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Dedication

For my grandfather

Fred Snowden





Epigraph

Families are always rising and falling in America. But, I believe, we ought to examine more closely the how and why of it, which in the end revolves around life and how you live it.

— Nathaniel Hawthorne

Southerners need carbonation.

— Nancy Lemann, Lives of the Saints
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Part 1





1.1

The Famous Panola Cola Dynasty—

Piece of Time, Piece of Ass—

Will H. Hays Rolls Over in His Grave—

Cold Duck—The Prey of a Cola Hunter—

All Happy Families

How far would he go? Montgomery Forster asked himself that question as he stood on top of the Peabody Hotel. The answer was obvious to everyone but him. Recently elected lieutenant governor of Mississippi, a graduate of Princeton University with honors, and a decorated corporal in the First World War, Montgomery’s prospects were considered limitless, especially in light of his relationship to the Panola Cola Company. Political columnists said he would someday take up residence at the White House. Corporate insiders said he would expand the family business all the way to Timbuktu. On the roof of the Peabody Hotel an hour from midnight, however, the heir to the Forster dynasty was not thinking in such terms. He was calculating the number of stories and windows he would pass, the distance in yards, feet, and inches he would fall, if he took a step off the ledge.

Not far enough, Monty told himself. Gravel crunched beneath his shoes as he walked to the other side of the roof. Shortly after he rang for the elevator it arrived. The operator, Edward Pembroke, a former circus trainer who later that year would be named “Duckmaster,” a position he was to hold until his retirement decades later, welcomed his new passenger. At the start of their descent Pembroke turned to Montgomery and said, “Getting some of our Memphis fresh air?”

“That’s right.”

“Nothing like our Memphis fresh air.”

“Superb.”

The air in northern France had been different. There it had been the literal humanity rather than the figurative inhumanity that shocked Monty. When he first arrived at the Front, he expected to be overwhelmed by the cordite smoke he’d read about in novels, the mustard gas he’d learned about during basic, and the kerosene vapors he’d heard about from veterans, but what he noticed more than anything were the excretions, some overflowing latrines and others staining armpits, from thousands of men living in such proximity to one another. So many bodies suffocated the scent of war. Less than a month after arriving on the Continent, though, he met a British officer, a man he would come to know, care for, and even love, whose features proved a welcome distraction: the glistening sight of the brilliantine he combed into his mustache, the exotic sound of his accent refined in public school, the smooth feel of his cheeks from the sandalwood oil he used as aftershave, the sugary taste of the hard candies he kept stuffed in his pockets. Monty managed to focus only on those sensations even when the smell coming from the bodies of his fellow soldiers was that of their decomposition as they lay scattered on the ground throughout No Man’s Land.

“Lobby floor, sir,” Pembroke said to Montgomery. “Watch your step.”

For a moment, the tableau of the New Year’s Eve party in the lobby—the drumfire of champagne corks and the salvo of foil horns, the report of toy ratchets and the detonation of confetti poppers—sent a tremor down Montgomery’s forearm that he quickly dispelled by clenching his fist. GOODBYE, 1939, read a banner hanging from the mezzanine promenade, HELLO, 1940. At the center of the eighteenth-century South Italian decorative scheme of the lobby, five ducks swam in a fountain carved from black travertine marble, oblivious to the frequent explosions of flashbulbs. Floral arrangements scattered throughout the lobby lent it the atmosphere of a greenhouse.

Monty brushed against tropical orchids as he went looking for a cocktail. He advanced through the hundreds of guests his family had invited to their gala. It was held every year in honor of whoever happened to be president of the United States at the time, and though the honoree had yet to attend, each year the other guests agreed he’d missed out.

In his book God Shakes Creation, David Lewis Cohn writes, “The Mississippi Delta begins in the lobby of the Peabody Hotel and ends on Catfish Row in Vicksburg. The Peabody is the Paris Ritz, the Cairo Shepheard’s, the London Savoy of this section. If you stand near its fountain in the middle of the lobby, where ducks waddle and turtles drowse, ultimately you will see everybody who is anybody in the Delta.” This evening was no exception. Lucien Sparks Jr., heir to the fifth largest parcel of farmland in Mississippi, sat on the shoulders of Lucien Sparks Sr., owner of the fifth largest parcel of farmland in Mississippi. Sequins on the dress worn by Florine Holt, Miss Birmingham, Alabama, of 1939, reflected polka dots of light onto the face of Delmore “Hotcakes” Johnson. Delmore’s wife, Wilhelmina, stood in silent agony while listening to the four Knapp brothers, founders of Knapp Family Snacks, expound on the virtues of cheese combined with peanut butter in their most successful product, Cheese Crackers and Peanut Butter. Perhaps most notable of all, on a cabriole sofa near the front desk lounged two of the evening’s hosts, Lance and Ramsey Forster, both younger than Monty by nine years, fraternal twins whom people from their hometown of Batesville, Mississippi, referred to as the infernal twins.

Lance, the ends of his black bow tie hanging loose against the bib front of his tuxedo shirt, rattled the cubes in his lowball glass of Four Roses, and Ramsey, whose silk lamé evening gown coruscated whenever she moved, corked an opera-length holder with a Gauloise. Each of them held their favorite accessory, a glass of bourbon and a cigarette, in the opposing hand, such that, both yellow-haired and fine-featured but Lance a few inches taller than Ramsey and with a complexion one shade darker, they seemed fun house mirror images of one another. The siblings had always been a striking pair. Both possessed an elegant ranginess that a gossip columnist once described as making them look like feral cats with monocles.

Once he finished his drink, Lance turned to his sister and, breaking their silence of the past ten minutes, said, “Define expatriate.”

“What?”

“Okay, I will. An expatriate is someone disappointed by the American dream because she tries too hard to buy into it. She might, for example, marry a Hollywood mogul, a man who both exemplifies and sells that dream. A man who is also, I might add, a complete dullard. So she flees the country she thinks failed her. Maybe goes to France. Ribbit, ribbit. Then the Krauts march their little Kraut boots into Poland. Oh, my. The expatriate has to scamper home for safety. Suppose that’s how America and family are alike. We always welcome back our own. Don’t you agree?”

“You’re such a shit.”

Despite her brother’s claim, Ramsey did not consider herself an expatriate during her time in Paris. The term seemed better suited for intellectuals and artists, those more deserving of its cachet. Nonetheless she had to admit Lance was half right in his assessment. Throughout her courtship with and engagement to Arthur Landau, president of Vantage Pictures and the man her brother had called a “complete dullard,” Ramsey had harbored fantasies of a glamorous life in Los Angeles, ordering a round of desserts at the Brown Derby after a party that went late, gossiping with starlets, hobnobbing with directors, whispering into the ear of Clark Gable that he had a little something on his chin. Those fantasies, for the most part, became reality. PRINCE OF CELLULOID WEDS PRINCESS OF SODA ran the headline in Variety, followed weeks later by MULHOLLAND DRIVE WELCOMES MISSISSIPPI DELTA. Tallulah took her shopping on Rodeo. Zukor took her sailing to Catalina. Marlene took her dancing at the Troc.

