and now, in the wake of the boy’s death, he was left with neither the ice-smooth paralysis of shock, nor the crystalline focus of grief, but rather with a heart-swelling package of murky and miserable ironies.

Miss Vitkus fanned the cards and waited. Her teeth were long, squarish, still white enough, her bumpy fingers remarkably nimble, her nails shiny and ridgeless.

“Five bucks,” Quinn said, taking out his wallet.

“You read my mind.” She took the bill and stowed it in her sweater.

After a moment, Quinn said, “Where’s the trick?”

She leaned across the table and gathered up the cards. “Five gets you inside the tent.” He saw what was in her eyes now: anger. “Five more, you get the show.”

“That’s extortion.”

“I wasn’t born yesterday,” she said. “Next time, bring the boy.”

 

 


  * * *


 

This is Miss Ona Vitkus. This is her life story on tape. This is also Part One.

 

Eighty-eight more minutes? On that little gizmo?

. . .

I’ll take your word for it. Fire away.

. . .

Well, there was radio. That was a good one. And copy machines. Velcro. The electric mixer. Oh, and some marvelous improvements in ladies’ underthings. It’s hard to pick just one.

. . .

Then I’ll go with the automatic washer. Definitely the automatic washer. I don’t recall just when I made the changeover. One minute you’re drubbing petticoats on a washboard, the next minute you’ve got two teenagers and a brand-new Maytag. The in-between goes kind of blinky.

. . .

That’s it. That’s all I have for you.



  Chapter 2



Quinn left Miss Vitkus’s house five dollars poorer and deprived of magic. He took the bus all the way to Belle’s neighborhood of North Deering, where he found her raking a tulip bed behind a cliché of a fence—all those smiling pickets. He’d always thought of the house as Belle’s place—which it was, legally speaking—despite the five and a half nonconsecutive years he himself had lived there. The bay windows reminded him of the sitcoms of the sixties, which the boy had ardently watched, one after the other, on a TV channel lousy with proper husbands and fathers, stand-up guys who stayed home nights to anchor the home vessel.

“So?” she asked. Even her voice had thinned, its layered notes erased.

“It’s out near Westbrook,” he said. “Her yard’s a mess.”

“He committed till mid-July. I told Ted we’d take care of it.”

“She’s got like twenty feeders, hung way too high. He had his work cut out for him.”

Belle checked the street. “You on foot?”

“I sold the Honda.” He slipped a check from his pocket and gave it to her. He’d mailed her a child-support check every Saturday since their second divorce and had yet to miss a payment.

She regarded him woodenly. “I told you, Quinn. There’s no more—need.”

He wondered, not for the first time, if a person could literally die of grief. She was wearing a pink shirt so desperately wrinkled it looked as if it had been filched from a washer at a public laundry.

“Belle,” he said. “Let me.”

She didn’t let him, not at first, but he stood there with the proffered check, blood sloshing in his temples, the check lifting in the weak breeze, until he made clear his intention to outlast her. She relented, took the check, said nothing, and his head calmed.

The place looked deceptively renewed. Late-May flowers popping up everywhere, windows a-twinkle, and another collection of things set out for the trash man.

“Cleaning out again?” he asked.

“Just the things I can’t bear.”

What she meant remained a mystery. He took stock of the rejects: a stuffed chair, a blender, a table lamp, some flatware. Then he caught it, sitting apart from the rest: his first amplifier, two watts, a present from his thirteenth birthday.

“Isn’t that my Marvel?”

They stared at it, together, as they might inspect a dead animal. It was a cheap Japanese import in a case so heavily lacquered it appeared wet even under a three-decade layer of grime.

“It’s ugly,” Belle said, “and it doesn’t work. Nobody wants it.”

“My mother gave me that.” Six-inch speaker, three knobs; junk, pretty much, the sole surviving relic of his adolescence. And of his mother, for that matter.

“It still works,” he said, defensive now. He’d loved that amp. It had meant something.

