Michael Downs

Duty, Honor, Country

Three children, buckled into the backseat of a 1967 Plymouth.
Paper bags of fast food in the passenger seat spotting with grease.
Hartford's streets splashing outside. The man behind the wheel,
firing up one cigarette, then another; the dashboard lighter’s
orange coil illuminating his chin whiskers, the rest of his face
darkened. The wipers telling the children, “shush, shush; shush,
shush.” The man says, “Nobody gets a French fry until we get to
Grandma'’s. Don't ask again.”

Glued to the dashboard, a miniature Statue of Liberty shudders
with each pothole but stands its ground. A toy Liberty Bell dan-
gles from the rearview mirror. Little organizing boxes and pockets
sit here and there within the driver’s reach, offering stockpiles of
ballpoint pens and scraps of paper, news clippings, matchbooks.
In one is a planning calendar, and in another a paperback copy of
The Federalist Papers, its cover curled and crumbling at the corners.

At a stoplight, side by side with a squad car, he watches the
police officer behind its steering wheel watching him. The officer
won't look away, insists on trespassing where the government has
no business. So from the Plymouth he glares back and wants the
glare to say what he hasn’t words for. The light turns green, he
pulls forward as driving laws require and allow, but after a few
moments the squad car falls behind, red lights flashing,.

Then the officer is at the car’s open window asking for docu-
ments. “You've got a taillight out, Mr. Grimes,” the officer says. “1
could write you up for that.”

Rain falls into the car, dampens his sleeve. He unbuckles his
seat belt. “I want to see that taillight,” he says, and unlocks his
car door.

“You need to stay where you are.”

“The taillight isn't out. You've got no reason to stop me and no
reason to write me up.”

“Stay where you are.”
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“Show me the taillight.”

“Mr. Grimes,” says the officer, looking into the back at the three
children. “Your taillight is out. I won't write you up, but get it
fixed.” He folds his ticket book, slides it back into a space on his
belt. “You and your family have a safe and happy night.”

The oldest, Sonny, who is crying, wipes his nose with his coat
sleeve. It's a coat Grandma gave him, one with stars on the collar
like generals wear. It's too big, but Grandma says he will grow into
it. He likes the pockets because they hold a lot. Tonight, in the
pockets, he carries the medallion that proves he’s made his First
Holy Communion, a folded-up picture of the King of Greece he
cut out of a magazine, a felt tip pen with red ink and another with
black, and a cap gun version of a pistol Teddy Roosevelt carried.
He knows from Grandma about the Rough Riders. She also tells
him about Senator Goldwater and two other heroes he can’t re-
member, but one is a general and both have a “mick” sound in
their names, like McDonald's, where Daddy stopped to get the
burgers and fries.

When the policeman arrives at the car window, Sonny places
his hand in the pocket with the gun and holds it so he can quickly
fire. He has carried the gun since Mommy started spending so
much time in the backyard talking to the dog through its wire pen.
When she stays outside, Sonny watches from his bedroom win-
dow. The dog’s name is King, but Sonny calls the dog Mary be-
cause Mary is a girl at school he doesn't like. It's a German shep-
herd dog, and it growls at everyone except Mommy, and its gums
are scary pink.

Not Mommy. Mom. The kids at school punch him because only
bozo kids say Mommy and Daddy. So now he tries to say Mom
and Dad.

When the policeman leaves, Sonny waits for his dad to start
driving. But they sit for a long time while Dad finishes his ciga-
rette. Then Dad opens the car door, walks around the back, and
when he comes back he's rained-on wet, and he slams the car
door. He finds a notepad and writes something inside. Jay rests
his head against Sonny's shoulder and Sonny pushes him away.
“I want a French fry!” Millie says, but she can’t pronounce her
Rs and it sounds like Fwench fwy. “Fwench! fwy!"” she shouts.
“Fwench! Fwy!” Jay sings along, “Pinch pie! Binch bye!”

Dad turns toward the back seat, raises a finger. Millie and Jay
stop.

‘%don"t want to hear from Grandma that you made problems for
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her,” he says. He blows cigarette smoke out of his nose. “Sonny.

Stop crying.”