In his assessment Lance had misunderstood the reason for Ramsey’s departure. She had not been failed by America but rather by her own body. Four miscarriages in half as many years had left her in a depression no amount of phenobarbital could fix. Every night before bed she tried and failed to stop dwelling on a litany of her favorite names. Each day after waking she reached for but could not find the gibbous curve of her belly. Worst of all was that the last had been twins. She forbade those around her, out of pride or a lack thereof, to send word to her family. Although her husband meant well with his various efforts to help—a medical pamphlet he once brought home, “Not Being Gravid Is No Reason to Be Grave,” evoked her first genuine laugh in months—Ramsey refused his suggestion of a long stay at their house in Palm Springs. Being in a new city didn’t make a difference. She needed a whole new continent. One thing she most certainly did not need, Ramsey thought while sitting in the lobby of the Peabody three months after her return from Europe, was to be picked at by her very own brother.

“Don’t you mean, ‘You’re such a merde’? I thought life out west would have cleaned up your language. What with the Hays Code and all.” Lance held up his empty glass and tapped it with his signet ring until a nearby waiter got the message. “But tell me something. It’s a question been on my mind lately. Was your Creole in France tastier than our Creole cuisine back here at home?”

At those words, casual but venomous, Ramsey exhaled a stream of smoke over the cocktail table, clouding an untouched bowl of black olives. How did he know? In 1937, during her first few months abroad, Ramsey had met the star of the Folies-Bergère, Miss Josephine Baker, who at the time was often called the Creole Goddess. The two of them began what Parisian sophisticates labeled a friendship. Every moment of those years she spent with Josephine, their elbows in a daisy chain as they walked home in the early morning, their hangovers on the mend as they drank coffee in the late afternoon, helped Ramsey forget her reasons for being in a new country. Soon enough she no longer felt as though her insides had been shucked.

In Tennessee at a quarter after eleven, thousands of miles away from France, Ramsey could still remember the smell of Jo on her fingertips. She looked at her brother, sussing out his question, the implications of it. If he was privy to her secret, then who else might know? Ever since Ramsey’s return a few months back, Arthur had not once visited her at their pied-à-terre in New York, making her acclimation to the States a solitary one. His secretary called each week to say, between snaps of chewing gum, that he regretfully could not make the trip. “Trouble with the dailies.” Ramsey knew enough about her husband to understand the power structure at Vantage. He considered dailies beneath him.

With a congenial tone Ramsey said, “The cuisine was excellent over there. Bit too refined for your taste,” thinking that ought to shut Lance up.

It did. Lance sat in silence, seething at his sister. He despised being even fractionally outwitted by her. Over the years, from their childhood in Batesville running barefoot through cotton fields to their young adulthood in New York appearing as blind items on the society page, Lance had been jealous of Ramsey. She had always been the more attractive of them. He just knew it. The lovely Miss Forster performing a perfect St. James Bow at her cotillion. The stunning Mrs. Landau entertaining guests in her Beverly Hills manor. Often Lance thought of himself as the Forster runt. That his whole family was known for its looks did not help. Monty was the kind of handsome that people had taken to calling all-American. Their mother, Annabelle, possessed a nearly flawless beauty guaranteed by the expensive diet and limited sun exposure of an aristocratic lineage dating back to the Louisiana Purchase. Their father, Houghton, gave off the accurate impression of someone whose rugged exterior had been buffed by hard-won professional success in the way so often described by Horatio Alger. From the moment of his conception, Lance figured, he was destined for relative inferiority. Even Haddy the half-wit, his older brother, had a lantern jaw, broad shoulders, a cleft chin, and incongruently bright green eyes.

Despite Lance’s self-doubt, which morphed his nose, ears, and mouth into grotesques, such disfigurement was visible only to himself, as though a smudge of sleep constantly blurred his vision. Photographs from throughout his life reveal him to be just as attractive if not more so than the rest of his family. Nonetheless he compensated for his supposed ugliness by flaunting his intelligence. Ramsey’s zygote may have gotten all the beauty, but Lance would be damned if his hadn’t gotten the brains. He considered the point of life not to be clever but for other people to know he was. That belief influenced most of his interactions with other people, including a cigarette girl in the hotel lobby, whom he flagged over to regain, subconsciously, the advantage he had lost to his sister.

“Good evening to you,” the girl said. “Filtered or unfiltered?”

Lance chose the former. On taking payment the cigarette girl offered him a light. “Thank you, sweetness,” he said, pocketing the pack, “but I don’t smoke.”

“Then why’d you buy them?”

“Maybe I’ll tell you later.”

Because of the natural arch to Lance’s eyebrows, a trait he shared with his sister, people often wondered if his comments were intended to be wry. The answer was almost always yes. With a slight curl etched into the corner of her mouth, the cigarette girl, turning to walk away, showed absolutely no confusion at his tone.

Lance admired how her shoulder blades flexed from the cigarette tray’s weight as she walked through the crowd. He rested the ankle of one leg on the thigh of the other, finding a perch for his wrist on top of the raised knee. His new watch, a Rolex Oyster with Feuille hands, caught the light. To his sister Lance said, “How does she look to you?” He nodded in the direction of the girl.

“Expensive.”

He turned to Ramsey. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” Lance’s cheeks bloomed red.

“Your timepiece. Looks like it cost a lot. What’d you think I was talking about?”

The last few swallows of Lance’s bourbon went down in one. His sister knew damn well what he had thought she was talking about. He could see it in her face. Ramsey had expressed that same lack of affect, judgmental by not evincing judgment, the night in New York when she’d spotted him leaving a sporting house on Christopher Street. It was the first time he’d paid for it. Lance would have sworn that to her if only she did not immediately get into a taxicab. Just one time, God’s honest! Ever since that night almost five years ago Lance and Ramsey had barely spoken to each other. He had to find out from their parents that she’d gotten engaged. He had to find out from her husband that she’d left the country.

Tonight was their first actual conversation in what seemed forever. Lance glared at his Rolex. Its hour and minute hands pointed at the eleventh and fourth markers while its second hand slowly denounced all of the markers in between. “Never mind the matter,” Lance said to Ramsey. “Must have misheard you.”

From the bowl on their cocktail table he plucked a black olive. He popped it into his mouth and hulled the meat with his teeth. Once he had swallowed all that was edible, Lance pursed his lips, leaned back, and exhaled with force, launching the pit into flight through the lobby, over the heads of city councilmen and state senators brokering deals, over the shoulders of country singers and songwriters trading compliments, until it landed in the marble fountain, on the edge of which sat Harold Forster, the second oldest of the four siblings.