“How about if you remove your junk from my house once and for all? There isn’t a damn thing to hold you here now.”

“Belle,” he said, wounded. “Don’t.” He had missed his last two custody visits and there would be no forgiving him. Certain things, examined in the frozen light of retrospect, were simply unforgivable.

He looked around. For two weeks Belle’s family had swarmed like a gang of hornets, led by Amy, Belle’s sister. Also Ted Ledbetter, another matter entirely. But today the house was quiet, the driveway empty.

“Is Ted here?”

“No. And how is that your business?”

“Sorry. Where’s everyone else?”

“The aunts went home. Amy’s out mailing thank-you cards. I pretend to need things to get four seconds of peace.” She set the rake against a tree and stuttered out a breath that reminded him of childbirth exercises. He followed her inside, where she seemed surprised to see him.

“Can I have some water?” he asked.

She went into the kitchen and poured him a glass. The house was a tidy Cape, a suburban classic, though technically they were inside Portland’s city limits. Lawns stamped into the once-bumpy landscape. Swing sets, treehouses, dog runs aplenty. Belle’s parents had owned the house and passed it to Belle under condition that Quinn’s name be omitted from the paperwork.

“Did she mention him? The old woman?”

He shook his head. “She cheated me out of five bucks.”

“They had charming conversations,” she said. “I’m quoting.”

“I don’t know how he put up with her.” He meant to sound lighthearted but lately everything landed with the weighted thud of trying-too-hard.

“Did you mention him?”

He drained the glass. The animal crackers had made him thirsty. “To her?”

“Yes, to her. Who else, Quinn?”

“I didn’t.” He added, “Couldn’t.”

The icy surface of her anger—she was encased in it—thawed incrementally. “It’s not a strike against his character that he put up with her,” she said at last. “She’s absurdly old.”

“I took that into consideration.”

She laid her fingers on his arm. “It’s the one thing I asked you to do. He made a commitment, and to him the word means something. I’d do it myself, but this”—she searched the air for some words—“this is the job of the father.”

Quinn said nothing. What was there to say? He’d left when the boy was three, returned when the boy was eight. Five years willingly hacked from the fragile core of fatherhood. She could call him on it now, but didn’t. Boston, New York, and finally Chicago, until it came to him that he was living the same life he’d left, only lonelier. After that, a long, humiliating bus ride home. He’d made a decent living—had always made a decent living, his one source of pride—but still he dreaded facing his former bandmates and day-job shift supervisors with the predictable news that no, ha-ha, he hadn’t Made It, and yeah, he was back for good.

“I didn’t say I was quitting. All I said is that she’s no twinkly old gal in a gingham apron.”

“Poor you,” Belle said. “What else have you got to do today?”

“A wedding at five.”

“You always have a wedding at five. Mr. In-Demand.”

This was their old struggle, and her willingness to unearth it now made him feel less alone. Belle had once compared his chronic gigging to the daily requirements of a maintenance alcoholic. To Quinn, for whom alcohol was a touchy simile, the truth was this: playing guitar was the single occasion in his slight and baffling life when he had the power to deliver exactly the thing another human being wanted.

He trailed Belle into the living room but was not asked to sit. He looked around, sensing a false note, and then it came to him: she’d put her books away. A profligate reader, she usually had four or five going at once, leaving them everywhere, spines flattened by her passion. How many nights had she spent with him recounting plots as he pleaded with her, laughing, not to give it all away? But she always did; when she loved a story she gave it to him whole. Now those same books were stacked by size into a bookcase that looked freshly washed.

“It’s only a few more Saturdays,” she said now.

“Seven, actually.”

“Seven, then. It takes, what, two hours out of your busy day?”

“Yeah, but then you have to eat poisoned cookies.”

She laughed, a brief bark that startled them both. He took her hands and held them; his sympathy filled him to bursting. It was bottomless, this sympathy.

