
Render Unto Larry’s  

by Phil Holland 

Forty-seven years ago, when I was 12, my friend Chester and I stole model car 
paints, and even models themselves, from Larry’s Variety on our way home 
from Saturday basketball practice in our small New England town. That is 
easier to say now that I have said it twice. This is the story of the first time. 

The model cars came in plastic pieces. The paints, in little bottles, had names 
like Metallic Green and Racing Blue. Why we started to steal those paints, I 
don’t recall. They were easy to slip into our pockets when the man wasn’t 
looking, and we paid for some, too. 

Eventually we became so brazen that we concealed whole models in their 
boxes in our gym bags. We were never caught. But once my father asked me 
why we were so late returning from practice. I blamed it on our coach. My 
father almost called him. That set the nail in my conscience, where it 
remained. 

I have not lived in that town for 40 years, but I pass through every now and 
then, taking a detour on my way to Vermont. Though much has changed, 
there’s still a Larry’s Variety, though it moved into larger quarters on the 
corner where the barber shop used to be. 

In my day there had been a man in his 20s who I assumed was Larry. There 
was also an older man, a short, white-haired man with thick glasses. He was 
very courteous. We did our stealing when he was on duty. 

I had the idea some years ago of going into Larry’s and paying for what I had 
stolen. I imagined confessing and making amends. 

Once I did stop and enter. It wasn’t the old Larry’s, which was dark and 
narrow, with two aisles. Now there were four wide aisles, a bank of coolers 
along the wall, with snacks and groceries and other items (but no model cars). 
It was clean and well lit, but rather soulless. Not a place to make amends. 

Last August, back in the States from Europe, where I now live, I drove off the 
highway, saw the shopping center, and again I passed by. But I needed to buy 
a phone card, and the only store open was Larry’s Variety. I turned around 
and went in. 

There were a couple of customers ahead of me and one behind me. The 
woman at the register looked to be in her late 30s. I looked at her face: She 
had the same eyes as the old man, no doubt her grandfather. 



I told her that I had grown up in the town and used to shop at the old Larry’s. 
She told me how the store had been had been started by her grandfather and 
passed on to her by her father (the man in his 20s). 

The memories made her smile, even as it sharpened my guilt. I paid for the 
phone card and moved toward the door. My heart was racing. If I failed this 
time, I would never come back. I went to the cooler while the man behind me 
paid, and I found a cream soda like the ones I used to drink at the soda 
fountain next door. I took it to the register to pay. There was no one else in 
the store now but me and the granddaughter. 

I put the soda on the counter and produced a hundred-dollar bill, with the 
face of Benjamin Franklin looking up at me with pursed lips. The woman 
looked at the bill and asked if there would be anything else. 

I said, in an unsteady voice, “Yes. I would also like to pay for the things that I 
stole from your grandfather’s store in 1962. Some car models and some 
paints. It’s been bothering me all these years.” 

The woman quickly replied, in a kind voice, “Oh, you don’t have to do that. 
Don’t worry about it.” 

I said, thickly, “I want to do it. I need to do it.” 

Seeing my distress, and no doubt a bit stunned by this repentant apparition 
from the past, she let me leave the bill. Or rather, I simply left it, turned and 
left, soda in hand, compressing my lips to hold myself together. 

In my rental car, I sipped that sweet vanilla nectar as I felt the guilt leaving 
me like a disease. Not only had I confessed and made some amends to the 
flesh and blood of the man I had wronged two generations before, I had been 
forgiven by someone with a generous heart before I had repaid a penny. 

To my father, who died some years ago, I can never apologize for stealing and 
for lying that day. Perhaps I will tell my son, who has some of his 
grandfather’s features, what I have done. 
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