His laugh lines deepened by a bemused smile, a smudge of rémoulade on the sleeve of his tuxedo, Harold did not notice the olive pit as it sank to the bottom of the fountain. He was focused on naming the ducks. All five of them circled the gurgling water. The itsy-bitsy one with a white ring around its neck he named Callie, and the one whose pretty little head was all black he named Suzette. The one that kept dunking under water he named Alma, and the one with spots on its beak he named June. Each of the names originated with the people Harold considered his best friends while growing up. At various times over the years Callie, Suzette, Alma, and June had been housemaids for his family.

Now he just needed something to call the fifth duck. Although there was one more maid whose name he could use—his favorite of those best friends—Harold had been taught by his sister to never, ever think about her. It would be too much for him.

To distract himself from the noise in the lobby Harold dipped his fingers into the cool water of the fountain. The feel of wetness reminded him of swimming as a child. Back then Ramsey used to tell him he was like a turtle, slow on land but fast in water, a comment to which Lance, if he heard it, would invariably respond that on land wasn’t the only place he was slow. Although he was still focused on the ducks, Harold knew, without looking, that the twins were sitting on a sofa not far away. His family often said that Harold had a compass inside him with any Forster as its interchangeable north. They thought his ability stemmed from a need for the safety of their presence, but in truth he kept track of his family so he could protect them. Because of this special skill, Harold wasn’t startled when the crowd at the Peabody unbraided at what he knew to be the approach of his mother.

“Don’t touch those things, Haddy. You want to catch a disease?” Annabelle Forster said to her thirty-five-year-old son. “Don’t make me regret letting you stay up late tonight.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Annabelle’s stark black lace gown and porcelain skin moderated her effulgent blond hair and French-blue eyes. She clutched her slender wrist in the well-moisturized palm of her other hand.

At the get-up-now twitch of his mother’s fingers, on which she wore only her wedding band and a modest diamond because, as the entire family knew, she considered excessive jewelry “low,” Harold stood for inspection. His mother ran her hands down the lapels of his jacket and resituated a stray lick of his side part. “Do me a kindness,” she said to Harold.

“Okay.”

“Tell me where I can find your brother.”

“Which one?”

“Monty.”

“At the bar.”

On the far end of the lobby, accepting clasps of the arm from people who’d donated to his campaign and from those he assumed wished they had, Monty stood in line for a drink. Some old woman, her gray hair shot through with teal, dress ten years out of fashion, and neck an avalanche of wrinkles, had spent the past five minutes arguing over the proper garnish for a sidecar. The wait didn’t bother Monty. He was too busy trying not to think of his best friend from the war, Nicholas Harrington. More than twenty years had passed since they first met. “Name’s Nicholas. These chaps call me Nick, but to my friends I’m Nicholas.” Monty could still remember the thrill he’d felt at the implication that he was immediate friends with Nicholas. He was meditating on those three syllables—Ni-cho-las, Ni-cho-las—when the bartender jarred him from his thoughts.

“What’s your pleasure, sir?”

Where only moments ago Montgomery had faced the back of the belligerent old lady, he now saw a clean-shaven, tan, dimple-cheeked man wearing a silk bow tie and burgundy sleeve garters. The bartender must have been in his midtwenties. A spit curl jutted like a broken bedspring from his shellacked hair, and a stray eyelash stuck like a comma on the edge of his jawline. The sight of his Adam’s apple caused Monty’s own to bob. “Not sure what I want. Any recommendations?”

The bartender squinted at him in the manner of a gypsy reading tarots. “I’ve got just the thing.” He paused a moment for objections before making the drink.

Despite his proficiency behind the counter, flipping a Boston shaker through the air and spinning a Hawthorne strainer in his palm, the bartender’s future was not in mixology. He would eventually gain one kind of exploitative success in Los Angeles, and then another when he moved to New York City decades later. On August 12, 1975, Knopf would pay him a reported six-figure sum for the memoir of his experiences scraping hundred-dollar bills off the nightstands of Cole Porter, James Whale, and Rock Hudson.

“Give this a try,” the bartender said, pushing a glass toward Monty. “I call it a four-one-five.”

“Why’s that?”

“Four parts gin, one part vermouth, five parts delicious. I’ll be having one myself when my shift ends in twenty minutes.”

“Interesting.”

Montgomery accepted the drink, whose ingredients sounded an awful lot like those of a martini, and walked back into the crowd, where he immediately encountered a swarm of glad-handers. The distraction was a welcome one. During the campaign Monty had grown used to his assigned role—that of the upstanding, honest family man, husband of a beautiful wife, father of a brilliant daughter—to the extent he now actually felt good when playing it. The cocktail didn’t hurt either.

“Mr. Sparks, great to see you.” Sip. “How’s tricks, little man?” Sip. “Hi there.” Sip. “Likewise.” Sip. “Thank you.” Sip. “The beautiful Miss Holt.” Sip. “Hotcakes, pleasure as always.” Sip. “Who let this guy in here?” Sip. “Hello, Mother.”

Those unblinking, dispassionate eyes, that surgical slit of a mouth: his mother was the person Monty least wanted to see. All the cheerfulness he had begun to feel, from politicking with the crowd and chatting with the bartender, withered in her presence. Still, taught from birth to be conscious of appearances, Monty kissed his mother on the cheek, its temperature in scale to her disposition.

She had been unnervingly cold with him ever since the incident in Ecuador. On the train ride home, after she’d traveled to Quito alone to pay the $15,000 in blackmail, Montgomery’s mother said only one thing to him. “Your father can never know what you are.” Now, so many years after that train ride, Montgomery managed not to flinch when his mother again mentioned the one Forster whose approval mattered to him.

“He wants to see you.”

“About what?”

“The senator showed up after all,” she said. “They’ve scheduled a meeting for tonight.”

“When?”

“Half past.”

“Where?”

His mother gave him a look, pursing her lips and tilting her head, that meant, You know your father well enough to know where.

Montgomery arrived at the Presidential Suite two minutes after eleven thirty.

He did not bother to knock. Two-storied and balconied, with taupe wallpaper filigreed in gold, the suite warranted its name, authoritative but warm, judicious in its opulence, democratically regal. Oil paintings overlooked a baby grand. Kaleidoscopic shadows from a spiral staircase scored the hardwood flooring. Silk drapes framed a view of the river. On the Chesterfield sofa next to a mahogany Bornholm clock, Houghton Forster was lighting a cigar for Edmund Ainsworth, a Massachusetts senator (D) in the Seventy-Sixth U.S. Congress.

Even though both men were in their sixties, Monty’s father seemed younger than Senator Ainsworth, not only because of the senator’s gleaming bald spot and wrinkled sack suit, in contrast to Houghton’s thick gray hair and trim tux, but also because, whereas the senator had an air of complacency, Houghton had one of hunger. If a portrait of his father were to be painted at that moment, Monty thought as he wished both men a happy new year, the inscription would likely read, “There’s still more to be taken—H.F.”