“Can I see his room again? Just for a minute?” He hoped to return the diary before she missed it. He couldn’t imagine her not knowing of the diary’s existence, she who had observed the boy’s life as if in the belief he would need a biographer someday.

She withdrew her hands. “Not now.”

She was punishing him, this fierce and lovely woman, his truest friend. He deserved it; but he knew her well, knew she didn’t have the juice to sustain her rage.

“I’ve got cards to write out,” she said. “Your father sent a note. And Allan called, all the way from Hong Kong.” She waited. “Allan didn’t know about our divorce. Probably he didn’t even know about our first one.”

He shrugged. “You know us.” His father was in Florida year-round now, his brother on the other side of the world. They rarely spoke.

It was ten o’clock. He had hours to fill. He asked, “Are you eating?”

The question seemed to confuse her. “Probably,” she said. “I guess I must be.”

“Do you need anything?”

“Quinn,” she said gently. “There’s nothing you can do for me now.”

The truth of this hurt him like a soft, blue bruise. Belle walked him outside, all the way to the sidewalk, as if he had a car waiting there. “I’m somebody else now,” she said, and if there had ever been a time in his life when he knew what to do with this kind of information, that time had long passed. He locked eyes with her until she released him with a slow shake of her head.

He picked up the amp—it weighed nothing—and carried it out of his former neighborhood and all the way down Washington Avenue and around the Boulevard and up the long slope of State Street to the Peninsula and finally to Brackett Street and up the three dark flights to his apartment, which held beautifully tended music equipment, a few sticks of secondhand furniture, and a framed photo of the boy in his Scout uniform, his short teeth bared in earnest cooperation. Someone had told him to smile, and he’d done the best he could.

 


  BIRDS



	Smallest bird. Bee hummingbird. 2.24 inches and 0.056 ounces.


	Fastest bird over land. Ostrich. 45 miles per hour.


	Highest-flying bird. Ruppell’s griffon vulture. 37,000 feet.


	Most talkative bird. Prudie. African gray parrot. 800 words.


	Most feathers on bird. Whistling swan. 25,216 feathers.


	Least feathers on bird. Ruby-throated hummingbird. 940 feathers.


	Slowest-flying bird. American woodcock. 5 miles per hour.


	Longest bill on bird. 18.5 inches. Australian pelican.


	Nicest bird. In my opinion. Black-capped chickadee.


	Longest bird flight. Common tern. 16,210 miles.






  Chapter 3


On that first Saturday, at the beginning of the early March thaw, the boy arrived in a gray van commandeered by a well-constructed scoutmaster in a pressed uniform. Water dripped off Ona’s gutters, her porch rails, her bird feeders, and the van’s sideview mirrors. The scoutmaster disconnected the boy from the rest of the troop—all of them larger and lunkier than the boy—and marched (literally, it seemed) up the steps. He introduced himself as Ted Ledbetter, then presented the slender, crewcutted boy, whose air of willing restraint instantly unsettled her.

The first word plinked into her conscious mind, odd as a stray hailstone: brolis. She blinked hard, as if the word had literally hit her on the head.


  Brother.


Eleven, he was, though small enough to pass for eight. Over his uniform he wore a ludicrous, water-stained leather jacket from which his neck rose, skinny and naked, an unearthly white. He looked open to wounding. The scoutmaster left the boy with several well-turned instructions and promised a pickup, two hours hence, expressed in military time.

After the van lumbered off, the boy stood wordless and waiting, as reedy and guileless as a grasshopper. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” he said.

“Hmm,” Ona said.

The boy stared. “How old are you?”

The second word dropped: šimtas.

He blinked once. “What?”

“One hundred.”

“What language is that?”

“I don’t know,” Ona said, mystified. “Lithuanian, I surmise. I’m one hundred four, not one hundred. One-oh-four.”

They stood together in the dripping world, sizing each other up, the boy appearing to marvel at the weight of a century-plus, Ona wondering how in hell she’d unearthed two unrelated words in a tongue she couldn’t remember ever speaking.

