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For Katherine




“Is everybody all right?”

—Senator Robert F. Kennedy, moments after being shot, in the Los Angeles Ambassador Hotel, June 5, 1968






Maryland

Every morning Ellie West listened to her son get out of bed. With her husband, Joe, not yet awake, she tuned in so intently to the sounds two rooms down that she could feel some part of her leaving their bed and drifting down the hall. First she heard Jamie push his covers off and turn his body to the edge of his mattress. Then she followed as he reached for his crutches, which were propped against his wall, and she could even make out the pff sound of the foam padding coming off the surface. She heard the rubbery thud of his crutches push into the wooden floor; then she heard the same thud three times until there was a pause, so that he could stop, lean over, and turn the doorknob. When he moved down the hall to the bathroom, Ellie listened to the crutches creak under the weight of him. With one crutch he pushed the bathroom door until it swung lightly against the doorjamb, and then he let one crutch rest against the wall while he stood over the toilet to pee. When he was done, she could hear him linger in front of the bathroom sink—sometimes for a few seconds, sometimes for a minute or more—but  he was not washing his hands or brushing his teeth or anything else she could think of. And then most mornings he bounded back down the hallway to his room and closed the door. The crutches connected with the floor three more times before he was back on the bed; there would be no other sound from his room for at least an hour or more.

Jamie’s two years of being in the army had erased any ability to sleep late, which had taken Ellie by surprise; she had imagined the strict structure and routine of his days would have had the opposite effect.

“Won’t it be good for him to just catch up on all the sleep he’s missed,” she said to Joe two days before they met him at the airport, just outside of Baltimore. “He’s still just a boy. He can sleep all he wants to. I want him to do whatever he wants for as long as he wants.”

 

 

 

Four months earlier, east of the village Than Khe, the morning mist was just beginning to evaporate. For several days Jamie and Alpha Company had waited for orders while falling into soggy boredom, and now the slate sky was a kaleidoscope of mortar fire. The air hissed all around, and Jamie, with one arm thrown over his helmet, scrambled toward the foxhole he and “Bulb” Landreaux had dug the previous night when he caught sight of Landreaux covered in flames—still on his feet, but wavering like a tower of blocks. As Jamie barreled toward him, a missile landed a few meters away, knocking Jamie so high into the air that he had time to wonder how he would land—and sending shards of shrapnel as big as bottles into his leg. Two days later, he woke up on a cot in a nearby aid station.

When he opened his eyes there was an army nurse standing over him with thick curls as soft-looking as anything he had ever seen; she smiled at him in wild surprise, as if he were very mischievous for waking up only after the doctor had left. He understood then that nothing about his life would be the same.

 

 

 

Ellie was frying bacon when she remembered to reach over and turn the radio on. The funeral service for Bobby Kennedy would be on in a few hours, but she wanted to listen to the commentary beforehand. The radio was next to the toaster, and she moved the dial past “Stranger on the Shore,” which she would have otherwise liked to have listened to, to the one station that ordinarily broadcast classical music. Then she heard the announcer say, “As we said at the top of the broadcast, Senator Kennedy’s body is scheduled to be taken to New York’s Penn Station and put on a train around eleven thirty, and from there it will begin its historic journey down through New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Delaware, Maryland, and on to Arlington National Cemetery, where the senator will be buried next to his brother, President John F. Kennedy. And I remind listeners—”

She could smell the bacon burning and moved to lift the pan off the stove. “Are they talking about the funeral?” asked Miriam, who lately had stopped saying good morning in favor of asking a question right off or making some bold proclamation. Miriam had turned seventeen the week before, and she had been following every development since the senator was shot in the early minutes of Wednesday morning in Los Angeles. The train would follow tracks used by the C&O system, the newspaper had reported, and those tracks  were just forty yards from the Wests’ back door. Ellie knew Miriam planned to watch the service on TV, and didn’t know about Joe or Jamie, but all of them planned to watch the train pass by.