“So glad you could make it,” Houghton said with a tone that was decidedly not glad his son had cut matters so close. Montgomery wanted to say he’d gotten there as soon as he’d heard about the meeting, that maybe next time he should be given more notice. Instead, he apologized for his lateness and situated himself in a club chair across from his father. Such a dynamic was typical of them. At seven he had remained silent behind a stream of tears as his father took a switch to him for earning poor marks on a spelling test. At twelve he had gotten frostbite of the pinkie toe when his father ordered him to chop a load of firewood in the middle of an ice storm. “They say if someone is raised by wolves, they either develop sharp claws or get torn to shreds,” writes Rebecca N. Leithauser in “Fortunate Scions,” a discursive essay on the children of affluent patriarchs. “Montgomery Forster never developed claws, and luckily he was too big to get torn to shreds.” His notable size allowed for Monty’s only act of parental defiance. Although his father had forbidden him to enlist, saying he was too young, in terms of the law and plain common sense, to fight for his country, Monty left home late one night with that goal in mind. The recruitment officer had no doubt that a six-foot-two, one-hundred-ninety-pound young man was of proper age to join the army. So at fifteen years old Montgomery Forster became a doughboy. For most of his time overseas he exhibited the lack of aggression people from home had considered a permanent aspect of his character. He followed orders. He stayed quiet. He kept to the back. Then came the evening in April 1918 when a German sniper, after spotting Nicholas fifty yards away, relaxed his upper torso, squinted, exhaled, and clenched his trigger hand. Monty sought retribution a month and a half later in the Battle of Belleau Wood. “He killed more Germans than ten of us could have combined,” one marine said, concluding his assessment with an analogy that, if it had been on record at the time, might have given Leithauser second thoughts about her metaphor in “Fortunate Scions.” “I’ve never seen anything that savage. He looked like a rabid wolf out there.”

In the hotel suite Monty declined a cigar and asked what he had missed. The senator said, “Your father was just telling me,” between puffs.

“We were talking about going to war.”

“The possibility of going to war,” the senator said. “Official stance is still no intervention.”

“Fine, fine. But if your boys in Washington are right and Hitler does decide to make do with Poland, a piano will jump out of my ass playing ‘Who’d A-Thunk-It?’” Houghton tapped a hunk of cigar ash into a tray on the coffee table. “Never mind that for now. What I want to talk about are the reasons for going to war. As you may know, my son here, Montgomery, my firstborn, fought in the Great War. Boy was only fifteen when he enlisted.” Houghton tilted his head back to fill the air with a column of smoke. “The morning he left I shook his hand. I was damn proud of the boy. Tears came to my eyes, I was so proud of him. Tell the senator, Monty.”

“Tears came to his eyes,” Monty told the senator, “he was so proud of me.”

“The only day I was more proud of my son was the day he came home. He’d been awarded a Distinguished Service Cross for extraordinary heroism. My question for you, Senator Ainsworth, is what allowed my son and all those other boys to fight so gallantly? Pride. Except this was not the pride of a father for his son. Somewhat the opposite. This was the pride of a man for his country.”

“Brass tacks, Houghton. Why am I here?”

“If our boys go to war again, we need to make certain they’re reminded, three times a day, of their pride in America. Three times. Breakfast, lunch, dinner. Now, unless we plan on creating a Corps of Grandmas, have them baking apple pies by the boatload, I ask you, what product represents wholesome American values more than a bottle of PanCola?”

Senator Ainsworth harrumphed. “Still doesn’t answer the question of why I’m here,” he said to both Forsters.

In response to that and each subsequent question, Houghton adjusted the proportions of art and matter in his talk. Montgomery listened as his father tried to make himself plain. Two months ago at the family’s estate, Houghton told Ainsworth, he’d gone quail hunting with the quartermaster general. Aside from proving himself a damn fine shot, the general had suggested a few logistical tips, hypothetically speaking, on how to set up bottling plants along a front. The general expressed enthusiasm in the idea. More recently Houghton had heard from his man in Washington that there were rumblings of a new Senate subcommittee. Although the official purpose of the subcommittee would be “peacetime war efficiency,” specifically how to prepare the public for the rationing that might become necessary as international trade routes deteriorated, an unofficial purpose would be to plan for an “efficient transition” from peacetime to war. Included under that rubric was the preliminary drafting of contracts for supplies other than weaponry. Houghton told the senator that competitive lobbying during a crisis, for cigarettes and toilet paper, for shoe polish and chewing gum, would hinder more important preparations for the second Great War.

“Which brings us to why you’re here talking to me twenty minutes before the clock strikes 1940. The only matter still under debate is who will chair the subcommittee. And I have it on authority that the choice will be none other than Edmund Ainsworth.”

At those words Houghton put the heel of one leg onto the knee of the other, glancing at Montgomery without turning his head. So far everything had gone in accordance with their plan. Monty knew what the senator would ask next.

“If what you say is true, and I’m not saying it is, but let’s assume for conversation’s sake it’s true,” the senator said as he perched his cigar in a crook of the ashtray, “then the first question that comes to mind, regarding your suggestion, is what incentive do I have to contract PanCola?”

Houghton said, “Ever heard the old saying ‘An eye for an eye’? The same applies to favors.”

“I’m listening,” said Ainsworth.

“Someday my son here may very well be in a position of even greater power than his current one.”

“Such as what?”

“This isn’t the Governor’s Suite we’re sitting in.”

The senator retrieved his cigar from its perch, saying, “Suppose you’re planning on buying that election, too,” before screwing it back into the ashtray unfinished.

“You can only buy something,” Houghton said, “with what you’ve earned.”

Since the beginning of the conversation Montgomery had considered it best to remain quiet. That was no longer the case. He could see his father was getting hot. It was understandable why. Montgomery knew that people such as Senator Ainsworth, a Boston Brahmin, considered themselves superior to the nouveau riche, of which Monty had to admit the Forsters were a part, even when those like Senator Ainsworth were no longer riche. Neither that hypocrisy nor his father’s anger, however, were the reason Monty decided to speak up. He just wanted to get out of the room sometime this decade.

“Senator, all due respect, but nobody’s buying anything,” Monty said. “Johnson and I both ran honest campaigns, and when we’re inducted two weeks from now, it will be with a clean conscience. I’ll be second in line for a position that would put me in line for a run at the presidency. Understand? Fact of the matter is Paul’s not in the best of health.” Governor Paul B. Johnson Sr., “Champion of the Runt Pig People,” would die in office on December 26, 1943, shortly after which—and for an unrelated reason, despite the headlines—Monty would tell his family he was going to “look for arrowheads” near the old barn on the Forsters’ estate. “But forget potential tragedies. Let’s get back to old sayings. Have you heard ‘You scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours’? You won your last election by only ten thousand votes, and support from your constituency is even weaker now. Added to which, your indiscretions with one Polly Cheswick of Red Hook, Brooklyn, aren’t a well kept secret,” Monty said. “So it would seem, Bunny, you have a very itchy back.”