“Come in, then,” she said, and he did, staying politely on the mat in his trickling shoes.

“I have several jobs for you,” she said, “and if you can’t do them, or don’t want to, I’d just as soon know now.”

“I can do them.”

“I haven’t told you what they are.”

“I can do them anyway.” He enunciated beautifully, though his diction contained barely perceptible pauses in the wrong places, as if he were a foreigner, or short of breath.

But he proved a good worker, willing and persistent and agreeably thorough. Saturday was trash day; he rolled her big trash can all the way from the curb to the shed, which she expected, then replaced the bungee cord over the lid, which she did not expect. He removed all the bird feeders, filled them to brimming, then rehung them with the assiduous care of a window dresser. He cleared straggling blots of snow from the edges of her walk. By the time she got around to offering him a cookie, the scoutmaster had returned.

Ona agreed to take the boy on. Mr. Ledbetter looked relieved; she’d sent the others back on day one.

 

On the second Saturday—after he’d cleaned and filled the feeders in so precise an imitation of the previous week that she suspected he’d written instructions on his hand—the boy confided his passion for world records. They were sitting at her table, eating animal crackers, which the boy did in stages: tail, legs, head, body. Each one exactly the same.

“Not sports-type records,” he assured her. “Records like . . . One, how long can you spin a coin. Two, largest collection of golf pencils. Three, longest ear hair.” He took a short breath. “Four—”

“Guinness records,” she said. She had no trouble hearing him, which delighted her.

“You’ve heard of it!” He looked absurdly pleased. “It’s harder to get in than people think.”

Normally, Scouts bored her, with their Game Boy stats and soccer scores and lazy, shortcutting ways. This one, though, brought a literal sense of second childhood: she felt as if she were speaking to a child she might have known when she herself was eleven. How easily she placed him at McGovern’s, installed at the white marble soda fountain, sipping a chocolate phosphate. She could see him amid the white-shirted boys playing stickball on Wald Street, tagging the door of Joe Preble’s black REO. There was something vaguely wrong with him that made him seem like a visitor from another time and place.

He reminded her that she’d once found people fascinating. That she’d lived more than one life.

She pulled a quarter from her pocket. After a few fumbling tries, she got it to spin. “Five seconds plus,” she said, after it wobbled free and succumbed to gravity. “What’s the record?”

“Nineteen-point-three-seven seconds,” the boy said. “Mr. Scott Day, country of Great Britain. Your table isn’t smooth enough.”

She eyed the sash he wore across his chest, bedecked with shiny patches. “Do you hold the record for merit badges?”

“Mr. John Stanford, country of USA, earned one hundred forty-two merit badges.” He looked out the window. “There’s a badge for bird study.”

“Really?” She pointed. “That’s a goldfinch.” She had learned the basics from Louise back when life still held its little surprises. She’d kept a list for about ten years but couldn’t now recall the last time she’d actually observed a bird. She fed them out of pity.

“I already know some regular ones,” he said. “One, crow. Two, robin. Three, cardinal. Four, chickadee. But one, you have to know twenty birds to get a badge. Two, you have to build a birdhouse. Three, you have to name five birds by their song.” His soft mouth slackened. “I’m bad at music.”

“Really? Because of my husband, Howard, who was a failed and frustrated songster, I’m somewhat ambivalent about music myself.” Ona patted her ear. “Birdsong is different, but I’ve lost the high-pitched ones. Last time I heard a warbler I was seventy-two. Even the robins drop out at times, like a broken radio.”

“That’s too bad,” he said. His entire body stilled in a way that telegraphed his sympathy, and she began to feel fully, truly sorry to have lost all those birds, whose fluting notes had apparently escaped for good down a decrepitating hatch in her inner ear. After nursing Louise through the final dregs of cancer, Ona couldn’t relocate her former pastimes and believed they had quite literally fled with Louise into the Great Unknowable Somewhere. Don’t turn into an old crab, Louise warned her in those final days. It’s too predictable. But that’s exactly what Ona had turned into: an old crab.