Because her grandchildren will arrive soon, Peggy Grimes primps
before the mirror on her vanity, the mirror she bought with Green
Stamps. It plugs into a wall outlet; switch a button and the lights
around the mirror dim or brighten to replicate an array of lighting:
ballroom lighting, dance club lighting, workplace lighting, garden
lighting. Your face always fits the place! For her apartment at
night, she chooses ballroom lighting because of the faux chan-
delier hanging over her dining room table, which she also pur-
chased with Green Stamps. Given the petite quality of her apart-
ment, the chandelier is the only light that ever need burn.

She likes to look just so: her authentic imitation pearls around
her neck and at her ears, the string for her reading glasses that
shimmers almost as brightly as diamonds do, her indigo dress
with the puff sleeves and glitter at the neckline. Dark hose be-
cause it is evening and she’ll have no one see the varicose snarls,
and—finally—heels that are not too high, mature but sophisti-
cated: what the wife of a five-star general might wear.

At the table beneath the chandelier she places a pillow on each
of the chairs where the twins will sit. Then she arranges a plate of
the cookies she bought at the supermarket. They are her favorite:
mint and chocolate. She pours decaffeinated crystals and steam-
ing water into a cup, adds two tablets of saccharine and a splash of
Irish courage, as she calls it, then sits at the table and sips and
waits for the evening to begin.

Jimmy Grimes sets his blinker, then turns at his mother’s street.
He remembers Anita’s reaction when she learned of his mother’s
move to this apartment. “Now she lives on Lincoln, just off Wash-
ington? That's rich. My mother-in-law the super-patriot. What's
the building number? Seventeen-seventy-six?”

He told her not to be snide, it made her ugly. She called his
mother a battle-axe. With that start they argued away the after-
noon, about his mother, then how Anita forgot the twins’ pedi-
atric appointment, and on to how she couldn’t rely on him if he
couldn’t hold a job, how he couldn’t pay the electric if she kept
spending money they didn’t have on ruby-colored tropical fish for
the aquarium—which she bought on credit! An ongoing train of
each other’s abuses and usurpations.

He blames factory closings, jobs shipped overseas; she blames
his temper. He suspects they are both right.
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“But don’t say I'm unreliable,” he tells her.

Now, he parallel parks the Plymouth outside his mother’s apart-
ment building, reties Sonny’s sneaker, takes a twin in each arm and
hurries through the rain, calling to Sonny, “Keep up, come on!”
Sonny is seven. 50 far, he hasn’t asked questions. Neither did
Jimmy when he was about the same age, and his mother had sat by
his bedside, the two of them alone yet again. “We should love
better men,” she had said. He remembers now how she touched
her fingertips to his brush cutand talked to him about Jefferson and
Washington and Nathan Hale, good men who kept their oaths,
who understood sacred honor. Under the blankets, he rubbed his
feet together until his socks bunched around his toes. She read to
him words those men wrote, phrases that he did not that night
understand but which somehow rang with enlightened elegance.
The words comforted him, and he slept. Ever since he has wanted
to be one of those better men. “You can be,” she had said, and he
felt a piercing joy. With her help he studied their lives, read their
thoughts, until their lines of elegant prose lay scripted into his
heart.

In better days, he had read those same sentences to Anita, and
she’d asked questions, and he told stories about the men as if they
were neighbors on the street where he'd lived, as if they'd raised
him. He told her he always wanted to visit Washington pc. She
suggested they honeymoon there. Every day in the nation’s capi-
tal he sent his mother two or three postcard pictures. Anita signed
them too. Better days.

But just this morning at breakfast Anita had looked everywhere
but his face. When she left the kitchen, he telephoned his mother.
“Ineed to drop off the kids,” he said. “I'm not sure for how long."”
By the time he hung up, Anita was out at the far reaches of the
backyard, her face close to King's, that awful dog nuzzling her
ear. Jimmy whispered to his wife through the window, words
she couldn’t hear spitting from his mouth: “Don’t ever say I'm
unreliable.”

Now, in his mother’s apartment building, he lets Millie finger-
jab the elevator button, and Jay waves at the numbers as they light
to count the floors. He reminds Sonny to wipe his wet shoes.