If it weren’t for his father sitting there, the grin on his face so wide his eyeteeth showed, Monty would have immediately apologized. The bully was not a role he enjoyed. How could he have used Paul Johnson like that, a man who’d done nothing but right by him?

Houghton, as though sensing the misgivings of his son, said, “Couldn’t have said it better myself.” He stood. “Tell you what, Senator. How about you take the night to think on it?”

“I think that would be best.” Senator Ainsworth gained more composure with each step toward the door of the Presidential Suite. “Certainly is getting late.”

“We’ve got you set up in one of the finest rooms in the place. You should have no trouble getting some rest,” Houghton said, one hand on the senator’s back, the other on the doorknob. “Know what I like best about staying in hotels? The chocolate on the pillow. Am I right? There’s just something so pleasant about finding your sheets pulled back, your pillows fluffed, and this little piece of candy to help you drift off to sleep.”

“How true.”

The door clicked shut. Houghton walked back across the room, sat down, and lifted an eyebrow at Montgomery. On arriving in his room, both father and son knew, Senator Ainsworth would find, placed on his pillow, $20,000 in cash. “Think he’ll take the turn-down service?” Monty said.

“Of course I do. He’s a man of integrity,” said Houghton, unaware that at the same moment, ten stories below the suite, his daughter, Ramsey, still sitting on a sofa in the lobby except now by herself, still clutching a cigarette holder but without a cigarette, was approached by a man of similar integrity.

A briefcase dangled at his side, its leather buffed to a high shine, brass locks clouded by a patina. The man wore a black suit rather than a tuxedo, which made him both stand out from and blend into the crowd, a sore thumb on a broken hand. Ramsey felt as though she’d seen him before tonight but couldn’t for her life recall where.

“Mrs. Landau.”

“Yes?”

“Paul Easton.”

The man reached into his briefcase and, with a cheerful clip to his voice, said, “I’m here to serve you divorce papers on behalf of Vantage Pictures.” He set a stack of documents on the table and pushed them toward her with his pinkie.

Ramsey’s realization of where she had first seen this guy—at the Christmas party three years ago in Arthur’s office—caused a delay in registering what he had just told her. Then it came. Of course the studio president known for producing lavish musicals such as Catch a Tiger by the Toe would be so theatrical as to inform his wife that he was divorcing her on New Year’s Eve twelve minutes before midnight. The bastard did not even have the sand to give her the papers himself. Ramsey could have killed Arthur. God but she could have wrung his spineless little neck.

She lit a cigarette just to see the fumes. To Paul Easton, still standing in front of her, Ramsey said, “You tell that no-good, chicken-shit, heartless son of a cunt—”

“Mr. Landau said you might get colorful.”

“—that he can take these goddamn papers and shove them up his dick hole.”

During the few seconds of quiet following Ramsey’s outburst, Paul Easton stared at her down the bridge of his nose. “My but you’re good at revealing yourself as nothing more than country come to town,” he said at last.

Ramsey clamped her jaw around her cigarette. Tou-fucking-ché. She blew smoke toward the skylights of the lobby. Over the years Ramsey had grown sensitive to intimations that she was some bumpkin from Mississippi who had married up. The origin of such vulnerability was the time her roommate at Miss Porter’s had asked if it felt odd to wear a uniform instead of overalls. This prick from the studio knew exactly where to squeeze. As Ramsey tried to think of a suitable retort, something eloquent, something vicious, she heard a familiar voice behind her say, “My but you’re good at revealing yourself as nothing more than a bagman for the flicker business who isn’t even worthy of kissing my granddaughter’s feet.”

Fiona Forster, wearing a chinchilla stole in spite of the heat in the lobby and a necklace with an amethyst pendant big as a magnolia fruit, walked around the sofa, took a seat, and gently squeezed her granddaughter’s knee, never once letting her gaze stray from the man she had addressed. “You have my blessing to leave now.” She flicked her hand at Paul Easton as one would a speck of lint. He swallowed audibly, gripped his briefcase, and, without a word, walked away.

Ramsey smiled at Fiona. Even in old age her grandmother from her father’s side of the family brooked no guff. She was eighty-four. All of her features except her eyes had shrunk over the years, so that she seemed the Owl of Minerva come to life in the lobby, wise and vigilant and never without a gin rickey.

“How are you?” Ramsey asked.

“Just a feeble old woman. Yourself?”

“Fine. Gettin’ divorced.”

Fiona shrugged. “Screw the bastard.”

Despite the rage she had felt just a moment ago, Ramsey, thinking of the distance between apples and trees when one falls from the other, managed to enjoy the end of her cigarette. At least someone was on her side. While putting the butt into an ashtray Ramsey noticed her brother Harold standing by the marble fountain. He was doing that thing with his ear again. Every time Haddy became upset, whether because of something he had done or that had been done to him, his hand would latch onto his ear, tugging and pulling and twisting it raw. Look at him over there, thought Ramsey, about to yank it right off. What could be the matter?

Light from the chandelier overhead flickered along the ripples in the water fountain, and from across the lobby drifted the chipper opening chords of “Baby, Buy Me a Teddy Bear.” Harold, tugging on his ear and rocking side to side, didn’t notice either of those things, because he was now a capital-M Murderer.

The whole thing was his fault. If only he had minded his mother, none of this would have happened. She had told him not to touch the ducks. All he did was pet one of their feathery little heads, just a teensy bit with his finger, and five minutes later, after getting some cake from the dessert table, the poor thing was floating upside down.

Harold’s hand clung to his ear and his lips were speckled with frosting as he paced in front of the fountain, trying to decide what to do with the body. Any minute someone would notice those lifeless feet splayed in the air. He was about to scoop out the duck with his dinner jacket when he was interrupted by the screams of a man nearby. “Oh dear God, no, it can’t be! No! Please God, no, it can’t be!” Still in his uniform, Edward Pembroke, the elevator operator, jumped into the fountain, soaking his maroon flannel pants trimmed in gold braid. He lifted the duck from the water, cradled it in his arms, and sat on the marble edge.

“Everything’s fine,” Pembroke said, patting the duck’s head as one would to wake a sleeping child. “I’m here now.”

Harold watched from a few yards away. He had not even had a chance to name that one. Can you get into heaven without a name? he wondered, tears making his vision go wobbly.

On the edge of the fountain, with his back to the crowd so Harold could not see what he was doing, Pembroke searched for a cause of death. He used the skills from his time as a circus trainer, the same skills that would soon lead to a promotion. Nowhere on the duck could he find evidence of a puncture wound. Its keel was not distended. Its shanks were not discolored. At last, Pembroke checked the duck’s neck and noticed, close to its white ring, a small obstruction. He massaged the obstruction through the neck, like squeezing out one last brush’s worth of toothpaste from the tube, until it plopped into the palm of his hand.