“Mr. John Reznikoff, country of USA, got into Guinness World Records by collecting hair,” the boy said. “One, hair from Abraham Lincoln. Two, hair from Marilyn Monroe. Three, hair from Albert Einstein. Four . . .”

This list was very long, and she waited for him to complete it. His eyes never moved from her face. He’d committed a stunning number of records to memory, all of them of the hair-collecting/coin-spinning variety. He, too, collected things—unsuccessfully, he confessed. Serious collecting apparently took a measure of money and opportunity not readily available to the average fifth-grader. “Mr. John Reznikoff buys his hair,” he informed her. “It’s not like he dug up Lincoln’s grave.”

“Oh. I wondered.”

“Mr. Ashrita Furman, country of USA, walked eighty-point-nine-six miles with a glass milk bottle balanced on his head.”

“All at once?” Ona asked, incredulous.

“Mr. Ashrita Furman also holds the record for number of records.” He stopped. “One, where would I get a glass milk bottle? Two, how would I measure eighty miles? Three, my mother wouldn’t let me walk eighty miles with a bottle on my head even if I wanted to.” He paused again. “Which I sort of do.”

Though he offered little more about himself, Ona gathered that school was a trial, day upon day of skulking in the back row for fear of being called on. Possibly he stood alone at recess. Her own boys had been so easy with their friends, Frankie especially, so sunny and well liked. This boy, with his measured voice and forbearing demeanor, seemed more like someone she could actually be related to.

“I knew a man who juggled mice,” she told him.

His eyes popped open, so she hauled out her midway story.

“You ran away?” the boy said. She could feel herself being deliciously reassessed. “You left your mother?”

“Times were funny, war in the air. I hemmed every skirt I owned that year, all the girls in Kimball suddenly flashing their calves.” Felled by the child’s listening gray eyes, she went on: “Mr. Holmes was the show’s owner, a huckster if ever I knew one. His show wasn’t very good, as midway shows went, more like a carnival you might see now at a shopping mall.”

“Oh,” the boy said. “I went to one.”

“How was it?”

“The rides were very fast.”

“Well, we had an old carousel Mr. Holmes won in a poker game—a bona fide Armitage Herschell two-row portable—put-upable and take-downable. Ever seen one?”

“No,” the boy said, goggle-eyed. “I want to.”

Ona had her cards out now and began shuffling. “We did the best we could with the carousel, some third-rate midway games, and a parrot who sang the Sophie Tucker version of ‘Some of These Days.’ Ever heard it?”

“Can I?”

“My Victrola’s long gone,” she said. “I went to the midway every night for seven nights running. And on the seventh night, I fell in love right there in front of the carousel.”

How could it have been otherwise? The sultry evening, the smell of peanuts and drying mud, the steam carousel with painted horses posed for all eternity in an attitude of escape. “I can still see the wild white eyes on those horses,” she told the boy. “You can’t imagine the colors, nothing like the dullards you see nowadays. Pick a card.”

The boy looked startled. “Now?”

“Whenever you’re ready. In the meantime, I shall regale you.” She had learned the word regale from Maud-Lucy Stokes, her childhood tutor, who had employed a flawless grammar that inspired little Ona’s initial, inaccurate, and ultimately disappointing impression of America as a land of precision. Ona loved English from the get-go and paid strict attention, noting the cause-effect of language: her parents’ syntactical shipwrecks, the tin peddler’s casual profanity, Maud-Lucy’s pristine enunciations. Style could move listeners to pity, to reverence, to the purchase of a stewpot they didn’t need. Maud-Lucy taught Ona to compose a sentence with intention, and eventually she chose for herself a high-low hybrid that matched her ambivalence toward humankind.