Miriam considered a long thread hanging from the arm of her pajama sleeve and said, “And that reporter is still coming today to interview Jamie?”

“They haven’t said otherwise,” Ellie said, and she could hear the fatigue in her voice. She hadn’t slept well that week and wondered if Miriam had noticed the puffiness in her face. While working her shift as a highway tollbooth operator a few days earlier, she had dozed off in a rare lull between cars, until the owner of an aquamarine Chrysler honked his horn. “They still have a newspaper to put out. I’m sure not all of the reporters are going to be covering Bobby Kennedy.”

A week ago, the editor of The Gazette, Avery Tate, had called the Wests, whom he knew, like most everyone else in town, from PTA meetings and being at the Friday night football games in the fall, from waiting in line at the Piggly Wiggly and seeing most everyone in town at church at least on Easter Sunday and the Christmas Eve service. He asked Joe and Ellie about the paper possibly doing a piece on Jamie—what he had gone through in Vietnam, the challenges he faced now, after losing his leg. He told them they wanted to do a profile of Jamie and make it “a portrait in courage.” That phrase rang in Ellie’s head off and on all hours of the day. When she first asked Jamie about the idea, he was sitting on the edge of his bed, his long foot sweeping over a stack of Hot Rod magazines that had been saved for him. He took a full minute before he shrugged his shoulders.

“They must be short on story ideas these days,” he said.

Avery Tate had planned to send his best features writer to do the piece, but when Senator Kennedy was shot, he wanted her covering the funeral train. In fact, three City reporters would be following the Kennedy funeral or be camped out with a group of mourners who were standing by the tracks for a glimpse of the senator’s coffin. But having made the arrangements with Ellie, he was concerned that rescheduling might send the wrong message to the young man, who was already struggling. That was what he had heard, anyhow, or rather, what his wife had heard. Instead, he assigned the story to Roy Murphy, who had just completed his junior year at the University of Maryland and was, as a journalism major, interning with the paper.

What Avery Tate had forgotten to ask—and in the last year, he had been forgetting more than usual—was whether Roy knew Jamie, since they had gone to the same high school. Roy wouldn’t be studying ethics in journalism until the fall semester, and in the days before beginning his reporting and interviewing, it never occurred to him that he was the wrong man for the job.

The Wests knew to look for the reporter at one that Saturday. Beyond that, not having ever been interviewed before, they didn’t much know what to expect.




Delaware

When Edwin Rupp woke up that morning, he turned on the radio beside the bed and searched for a weather report, despite having followed the forecast for Saturday all week long. His wife, Lolly, rolled over, annoyed and not ready to open her eyes.

“Just go outside and look,” she said in a raspy voice. “That’s your forecast.”

Instead, Edwin opened the blinds of the bedroom window. The sun poured in. “Blue skies,” he said, and exhaled deeply.

The radio was playing the Doors’ “People Are Strange.” For a few minutes Lolly tried to sort through her dream about their new pool brimming with fish, then, understanding it no better now that she was awake, she pushed her way through deep morning fog and thought about Saint Patrick’s Cathedral, in New York, and how many people must already be lining around the block. She lifted the top sheet and reached over to find a station broadcasting any news about the service.

“Hey, you’re turning Jim,” Edwin said.

“I want to see if they’re saying anything about the funeral. Jim won’t mind.” She went around the dial but couldn’t find anything.

“We’re going to have fun today, right?” Edwin asked. “We’ll see  the train, but I really don’t want that to just hang over the whole day, with the party.”

Lolly yawned. “It’s just Ted and Georgia, so I hadn’t really thought of it as a big party. But sure, we’ll try to have fun. It’s just that it’s going to be kind of a heavy day. I mean, there’s some very sad shit going on right now.” Since growing her hair out, she had developed a habit of tugging on the ends when she was irritated, and now she held her auburn strands with two hands.