Due to the presence of Pembroke in the lobby, where he was currently holding something hard, wet, and round that he mistakenly thought was a cherry pit, Montgomery was alone in the elevator. It took him a moment to realize he was the only one there. He pressed a button on the grid panel and pulled the lever to the down position. With each floor of his descent from the suite Monty mentally recited his three favorite syllables. Ten, nine. Nicholas, Nicholas. Eight, seven. Nicholas, Nicholas. Six, five. Over the years that name had become a sort of mantra to calm him down at times of disappointment, with himself or others, times during which he was overwhelmed with the question, first asked during the war, of whether he was in hell or simply doomed to it.

He reached his floor. Monty pulled back the lever, opened the gate, and walked out of the elevator. He had to stop thinking this way. He had to focus on something else. Monty knocked on the door to room 415.

Slowly it opened to reveal a figure in silhouette. Montgomery stepped forward and kissed the bartender, who tasted like four parts gin and one part vermouth. The door closed behind them.

A tightrope of spit connected the two as Montgomery briefly drew back from the bartender. “I don’t even know your name.”

“Simon Spicer.”

“Really?”

“Stage name,” said Simon. “I’m moving to L.A.”

Although Spicer’s memoir of “being out and going down” in Hollywood is no longer in print, the incendiary bestseller elicited, upon its release, devotion and litigation in equal measure. Activists for gay rights upheld the author as an iconoclast. Religious conservatives denounced his book as pornography. At the hotel that night, however, the man who hoped to have a career in acting had not yet sold his secrets or himself. Simon wrapped his arms around Monty. They stumbled through the room toward the bed, tripping over a footstool and bumping into the dresser and knocking over a lamp, until they were interrupted by a rhythmic clanging sound.

“The hell’s that?” Montgomery said. He looked into the moonlit room, trying to figure the source of the noise.

Simon’s lips curled into a sly grin. He nodded at a pipe near the radiator and whispered, “Must be the heat.”

He was correct in a sense. The pipe making the noise in room 415 ran vertically through the hotel, past the lending library and notary public on the mezzanine, past the cigar stands and phone booths around the lobby, past the drugstore and stenographer in the basement, all the way to the boiler room, where at that moment Lance was having sex with the cigarette girl. Each thrust caused the table on which she was positioned to ram against the pipe with a heavy clang.

Lance stood with the girl’s legs straddling him. He found he preferred such a method, how it allowed for ease of access. Escape was also made easier. There in the boiler room, the girl was moaning just the right amount, not too loud and not too quiet, a Goldilocksian fit. The only problem was that she kept talking to him between moans.

“But this is only a temporary job for me.” Pant. “I was thinking of maybe opening a hair salon.” Sigh. “Or nails.” Whimper. “I think there’s a lot of growth in nails.” Purr. “Ha-ha. Growth.” Trill. “I’m interested in anything involved with the beauty industry.” Gasp. “Mark my words. Beauty industry. It’s got a future.”

Trying to keep the girl quiet, Lance slid his hand up her neck and let his thumb dip into her mouth, but the move brought little result.

“You taste like cinnamon. Bet you get that a lot in your family.” The girl sucked on his thumb. “That you taste like cinnamon. Do you hear that a lot in your family?”

The hell was she babbling about? Lance had heard his share of dirty talk that was actually the opposite—one time a woman he brought back to his place told him, “I’m as wet as a dog’s nose,” after which he sent her home with her tail between her legs—but something about this girl seemed more than awkward. Midthrust he realized why.

“I should have known,” he said, their motion halted. “You’re a cola hunter.”

The press had given them the name. Around the time PanCola first introduced its “secret ingredient” ad campaign, Houghton Forster mentioned in an interview that his children, all four of them, were the only people he would ever tell, come the right time, the truth of the ingredient. He said it was their birthright. He said the ingredient had been with him so long, ever since his own childhood, that it was a bond among his family as strong as blood. Due to those comments, “cola hunters” began traveling to the various locales of his youth, attempting to “pan” for Panola Cola’s secret ingredient. Some cola hunters avoided where the ingredient had begun and instead went searching for where the ingredient would end up.

Lance felt himself not unsheathe so much as shrivel out of the girl. He watched her face turn into that of someone who gave neither hoot nor holler about the beauty industry. “I bet your father hasn’t even told you,” she said before standing from the table and resituating her dress. “Knew I should have gone with the important one.”

“The what?”

“Where is Montgomery anyway? Haven’t seen him all night.”

“I,” Lance said, “uh.”

“God, you really don’t know anything, do you?”

Without waiting for a response the girl told him to never mind and wended her way out of the boiler room and back to the lobby. Lance stood by himself, his rib cage shrunk by her words. Should have gone with the important one. You really don’t know anything. I bet your father hasn’t even told you. Not only was he the ugliest Forster but he was also the most unnecessary. A drop of moisture trickled from Lance’s cheek all the way to his jawline. Sweat from the humidity, he thought, walking toward the exit. Whoever was in charge really should do something about the humidity.

Back in the lobby, Lance tried to compose himself. He looked around the whole scene, at the women in evening gowns of mauve, saffron, vermilion, and carmine, some backless and some sleeveless and a few daringly both; at the men in obsidian-black and midnight-blue dinner jackets, their collars heavily starched and shirts as crisp as newsprint; at the waiters in uniforms the same shade of white as PanCola’s label, arms laden with trays of deviled eggs, oysters casino, angels on horseback, cucumber cups with pimento cheese, stuffed kumquat, crab rangoon, and boiled shrimp fresh from the Gulf.

Lance could not find Ramsey. He needed his sister right now. She was the only person who would understand. They had too much history for her not to know the right thing to say.

He could still remember the Whippet Roadster they had shared as teenagers. To their father’s chagrin, Lance and Ramsey had nicknamed the car “Volstead,” a nod to the congressman whose machinations inadvertently caused the increase in soda sales that helped pay for the car’s broadcloth upholstery, mechanical brakes, and pyroxylin finish. Both of them took pleasure in more than the irony whenever they drove the car to one of the speakeasies across town.

Lance needed that Ramsey right now—Ramsey his friend, Ramsey his conspirator. Why had he needled her so much earlier in the night? It was petty to wound her simply for having a life of her own. The absolute truth was Lance cared about his sister. All he wanted was for her to be as safe as she had always made him feel. That was why he had recently paid a mayor’s ransom for the managing editor of the Daily Herald to kill an article on “Ramseyphine.” That was also why, after hearing from his investigator that Arthur had somehow learned about the affair, Lance had caught the earliest flight to L.A., hoping to convince his brother-in-law that a scandal, even just a divorce, would reflect poorly on all parties involved. The bastard had refused to meet with him.

“How close are we?”

The appearance of Montgomery at his side startled Lance from his thoughts. He had to repeat his brother’s question in order to sound out its meaning. After a slight pause, Lance looked at his watch and said to Montgomery, “Two minutes away.”