“There I was,” she told the boy, “standing in a huddle with some girls from my neighborhood, watching the handsome horses go round and round, when Viktor, the tattoo man’s apprentice, sauntered over as if we’d already met in a dream. Beautiful, blond, Russian Viktor.” He stole first her heart, then her virtue, and finally her money. “I’d never even held a boy’s hand. I wasn’t that type of girl.”

“What type of girl were you?”

“Oh,” she said. “Well. Innocent. Like you. Now, why on earth would I tell you all that?”

“I don’t know.” The boy’s gaze fell on her like a strong slat of sunlight. She felt, briefly, unclothed. It was the mention of Viktor that put her in this state. Viktor, who would be one hundred nine. Dead and buried and flirting with her from the grave.

At last, the boy picked a card. He studied it for a full thirty seconds, then gave it back. She pretended to shuffle it into the deck. “Presto,” she said, then flipped his card right side up onto the table.

The boy’s mouth dropped open.

“For crumbsake, haven’t you ever seen a card trick?”

“Not a good one. There’s a kid in my class who does bad ones.” He frowned. “Everybody thinks Troy Packard is so great.”

A bully, Ona surmised. “Well, then,” she said, spreading out the cards. “Look here.”

She laid out the cards for a simple Bottoms Up, as she had for a generation of jittery schoolboys at Lester Academy in her capacity as the headmaster’s secretary. To the youngest ones, the smallest and most scared, she taught the very trick she was teaching now to the boy.

He had remarkable fingers, was willing and avid, but possessed no knack whatsoever for misdirection. “You have zero wiles,” she said. “Don’t try this at school.”

“The world record for a house of cards is one hundred thirty-one stories.”

“Maybe you can go for that. Set a new one.”

“I tried to set a new one.”

“How many did you get?”

“I got eleven.”

“That’s one story per year.”

He looked pleased and said, “Miss Vitkus, you have very beautiful hands.”

 

On the third Saturday, in return for her first compliment in decades, Ona unveiled her entire arsenal of card tricks—the whole shebang, for free. But the boy proved too gullible to appreciate the difference between the obvious step-by-step of a We Three Kings and the multilayered staginess of a Morning Mail. Though the diversionary tactic of telling stories during each slip and shift proved entirely pointless, she answered his questions anyway. It had been a long time, if ever, since another human being betrayed so intense an interest in the ordinary facts of her life.

The boy listened in a fashion she had not heretofore encountered: nothing moved. Not his eyes, not his shoulders, not his legs or feet. Just his fingers—a restrained but detectable ritual that looked like counting. From his lightly closed fist, one finger flicked open, then a second, a third, a fourth, and a thumb; then the other hand: one, two, three, four, thumb. Then the fists closed again, and the fingers jutted again, predictable, systematic. He appeared to be slicing her stories into items on a list, a form of prestidigitation that turned commonplace information into incantation.


	Miss Vitkus came to America as a four-year-old child.


	With her parents, Jurgis and Aldona.


	From the country of Lithuania.


	Which was run by the Russians.


	Who tried to take all the Lithuanian men and put them in the army.


	So Jurgis and Aldona moved to Kimball, Maine, where there were seven mills.


	Jurgis got a job as an acid cooker and Aldona got a job as a rag sorter.


	And they decided to make their little girl an American.


	So they didn’t talk to her in Lithuanian.


	And they couldn’t talk to her in English.




“Did you get lonely?” the boy asked. “If my mom didn’t talk to me, who else would talk to me?” He curled his fingers and waited for another one-to-ten. She felt compelled to oblige.

“My parents did talk to me,” she said.

One.

“It’s just that their vocabulary was limited.”

Two.

From the veiled years came the sound of her name: Ona, what you got, Ona? Ona, smile nice, Ona. Ona, pretty dress, Ona. Ona: their sole allowable native word, a meek comfort, a bubble of remembrance. An early memory floated in, Ona pressed against the door of her parents’ bedroom, listening in panic and longing as they whispered in their mother tongue: pushka-pushka-pushka, mysterious susurrations that sounded like quavering trees.