The doorbell rings, Peggy swallows a spot of coffee, then peeks
through the view hole. “Come in! Come in!” she cries to them,
placing a hand at the back of each head and kissing the cheeks of

Jay and Millie, carried one in each arm by their father.
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“Wipe Jay's nose, [immy, for heaven's sake,” she sings as hap-
pily as if she were crooning “Happy Birthday.”

“Ineed to fetch the sleeping bags,” Jimmy says. “Sonny, get the
twins eating.”

“Don’t you look pretty!” Peggy says to Millie, touching a
rain-wet ribbon on Millie’s dress. “And what do you think of
Grandma's outfit?” She holds out her arms as models do and turns
slowly.

“It's blue,” says Millie.

“Why yes it is.”

Jay says, “Grandma is shiny all over.”

She does not expect such lovely words, and they stop her with
the quiet, cultured force of a stranger’s arm proffered at the door
of a theater, a small kindness that strangles her for a moment. He
amazes her, this little boy, who is picking apart his burger, and she
knows her eyes must glisten in the chandelier's light.

“Tonight, Jay,” she sings, “you are my favorite grandchild.”

She smells like her apartment, a perfume smell that tickles his nose
but can’t hide what's dry and sour, too, and the smell is one reason
Sonny never likes visiting here. They say “Grandma’s house,” but
it's not a house, and that's another reason he doesn't like to visit.
Even in the daylight the apartment is dark because curtains al-
ways cover her windows. You never know when you wake up if
it's day yet. He believes grandmas are supposed to have sunshiny
houses with rocking chairs and green-grass yards and porches,
and they are supposed to bake cookies and have grandpas who
live with them. They are not supposed to wear clown red lip-
stick and have black around their eyes and skin white as pow-
dered milk.

Grandma calls him back to the table to clean up after the twins,
and when he’s finished he finds a corner behind a chair where he
can lie on the floor and draw with the felt pens from his pocket
and a pad of paper he took off Grandma’s counter. The pad of
paper has a man’s name—John Birch—at the top of each page.
Because he is mad, Sonny imagines Grandma stealing the notepad
off the man’s desk and into her purse. But then he forgets every-
thing except the knight that he’s drawing and then the dragon
whose name, he decides, is Peggy.

Dad toes him on the behind with the bottom of his shoe and
shakes him. “I'm leaving, sport,” he says. “T'll be back.” But he
doesn’t say when, and Sonny decides not to ask. Dad says, “Don’t
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I get a kiss?” Sonny climbs out from behind the chair and Dad lifts
him off the ground, accepts the kiss on his cheek, and holds Sonny
for a long time, then kisses him back, but on Sonny’s forehead.

After Dad leaves, Grandma calls all of them back to the dining
room table and lets them each have one cookie. She eats two.
“Because I'm the grandmother,” she says.

Mouth dry, Jimmy Grimes lights another cigarette as he turns
on to New Britain Avenue toward home where he left Anita. She
had complained about how he should not take the children to his
mother’s. That woman's apartment, Anita said, and he wanted to
answer, You ve made your choice, let me make mine, but the fury was
gone from her eyes, exhaustion in its place, and he knew the fights
were over. When he packed the kids into the car she didn't watch,
didn’t even kiss them goodbye. She stayed in the backyard with
the dog, and she smoked a filtered menthol and reached through
the wiring of the kennel to dig her fingers into the dog’s coat, and
from inside the car he had watched the rain begin and his wife
look up to the clouds as if surprised.

He has forgotten about his own cigarette, and remembers it
now. A quick puff, and then he lets it fall through the wing win-
dow. The air through the window flies cold and damp across his
face. A tremor begins at the base of his skull, travels his spine into
the back muscles and then to his shoulders, so he clenches the
steering wheel with both hands, makes fists around the wheel,
demands that his biceps and triceps tighten into rock, and then
his shoulders, and by the time his jaw is locked, the tremor is
beaten down.

A final blinker signal, brakes, the car shifted into park, and he
has the sense someone else drove because he can’t remember a
thing he saw along the streets to home.

The house is dark, but he knows she's still home. Knows it, like
he knows hell never sort it all out. There’s too much. He could fill
notepads. He recalls Hamilton, in The Federalist Papers, was it num-
ber 707 Yes. Seventy. Writing about pernicious acts, or a series of
them, and how you can never tell who's at fault, who's to blame;
what's left is mutual accusation. Good word, pernicious.