With each second closer to midnight the crowd seemed to grow more effervescent. Men checked their pocket watches and then loosened their semibutterfly, rounded, pointed, or straight bat-wing bow ties, while the women who’d worn their hair up let it down, petals falling from their wrist corsages to the floor with the turbulence. After the Peabody Hotel jazz quartet ended its rendition of “What’s the Sweetest Thing Around? (Panola Cola, I’ve Found),” the screech of blowout horns erupted from distant corners of the lobby.

“And how is my big brother this evening?” Lance asked, trying to appear as carefree as everyone else.

Monty straightened his gig line, a habit since the war. He wondered how to respond. Oh, I’m doing fine. Just got back from almost sleeping with some bartender, he considered confessing, repercussions be damned. The poor guy was not happy when I told him I couldn’t go through with it. Called me a tease and a coward. The bartender may have been right about the first insult, Monty would admit, but he’d been completely wrong about the second one. His decision to leave the room was not an act of cowardice but rather one of fidelity. All the blame lay with that damn pipe. The clanging noise had reminded Monty of distant gunfire, rat-a-tat, pop-pop, pop-pop, rat-a-tat, which in turn had reminded him of Nicholas. That was why he’d told the bartender he couldn’t go through with it. “Just a little tired is all,” Monty said to Lance. “It’s been a very long night.”

“You’re telling me.”

Midnight was thirty seconds away. The two Forster brothers looked out at the assemblage of what would be described the next day as the bon ton of the American South. Both men fell quiet at the sight.

In the St. Louis Dispatch, editorialist Rufus Terral once wrote, “Mississippians . . . are said to believe that when they die and go to heaven, it will be just like the Peabody lobby.” It seemed as though everyone at the gala that night would have agreed. Near the elevator bank Lucien Sparks Sr. held his sleeping son, small head on large shoulder, thin arms around thick neck, a trickle of drool at the corner of the boy’s mouth garnished by a smudge of peanut butter, the result of a present he’d been given by the Knapp brothers of Knapp Family Snacks, each of whom had been intrigued when the boy, Lucien Sparks Jr., mentioned he liked to sprinkle salted peanuts into Panola Cola. At a table behind the bandstand Wilhelmina Johnson slapped her husband, an action brought about by what she had caught him doing with Florine Holt, whose sequined dress had made her exit with Delmore, known as “Hotcakes” for a reason, all too easy for everyone at the gala to notice. And on the mezzanine overlooking the lobby, Harold Forster, his cheeks traced by dried tears and his brow striated with thought, sat alone at a small table, oblivious to the screams of “Three! . . . Two! . . . One!” from below.

He was playing solitaire. The game helped keep him from dwelling on the duck. Harold, who could never remember the actual rules, set down a queen, then a six and seven, then an eight and nine, and finally a king, to complete his favorite design. On the table lay the same mosaic of cards that, years later, he would have arranged before him when his heart, which had always beaten with furious pride at any slight to his family, stopped.

That night at the Peabody Hotel, though, Harold’s pulse held a steady count. He looked over the handrail, studying the hourglass dresses and sharply tailored tuxedos, the various boutonnieres blending into a pointillist collage of gardenia-white, cornflower-blue, and carnation-red. What the hell was everybody hollering about? Why on earth was everyone kissing each other? Harold watched confetti rise like bubbles in the air and fall on the shoulders of his family. His siblings were dispersed throughout the crowd.

Ramsey sat on a sofa near the fountain. She was reading a stack of paper, cigarette in hand, smoke leaking from her mouth. It must be a really great story, Harold figured, what with how little she blinked. Over by the bar, his brother Monty was drinking some kind of cocktail. He held the glass in one hand and tucked in his shirt with the other. If Harold had to guess he’d say the drink tasted good. Just look at the way Monty closed his eyes with each sip. In a corner near the bathrooms Harold’s brother Lance stood alone with a pack of cigarettes. He was staring at them. He’d quit a long time ago, Harold remembered, because they stained his teeth. Tonight had to be a very special occasion if he was tempted to pick up the habit again.

Harold took one last look around the lobby, the sight of his brothers making his chin quake, the sight of his sister making his shoulders cave, before sitting back down with tears in his eyes. He could not find a tissue. Harold put his face into his hands as “Auld Lang Syne” echoed through the hotel. He was crying because of his family. Never in his life had he seen them all so happy.





1.2

The Original Sweetest

Thing—An Indian Named

Branchwater—A Bumper Crop of

Drinking Straws—The Annabelle Constellation

The only thing Fiona wanted was for Houghton to be happy. It simply wasn’t right for a fourteen-year-old boy to work so hard. “Why don’t you sit down to eat?” she asked Houghton in the kitchen of the family’s two-bedroom home in Panola County, Mississippi. He forked a fried egg onto a biscuit and added a few cuts of fatback. Fiona said, “Your father wouldn’t mind you being late to the store.”

“Like hell he wouldn’t.”

“Watch that mouth.”

He turned away from the stovetop, grinned at her, and made a show of taking a hefty bite. “Didn’t hear you,” he said, voice garbled, mouth full. “Watch what now?” Pieces of biscuit scattered on the floor.

He wasn’t in want of humor; that much was for certain. Fiona was nonetheless worried about Houghton. Ever since he was a child, he’d shown an uncommon sense of industry, taking up house duties before he was assigned them. What kind of boy volunteered for chores? She could see him now. In the field, chopping wood, at age eight. In the barn, milking cows, at age five. His work ethic had only increased since he’d reached puberty. During the week, Houghton worked twelve hours a day at the drugstore, and on weekends he tended to his own business enterprise, collecting scrap metal from around the county, tin from barn roofs, iron from anvils, brass from doorknobs, and selling it to a foundry just south of Memphis. Fiona hoped he knew his hours at the store would have to be cut once school started back up in September. She was about to remind him that morning, but he had already clomped out the door. She watched through the casement window as he saddled his horse.

Although he would never admit it to anyone, especially not his own mother, the reason Houghton worked so much these days was circumstantial. Work was the best means he could come up with to distract from the awkward, unwieldy erections that had begun to plague him most every second of the day. It seemed anything would trigger one. Glancing at the exposed ankle of his schoolteacher held him at his desk until matters had subsided. Catching a whiff of perfume from a churchgoer forced him to use a hymnal for sacrilegious cover. One time the feminine whinny of a dray horse sent him crouching to hide what had been sprung loose.

After reaching town Houghton relieved himself of such thoughts by readying Forster Rex-for-All for the business day. He ran the tumblers through a mechanized washer. Less than three weeks later those tumblers would tipple with the soda concoction made possible by the secret ingredient he would soon discover. He swept the wide-plank pine floors. Less than two years later those floors would creak with the footfall of over a hundred daily customers who had heard tell of a delicious new drink. In conclusion to his morning routine Houghton wound, dusted, polished, and set the Willard banjo regulator hanging on the wall.