Outside that room it was English, English, English. Aldona worked all day at the bag mill, Jurgis all night at the pulp mill, ferrying fresh words and phrases across the footbridge at shift change. When Ona was six they built their own apartment building, a wooden triple-decker with open porches. On an eighth-acre at the corner of Wald and Chandler, the Vitkus block rose up board by board, a testimony to foresight and grit. In the tiny backyard they revived a swatch of their beloved Lietuva in a garden so shrewdly planned that vegetables flourished through three seasons.

“What kind of vegetables?” the boy asked.

“I remember a lot of cabbage.”

“Cabbage!” the boy said. Apparently it took nothing to astonish him.


	Jurgis and Aldona saved up money to build a house in Kimball.


	Which had three floors.


	And was called a block.


	Cabbages grew in the backyard of the Vitkus block.


	Also parsnips.


	Little Ona Vitkus and her parents lived on the first floor.


	Some other people lived on the second floor.


	And on the third floor lived a young lady from Granyard, Vermont.


	Her name was Maud-Lucy Stokes.


	She taught piano and tutored immigrant children in English.




Good talking, Jurgis said, bringing his little daughter to the third floor, to Maud-Lucy. Brilliant, sophisticated Maud-Lucy Stokes. Jurgis meant to say, Teach her something! Our tongues are tied.

“My own English was atrocious,” she told the boy.

“Your grammar is excellent,” he said.

“Not back then. My English was a chewed-up mouthful of American slang, salted with Italian and Franco specks I picked up from the street. My parents knew I’d get nowhere talking like a melting pot.”

“But your parents didn’t speak English. How did they know yours was bad?”

“They were foreign, not deaf,” Ona said. “Maud-Lucy tutored me for free, merely because she wanted to. She tutored me every day.”

“Plus school?” the boy asked, rearing back, horrified, the list forgotten.

“In place of school. School smelled like unwashed boys and wood smoke. The schoolmistress despised girls.” Instead, Ona had climbed the stairs to the third floor every day to Maud-Lucy. Self-possessed, heavy-bodied Maud-Lucy, who cut her hair insolently short, loathed the passive voice, and kept a piano and a cat and a library of books with dark and stalwart bindings. Maud-Lucy, whose rooms smelled of ink and lavender. Who claimed to have no use for a man. Who longed for children and took Ona as a surrogate. Who fed adjectives to Ona like drops of chocolate.

“My goodness,” Ona said, looking at her fingers. “Now you’ve got me doing it.”

The boy abruptly hid his hands. After a moment, he said, “Did you miss your mom and dad? When you ran away to the circus?”

“Not a circus,” she said. “Don’t get the idea I was prancing around on an elephant.”

“I won’t.”

“You’re picturing me prancing around on an elephant, aren’t you?”

He laughed then, a yip of pleasure. So far he’d exhibited little capacity for humor, only varying degrees of earnestness. “It was easier than you might think to leave them,” she said. “I felt like Maud-Lucy’s child by then. But she had to take care of her auntie that summer, back in Granyard, Vermont. At the time, I thought my parents were plotting a return to the motherland. So it wasn’t that hard to run. I was fourteen, old enough. Maud-Lucy’s the one I missed.”

The boy was quiet for a moment. “There’s someone who I think likes my mom. It’s a secret.” He looked away. “He might be my dad someday.”

“Oh. Well, this was different.”

“Sometimes I feel like this other person is really my dad. Same way you felt like Maud-Lucy was really your mom.”

“I see your point.”

“My real dad is excellent at music.” He pointed out the window. “What’s that one?”

“House finch,” she informed him. The boy rushed to his backpack, extracted a pristine notebook, and added “house finch” to his list. “That’s eight,” he said. “Twelve to go.” He peered out at Ona’s spirea bushes, which were greening already, spring finally on the way.