The flag hangs outside where he left it, Old Glory draped in
darkness. He regrets the show of disrespect. Most nights he has
been careful to remember the flag before sundown, but tonight he
forgot. He'd meant to wire spotlights for just this sort of occasion,
but then the trouble began. Now, out of the car, he unclips the flag
from its staff, follows the thirteen-fold ceremony as the American
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Legion directs, tucks the flag under his arm. He notices a move-
ment behind a window curtain, knows it’s her and that probably
she’s packed. She had said to him, “You'll need to drive me,” and
he asked, “Where?” and she had told him, but it didn't really
matter.

King barks once from the backyard, and because it is easier
than thinking about all the rest, he wonders what he will do with
the dog.

Grandma’s record player is old, made with tomato-red plastic and
a cloth cover. It looks like a suitcase with a record player hidden
inside. It is a spy’s record player. The cover of the record album
shows the picture of a general’s face. The general’s face is blue and
his hat is blue. The whole record cover is blue. He wears a gen-
eral’s hat and that is how Sonny knows the man isn't a soldier. If
he were a normal soldier he would wear a helmet. The words on
the cover of the record read “Duty, Honor, Country.”

Grandma tells them they must be respectful, that they must
listen and say nothing. This is a very important speech by a very
important man, she says. She mixes water and decaf, drops in
saccharine, stirs in some Irish, and sits beside the record player.

“How long will we stay here?” asks Sonny.

“As long as it takes us to have a good time!” she says, singing
time along. She lifts Jay onto her lap. Bounces him face to face with
her. “Won't we have a good time?” she asks Jay. “Won't we have a
good time?”

Millie holds two dolls on her lap. One doll punches the other.

“Quietnow,” Grandma says, and she clicks the knob that makes
the record spin. She swings the arm and lowers it so the needle
finds the groove that starts things.

The voice sounds like someone’s grandpa. The man speaks
slowly. He is a soldier after all, and not a general. Sonny learns
this when the man calls himself an old soldier. It is not too long
before Sonny can't tell what the old soldier is talking about. In his
grandpa voice he says things about bad places and dead people
and stories that don’t have happy endings. Sonny draws red and
black lines on the palms of his hands.

“Stop it!"” Grandma snaps, so he drops his markers. “Listen!”

The man says something about weakness and strength and
dignity and dying. Sonny's eyes start to burn and he knows he is
crying again. He does not want to listen anymore. He wants to
find a quiet place to draw.

“Stop!”
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Sonny bites the inside of his cheek sort of on purpose and sort
of not. She says, “The oldest sets the example, little soldier. Private
Madison Grimes, stand at attention.”

S0 he does. As always, he stands for her. Straight as he can, his
jaw out and high. But he’s still crying. She says, “5Stand at attention
when the general speaks. Uncomplaining. With faith in your heart
that we will march to victory.”

She lifts the needle and starts again at the beginning. “Pay heed
this time, Private Grimes. Pay heed.”

Sonny worries that his felt markers will dry out without their
caps. He wants to break attention so he can put the caps back on,
but he knows the rule and the rule is that he must stay at attention
until she says. Millie never stands at attention. Neither does Jay.
Only Sonny. He clenches his jaws as if he could crush Grandma in
his teeth. The old man grandpa-soldier speaks of a million ghosts
in olive drab, and of murky foxholes. The backs of Sonny’s legs
start to burn. His head fills with cotton balls and wind.

As the record ends, Grandma mouths the last words along with
the soldier, but the words are only sound to Sonny, nothing he
understands. His felt-tip pens lie ruined. Grandma smiles and her
breath comes heavy and quick, her bosom swelling. She smiles at
the children, each in turn, and says to Sonny, “At ease, Private
Grimes. Now, come kiss your grandmother.”

He does, and she squeezes him tighter than Daddy did, and his
whole body shakes. She whispers, “I know, sweetheart, I know,”
and he wants to run, but she holds him tight, pins his arms to
his side, and so what, because where would he go now that every-
thing—even home—is dry and sour?