The time was two minutes till eight. Because his father was away on his house calls—every month he made a trip around the county medicating the ailments of farmers too busy to come to town—Houghton was responsible for opening the store. Today, the simple act of hanging the OPEN sign would have a lasting effect. In front of the door, looking through its wobbly glass pane, Houghton noticed a girl, yellow haired and pale skinned, walking down the street. She rendered all his efforts at distraction for naught. None of his morning routine at work, not the sweeping, not the washing, not the dusting, could stop his reaction, in body and in mind, to what he decided was the sweetest thing he’d ever seen.

* * *

Since her mother’s death in 1882 of scarlet fever, Annabelle Teague had doted on her father. The relationship between parent and child was the reverse of typical. She packed his lunch in the morning and asked after his day in the evening. He let her feel his brow for fever and heeded her advice on sensible attire. Owner of a shipping business based on the Mississippi, resident of New Orleans for all his life, and special adviser to the governor of Louisiana, Royal Teague never took another wife because, in addition to simply not having the time for courtship, he already had a woman in his life off whom to sound business ideas and from whom to beg for a second helping of dessert. It was due to such aspects of their relationship that Annabelle told her father, laid up with gout, to stay in his room at the Batesville Inn while she went in search of a druggist.

She came across Forster Rex-for-All around the corner. It looked to be the only pharmacy in town. Despite such a modest exterior, whitewash hatched in brown, tin roof blotchy with bird droppings, windows fogged by pollen, Annabelle found the store, judging by its interior, comparable to those scattered throughout the Garden District, a testament to modernity. On shelves lining the back wall sat an array of mercury glass, cruets next to ewers, flagons next to vases, each of them placed beneath a nameplate inscribed in Latin. Steam from an alembic wafted toward the ceiling. An elaborate show globe filled with water dyed white hung from a brass chain at the center of the room. Rattan stools leaned against a mahogany counter. Next to a soda fountain, one of the largest Annabelle had ever seen, stood a boy about her age. He seemed to be having a rather difficult time situating an apron around his waist.

“Welcome to Forster’s, miss. What can I do for you?”

As he spoke those words Houghton immediately forgot them. The presence of such a beautiful girl was a breath blown against the dandelion of his thoughts. He became a fragile, bare stem in front of her, his capacity for reason scattered to the wind. “Is the druggist in?” the girl said.

“At your service.”

The girl crossed her arms in a pantomime of impatience, as though to say, That’s not a satisfactory answer, and I will not repeat the question. Houghton wouldn’t have been surprised if she had started tapping her foot, lips curled, one eyebrow raised above an unwavering stare. This obnoxious brat was, undoubtedly, the most adorable person he’d ever met. He set his bite to hold back a smile.

“My father is the senior druggist of the store. He’s not in at the moment and is not expected back for another day or so. Rest assured I am a more than competent proxy.”

“That so?”

His pace deliberate and his manner steady, Houghton walked out from behind the counter, situated a stool in front of the girl, and motioned for her to take a seat, all while making a point of letting her notice him studying her appearance. “By the scent of your hair I take it you’re from New Orleans. The apothecaries down there commonly derive sodium laureth sulfate from coconut oil to use as a surfactant. Despite a complexion that indicates a primarily indoor life, you have no signs of a deficiency in vitamin D, which tells me you take a daily supplement or have a diet with high levels of it. Either way requires a certain financial means. Your sleep patterns have not been regular of late, but you haven’t treated the problem medicinally. Also, judging by the slight redness of your nostrils, I’d say you recently had a cold. What did you use to get over it? Rose hip tea, I’ll conjecture.” Houghton walked back around the counter. Without taking his gaze from the girl he wiped down its varnished top with a rag.

“How’d you know about my lack of sleep?”

“Even a beauty as great as yours can’t distract completely from those bags under your eyes.”

Although she did not realize it yet, the feature Annabelle admired most in other people, no matter her relationship to them, was guile. This boy had plenty. She could tell by that sly grin he was trying so hard to hide beneath a more somber expression. The faint line curling into the corner of his mouth, in contrast to his tightly wound bow tie and hair parted so cleanly the warp and woof of each strand was distinct, made the boy, however uncultivated and inferior his ancestry, seem liable to do anything next, whether beg pardon, snap a playing card from thin air, or remain quiet. Was he being modest in regard to his deductions, or was he pretending to be modest in regard to his deductions? Annabelle couldn’t decide.

The latter was correct. Yesterday a customer had pointed out to Houghton the caravan of wagons arriving from New Orleans. The customer said only a wealthy man could afford such extravagant means of transport. Houghton combined that knowledge with what, over the years, he had learned working at Forster Rex-for-All. He knew the common ingredients for shampoo. He knew expensive foods such as mushrooms were rich in vitamin D. He knew long trips disrupted sleep patterns. The only genuine deduction he had made about the girl was the one that involved her recent cold. To break the silence, as well as to divert any suspicions, Houghton said, “You still haven’t said how I can be of use to you.”

“Use?”

“Assistance.”

“Oh. Assistance. Yes, of course,” she said. “It’s my father. He is prone to gout and has recently come down with a particularly severe case. Back home his doctor gives him—”

“Colchicine, extract of the meadow saffron.”

“Yes.”

“That’s a fine place to start. Most pharmacists shy away from going any further in their curative.” Houghton retrieved three bottles from a shelf and arranged them on top of a workbench nearby. “But I am not the type to abide the majority.” He mixed liquid from one bottle with powder from the other two. “I’ve found that colchicine is most effective when accompanied by lime extract. With just a touch of turmeric.”

Because the boy’s back was to her, Annabelle could not see the details of his operations until, with a mildly theatrical air, he turned around, shaking a small bottle of brown liquid. He placed the bottle on the counter. Without fully admitting it to herself Annabelle was disappointed at such efficiency. She had wanted to hear more from this boy who, despite most likely having grown up bathing in a barrel half, acted as though he were of a station equal to hers. Such the shame. His wit had to have been a studied ploy. His game had to have been a sales tactic. Just as Annabelle concluded the boy was nothing but a parlor trickster Houghton spoke up.

“That takes care of your father. Now let’s take care of you.”

Annabelle managed to ask, “Excuse me?” more confounded than upset. Take care of her how?

“Rest assured, miss, you have done nothing offensive enough as to warrant excusing of any kind, especially from myself.” Out of a trough behind the counter Houghton pulled bottles stoppered with spouts. “We’ll remedy the dregs of that cold of yours. Just need the right medicinal syrups. And, of course, some help from the Mockingbird.”

“The what?”

Three years earlier, Houghton’s father, Tewksbury, had decided it was high time to replace the store’s soda fountain, a basic gooseneck model.
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“This imagined history of the rise and fall of the sugary
drink empire is so robust and recognizable that you might
feel nostalgic for the taste of a soda you've never had.”
—Sam Sacks, The Wall Street Journal
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