“I know,” Edwin said. “It’s heavy, I know.” Edwin glanced out the window again. He tried to offer Lolly a smile, but his mouth turned into a pucker, and then he gave up. “I’m going to go ahead and fill it up,” he said. “Chlorine needs to sit for a couple of hours before you can get in.” He changed T-shirts and stepped into his old madras shorts, which had become as thin as tracing paper over the years, then glanced over at Lolly before walking out of the room.

Lolly wrapped herself in the sheets again. The house began its quiet rumble when Edwin turned on the hose, and it was not a noise she could listen to for an hour or however long it would take. The water hit the bottom of the pool with a loud smacking sound, like a hailstorm. From the window she could see Edwin holding the hose, his face set gravely in concentration.




Maryland

You want to come to breakfast?” Ellie whispered outside of Jamie’s door. “Or do you want me to bring it in? I’m glad to.”

Joe was lying awake in bed, and his face was twisted as he listened. As Joe saw it, the more Ellie pampered Jamie, the more Jamie was going to see himself as an invalid. He tried to never look at what remained of Jamie’s leg.

“He’s not six years old,” Joe told Ellie one night, a week after Jamie had come home. “You’ve got that old singsong voice you used to use when the kids were little and sick. Jamie’s lost a leg, but that doesn’t mean he’s a little boy again. And you can’t treat him like one.”

Ellie, who had been quietly crying herself to sleep since Jamie had come home, bristled when Joe spoke to her that way.

“Don’t you tell me what my own son does and doesn’t need,” she said. “A mother knows what she should do. Don’t make it your business to start monitoring everything I say to him.”

Now, both Ellie and Joe waited for Jamie’s reply. A truck—probably Dilbert Ray’s tow truck—drove past, causing the house to shake like a subway car.

“All right,” Jamie said after a while. “I’m coming.”

Joe hoped Ellie would not respond with high-pitched enthusiasm, but she did.

“Breakfast for you, too,” she said to Joe, sticking her head in their bedroom. He could see that she had erased her grin, lest he see it. Lately they were constantly studying each other’s expressions.

“Coming,” Joe said.

Joe heard Jamie push himself off his mattress and onto his crutches. And because he had to stop himself from listening to Jamie negotiate his way from one room to the other, he got up and forced himself to cough.

In the kitchen Miriam had turned the radio up, and her grim expression told everyone not to try to talk over it. Jamie rested his crutches against the wall and took two hops over before working himself into a chair at the end of the table. Miriam reached over and ran a hand over his hair.

“I want to hear, too, but it’s too loud,” Ellie said, and indicated with her fingers how minimally she was lowering it. “What a day for that family. My God.”

Joe wanted coffee but didn’t feel like making it, and he hesitated to ask Ellie. She had stopped drinking coffee much lately, and now that she was doing so much for Jamie, she didn’t want to spend any more energy on Joe than she had to. These days, he thought about coffee as much as he drank it.

“Jamie, do you still feel like talking to that reporter today?” Ellie asked. “This was the day he was going to come over. I still don’t understand what they want to write about, exactly.” Since Jamie had returned home, she had come to enjoy pretending to be uninformed.

“It’s all right with me,” Jamie said. “I don’t know what I have to say, though. I lost a leg. Charlie’s winning the war. And does anyone want to hire Captain Peg Leg for a job?”

They were used to his making comments like this, but even now  it could still make them skip a breath. “Don’t say stuff like that,” Miriam finally said. She tried to scold him with her version of a glare, but he wouldn’t look over. “So how do you know exactly what he’s going to ask?” she said. “I mean, what if it’s one of those reporters who accuses soldiers of killing women and children?” Before the last words had come out, she felt a great tightness in her chest. This was not an altogether new sensation for her; Miriam frequently said the wrong thing, and her family hadn’t grown more tolerant over the years, but instead, seemed to, in ways only she could measure, move further and further away from her. She had been acutely aware of this in recent weeks as she watched her parents stare at Jamie. And when they did return their gazes to her, she was sure they remembered again their disappointment in her.