“I miss the morning chorus,” Ona told him. “The birds are all pitched too high.”

“I have to remember five songs.”

“Well, I can’t help you there.”

“If birds sang lower, you could hear them.”

“You’ll have to take that up with God.”

The boy thought this over. “Are your mom and dad still alive?”

“For crumbsake! Add it up.”

He paused a moment, calculating. “What happened to them?”

Few creatures on earth had ever asked her such a thing. “Their English improved,” she said. “They got out of the mills and opened a grocery store. They worked till they retired, lived a little longer, then died. Same thing that happens to everybody.”

“Not everybody,” he said. “Look at you.” His calculations took on a sudden, heated clarity that showed in his body. “Hey,” he said, standing up. “I just thought of something.” His eyelashes quivered. His narrow hands went to his head as if trying to keep it on his shoulders. “What if—Miss Vitkus, what if you’re—the oldest person in the world?”

Ona could think of two or three ways to take this news. “Goodness,” she said. “I hope not.”

He was hopping around her kitchen now, still holding his head, trying to contain his runaway glee. “Hey, Miss Vitkus, you could be a Guinness . . . world . . . record . . . holder!”

“Do I get a cash prize?”

“One, you get a certificate,” he said, his voice sailing. “Two, you get respect. Three, you get immortality!”

“Well,” she said, “I suppose you can’t put a price on that.”

Then that pestering scoutmaster appeared at the door, and it was time once again for the boy to go home.



  Chapter 4


Jailbreak Brew Pub smelled beery and old, though its patrons blazed with vitality: a thirtyish crowd, women with streaked hair and skimpy blouses, guys with gym-muscled forearms and fake tans. They liked to dance, these guys, hands gripped on the swiveling hips of some girl they appeared to be driving. They liked old rock-and-roll, the music of their parents.

Quinn was here for his weekly gig with his oldest friends, who composed a band called the Benders. In their heedless youth they’d penned a few middling tunes but over the years had morphed into a middle-aged cover band.

“Maybe you’re working too much,” Rennie said to him now. The Benders were on their second break of the night, Quinn at the bar sipping a heavily iced Sprite—his drink of choice since his cold-turkey promise to Belle eleven years back, on the night the boy was born.

“I’m not working too much, Ren.” He’d missed a cue and mangled an intro, which never happened. He wasn’t sleeping, that was all; but he kept this to himself.

The last thing he wanted was sympathy.

“When did you last have a night off?” Rennie persisted.

“I don’t need less work, Ren, I need more. I’ve got—a debt.”

“A debt? You own nothing.” He made this sound like a compliment.

“Things have changed.”

“I can get you a couple of shifts,” Rennie said. He owned a direct-mail business that had seen Quinn through more than one dry spell. The musician’s living was something he’d learned to manage over the years, imagining it as a streambed that flooded in one season, vanished in another. The trick was to keep standing in that fickle, vitalizing water as it rose and fell. He’d managed better than most. You’re not afraid of work, honey, his young mother had told him before she died. It’ll be the best thing about you.

“It’s not that kind of debt, Ren.” He could hear Gary and Alex chatting up a table of young teachers celebrating a birthday. His bandmates had grown up with him in a neighborhood of triple-deckers on Munjoy Hill. Now Rennie had his mailing empire, Alex his law firm, Gary his chiropractic office. Jailbreak was the highlight of their week. They were the fathers of bloomy and vibrant children, caretakers of lawns and tax returns and long-division homework, but in their hours of ordinary despair they believed they wanted the life Quinn had made for himself: a working musician.

“I’ll, okay, I’ll leave you alone,” Rennie said, and withdrew into the burbling room.

Quinn hadn’t craved a drink this badly since the night after the funeral, when he’d retreated deep into his Monday-night routine: tallying the week’s projected income and expenses. He’d stopped in mid-stroke, a revelation arriving like a telegram from hell: his biggest expense, a boy who needed health insurance and school supplies and lunch money
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