Before her mother or father could speak, she was going to beat them to it.

“I’m just saying, you don’t always know what someone wants to say about the war. I know Jamie didn’t do anything like that—God! Of course I know that. Don’t even look at me like that. I just want to protect Jamie. How do we know what this reporter wants to ask? How do we know, is all.”

Ellie kept her mouth open, but it was unclear when a reply might come out of it.

“That’s enough of that kind of talk,” Joe said. “The Gazette’s not that kind of paper, and Jamie shouldn’t have to hear that garbage in his own house. From his own family.”

There was a hint of enjoyment in Jamie’s face then—not for the scolding that his sister received, but for how quickly such upset could befall them all. He knew better than anyone how on edge his family had been since his return, and he was grateful when the  hushed reverie and manners could be so easily pierced. He only wished that it happened more often.

Miriam studied Jamie’s face, wondering if she needed to apologize. She could see that she didn’t.

Ellie was content for once that her husband had more or less expressed the appropriate message in a reasonably appropriate manner. Still, she cocked her head toward Miriam out of habit.

“I’ve got to get this house in order is what I need to do,” she said to all of them and to no one. “I can just see the first sentence of that article now. ‘Jamie West lived in cleaner quarters while serving in Vietnam than he does in his own home.’”

“I’m going to go listen in my room,” Miriam said, feeling confident once more, “where I can actually hear it.” She put her hand on Jamie’s shoulder and squeezed as she moved past. “Do you want to come?” she asked him.

Jamie shook his head. He could see that his parents were interested in his answer either way. Generally they seemed to worry that he was spending too much time alone—alone on the front porch, alone in his bedroom, alone in the backyard, where Joe had set up two round targets at the yard’s end for Jamie to practice archery. As a soldier, Jamie was an expert marksman, the best in his company with the M-16, the M-60, and M-79, and Joe had encouraged him not to let those skills recede just because he had lost a leg. In junior high school Jamie had placed third in the state’s national target archery finals for his age division, and the summer before he was drafted, he briefly considered trying to get into the Guinness Book of World Records for most consecutive bull’s-eyes from forty meters. Now, seated on an overturned wooden barrel, he spent a couple of hours most days shooting with his longbow; Joe had bought him  thirty arrows and a backpack so that he wouldn’t have to keep getting up and retrieving them; Ellie was only too eager to sit out there with him, sorting through the wet laundry and hanging it on the lines and pulling the arrows out every few minutes to hand him, and in the evenings Joe liked to do the same, though he didn’t busy himself with anything but watching Jamie shoot. Or often Jamie’s friend Sutton came over and held a small tin of chewing tobacco out for himself, watching Jamie shoot into the two small yellow circles. Sutton walked with a limp because of a football injury in high school. A tackler had crushed his left femur as Sutton tried to take the ball into the end zone, and it was poorly reset. Jamie was one of the team’s wide receivers, and when he watched Sutton’s leg bend left when the rest of his body was knocked right, he knew that Sutton would never play football again. Now Sutton worked as a driver for Pepsi. He didn’t have to worry about the draft.

“Do you know how long this reporter will take?” Jamie asked. “Sutton was coming over later to watch the train pass by. Since the shooting, Sutton thinks he’s Walter Cronkite. Last night all he could talk about was Sirhan Sirhan and Arab nationalists.”

“I keep wondering if there is going to be a Jack Ruby in all of this,” Joe said. “I keep thinking Mr. Sirhan is going to meet the same fate as Oswald.”

“Then more killing and more killing,” Ellie said, untying her apron strings. “More violent chaos. I hope they don’t shoot that man. Or when is it ever going to end?”

She stopped to look at Joe and Jamie. Jamie’s thin face looked like Joe’s when they first married, like the picture from their honeymoon in Ocean City they had gotten a stranger to take, with Joe’s  arm around Ellie on the boardwalk, the ocean breeze lifting a lock of his hair and sending it across his broad forehead, his expression almost stunned. Had he really just met this girl Ellie two months prior?




New York

The first woman Lionel Chase passed that morning, a heavyset white woman in a sundress marked by giant sunflowers, took pleasure in the appearance of the new train porter’s suit and offered him a shy smile. Without thinking, he reached his fingers to the tip of his hat to acknowledge her. Already the uniform, with its six brass buttons and dark jacket with gold trim at the cuffs, was doing what it was supposed to do.

When he picked up the suit at the Penn Central office the week before, the company tailor who fit him studied his shoulders without speaking. “You want them edges so sharp, someone bump into you, they get nicked,” the man said.

Lionel offered the man a chuckle, but the man said, “You think I’m joking, son? You want everything goddamned right.”

On the sidewalk his patent leather shoes squeaked terribly, but he was sure that inside the train they would be drowned out. Even at its quietest rumble you couldn’t outduel the power and crudeness of the locomotive engine. Lionel worried that by summer’s end the roar of the train would be difficult to get out of his head. Before retiring two years ago after a massive heart attack, his father, Maurice Chase, had worked as a Pullman porter for thirty-seven years. When Lionel was a boy he heard his father say that the train was always running around somewhere in his head. “Trying to make up the time,” he said.

As Lionel walked toward the Queens Plaza subway, he checked his front jacket pocket to make sure the letter from Adanya was secure. He had read it a half-dozen times in the two days since it had arrived, but he wasn’t about to leave the house without it; his mother might happen upon it while delivering clean clothes to his room.

In three pages, sprayed with a perfume called Lotus, Adanya had started out by saying how much she missed him already. On the second page, she wrote that she had gone to see a doctor. She was pregnant. The rest of the letter was skillfully vague. She was just shy of four weeks along, she wrote, and then added, “It’s a good time to find out, I guess. Not too late to give us plenty of time to think about what we should do.” She wrote that there was a joy she couldn’t deny about carrying Lionel’s child in her, and she followed that by saying, “We have our whole lives ahead of us, and I know this is sooner than either of us imagined being parents. We haven’t even started our sophomore year!” By the third page, Adanya steered back to where the letter had begun. “If you were drawing me in one of your comics right now, draw me with my arms wrapped around  you so tight, and a caption bubble (is that the right word?) that says, ‘Never let go.’”

It was still early, but his father had insisted on Lionel’s getting out the door well in advance. Maybe before reporting in he could step into a diner, order a Coke, and read the letter once more. If he did that, he thought, he could clear his head for the rest of the day and fully concentrate on the job. His father was going to want a report of his first shift in excruciating detail—there was no getting out of that—and when he asked Lionel how he thought he did, Lionel wanted to be able to say, “You’re asking the new star of the Penn Central how he did?” and be convincing.

Down on the subway platform, the heat draped riders like a thick blanket until another train could sweep it away again. Lionel started to remove his hat when he felt the gaze of a little girl holding her mother’s hand. Lionel smiled at her, and the girl produced a little tremor of a wave. The mother watched her with some amusement and said, “She said you look nice in your uniform.”

“Well, thank you,” Lionel said to the girl, who was working up the nerve to speak.

“Do you work on the trains?” she asked in an elfin voice.

“That’s right,” Lionel said.

“Do you work on this train?”

“No, not this one,” he said. “One that goes farther, that leaves New York.”

The girl then whispered something to her mother, who didn’t catch it the first time and needed her to say it once more.

“She says have a good trip.”

The lights of the E train grew wide in the tunnel, and Lionel tipped his hat once more as the crowd shuffled a few steps back.  When the train doors opened and Lionel stepped in, he stood next to three nuns who gripped the vertical pole as if the train were still moving. Their faces were as pale as onion skins, and one of them was crying softly, her tears flowing around a large mole on her cheek.

“It’s all right, dear,” one of the nuns said to her. “It’s all right.”
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